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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a significant shift in the focus of international
student migration (ISM) literature towards understanding and addressing the profound impact of
the pandemic on international students. However, the existing literature primarily centers on their
lived experiences within the host country, often overlooking the current reality of these students
whose lives may transcend traditional geographical borders of nation-states. Despite the
transnational nature of their lives enabled by accessible modes of transportation and the rapid
development of online media technologies, this aspect remains inadequately acknowledged. To
address this gap, adopting a transnational lens that scrutinizes localities in more than one nation-
state and replaces dichotomies (home countries versus host countries) with the notions of fluidity
can be helpful to illuminate a more nuanced and richer account (Nowicka, 2020; Toukan et al.,
2020). Using life history interviews as the primary research method and a transnational lens as
the theory, this paper aims to examine 1) the reported lived experiences of Chinese international
students in Canada, especially during the pandemic period, and 2) how these lived experiences
affect them in terms of their developing transnational identities? The results shed light on the
struggles, challenges, and personal growth encountered by Chinese international students within
the context of the pandemic, highlighting the complex, dynamic, and in-becoming nature of their

transnational identity.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

While the World Health Organization (WHQ) Director-General, on May 5th, 2023,
determined that COVID-19 no longer constitutes a public health emergency of international
concern (WHO, 2023), it remains an established crisis that continues to spread across borders,
races, social classes, genders, ages, and nationalities. With over 765.22 million cases and 6.92
million deaths as of May 3rd, 2023, it stands as one of the deadliest pandemics in history (WHO,
2023). The impact of COVID-19 extends beyond the significant loss of life and strain on
healthcare systems. It has also resulted in profound transformations in our daily lives. One area
that has been particularly affected on a global scale is higher education, with academic
communities facing substantial challenges over the past three years. The pandemic has disrupted
traditional learning models, forcing students and educators to adapt to remote and online formats.
Simply at the onset of the outbreak, over 1.5 billion students across 190 countries were unable to
physically attend school (UNICEF, 2020).

According to UIS (2023), more than 6.36 million students worldwide are pursuing their
higher education abroad in 2020, up from 2 million in 2000. For these international students
(1Ss), moving abroad for higher education represents a means of improving personal and
professional development (Calvo et al. 2021). On the other hand, they may face unique
impediments to achieving the overall outcome, and the COVID-19 pandemic has only
compounded these challenges. Campus closures and transitioning to the online learning, border
closures and different handling measures implemented by students” home countries and host
countries, the ongoing uncertainty in the waves of the pandemic, as well as the rise in anti-Asian
sentiment have exacerbated feelings of isolation and stress that international students may

already experience (Hswen et al., 2021; Leal Filho et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2015). Chinese



international students (CISs), in particular, may face additional difficulties and stress due to the
pandemic's origins in China that unfortunately led to discrimination by the media, fear of
COVID-19, and mixed messages from their social connections, as well as the already existing
challenges of adjusting to a new culture and language (Ma & Miller, 2021).

Considering the ongoing pandemic with emerging variants and its significant aftermath, it
is essential to gain a comprehensive understanding of the complex lived experiences and
challenges faced by international students. This understanding should extend beyond the
immediate crisis and encompass the lasting effects the pandemic may have on them in the post-
pandemic period. To date, studies concerning ISs’ adjustment issues have predominantly focused
on the impact of the pandemic, and a handful of studies are interested in some particular group of
ISs in Canada (e.g., Chinese ISs, one of the largest inbounding student groups in Canadian
higher education institutions). Recent studies have drawn attention to ISs’ experiences during the
initial outbreak when strict lockdown measures were taken and uncertainty for future was
extremely high (e.g., Ge, 2021; Wang, 2022). After the first Omicron wave subsided in Canada
in early 2022 and with relatively high vaccination coverage, the government made the decision
to transition towards a strategy of “learning to live with the virus” (Miller, 2022). Subsequently,
gradual easing of public health measures has taken place, leading Canadians towards a "new
normal” in which COVID-19 may persist but is managed akin to a seasonal flu. As we embark
on this new normal phase in Canada, it becomes crucial to explore how international students
have been adapting to these changes and understand the significance of this new normal period
for them. Lastly, it should also be noted that while the COVID-19 pandemic remains one of the

most important contexts for this study, other factors can also impact the lived experience of ISs.



In most cases, the pandemic often acts as a contributory factor that amplifies existing challenges
and influences their overall educational and life journey.

Transnationalism has been introduced by researchers in various research areas of social
science as a useful concept to understand migration and mobility issues, such as language
teaching and learning, construction of transnational identity, and social networks (e.g., De Fina,
2016; Lubbers et al., 2020; Park & Lee, 2022). While the definitions vary, it generally centers on
cross-border practices and activities, regardless of the types of relationships involved (either
social, political, economical or other sorts). This relationship-building is dynamic and
continuously evolving, contributing to the construct of individuals’ transnational identity and
sense of belonging (Tedeschi et al., 2022). Transnationalism has experienced a substantial
change of manifestation as technological advancement in telecommunication makes
transnational connections much easier. The notion of “online transnationalism” emerges as a
subset of relevant study (Starikov et al., 2018). Subsequently, questions like how memberships in
multiple communities are formed online, how virtual social spaces affect migrants’ identity and
practices, and how transnationalism and online media connect and reinforce each other will be
worth investigating in depth.

In this research, taking a micro-level transnational lens that focuses on individuals’
practices relating to multiple localities (transnationalism from below; Smith & Guarnizo, 1998), |
explored Chinese international students’ lived experiences after the first few waves of the
COVID-19 pandemic and examined how their lived experiences may impact their adjustment
and future decisions in Canadian society. My research questions are:

1) What are the reported lived experiences of Chinese 1Ss in Canada during the pandemic

period?



10

2) How do these lived experiences affect Chinese ISs in terms of their developing
transnational identity?

This study is organized into seven chapters. Chapter 2 provides a brief introduction
concerning the history and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic over the past three years.
Combined with existing research, I discuss a wide range of challenges that people (including
locals, new immigrants, and international students) may encounter during the pandemic in
Canada. Following that, | summarize trends and distinct features of Internationalization of
Higher Education (IHE) such as student mobility, rationales, and Internationalization at Home. A
literature review is carried out to provide a holistic picture of ISs’ adjustment and adaptation
issues, with a particular focus on the impact of COVID-19 on ISs from the recent literature,
including reports in popular media, given the currency and rapidly changing nature of the context.

Chapter 3 introduces the conceptual lens that guides this research — transnationalism. As
transnationalism remains a broad concept across different research fields and is continuously
confused with other concepts, | narrow it down to its main components that are relevant to ISM
literature, such as transnational identity, telecommunication, and imagined community. This
chapter also elaborates on the methodology utilized to construct the study and how my two
research questions are appropriately answered.

Based on the life history interviews, Chapter 4 provides a summary of each case study
regarding the lived experience of six participants, with my focus guided by transnationalism and
the impact of the pandemic. Chapter 5 presents the findings of this paper in response to my
research questions through a thematic analysis. In the final chapter, | further my discussion and
conclude my thesis with recommendations for CISs, higher education institutions, and future

research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Context: the COVID-19 Pandemic and its Aftermath

On December 31st, 2019, the first coronavirus cluster was reported in the Chinese city of
Wuhan, and the WHO China Country Office was promptly informed (WHO, 2020). China then
implemented strict lockdown measures in Wuhan in an attempt to contain the virus and prevent
its spread to other countries. However, with the fast dispersion of the virus, WHO (2020)
declared COVID-19 as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on January 30th,
2020, and officially declared it a pandemic on March 11th, 2020. At the time of writing, specific
data regarding COVID-19 pandemic waves after 2023 is not available. However, it is notable
that Canada has experienced multiple waves of the pandemic prior to this point: the first wave in
March 2020, the second wave in September 2020, the third wave in March 2021, the fourth wave
in September 2021, the fifth wave in January 2022, and the sixth wave in April 2022 (Lveitt et
al., 2022; Stober, 2022). This study started after the sixth wave, when Omicron replaced Delta as
the dominant strain of COVID-19. Compared with Delta, evidence suggests that this variant is
more contagious, but the risk of hospitalization or death is lower (Ulloa et al., 2022).

A summary of the aftermath of the pandemic is shown as follows. At the beginning of
this global pandemic, the direct consequences were strict travel restriction and lockdown
measures, followed by massive layoffs and enduring impact on the economy. As a result of the
economic crisis, Canada unveiled a full package of financial and social support for people,
businesses, and organizations to promote recovery (See for detail in Béland et al, 2021;
Department of Finance Canada, 2022). These responses are mainly characterized by the massive
use of deficit spending, and when positive effects waned with the end of the fiscal stimulus,

problems such as higher inflation started to appear (Azad et al. 2021). According to the two-year



12

data update on COVID-19 impacts in March 2022 (Statistics Canada, 2022), consumer inflation
outpaced wage growth since the spring of 2021 — while the annual price for food and shelter rose
by 5.7% and 6.2% respectively, the average hourly wage only saw a 2.4% increase. Hence, the
continuous financial insecurity has been an important pandemic-related stressors for many
people in Canada.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also created a perfect storm for conspiracy theorists
(Joseph & Adam, 2020). Unlike other coronavirus outbreaks such as severe acute respiratory
syndrome (SARS) and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), the origin of COVID-19
remains unknown and has been constructed as a serious problem (Davey, 2020). The pandemic
came at a critical juncture in China’s relations with the West, leading to an escalation of tensions
(Wang, 2020). Since the outbreak of the pandemic, China has been criticized for its role in the
spread of COVID-19. The United States, in particular, blamed China for its mismanagement of
public risk communication and lack of transparency during the outbreak. Due to the significant
number of deaths in the US, former President Trump attempted to shift the blame onto China
through scapegoating. This reached a climax when Trump began referring to COVID-19 as the
"Chinese virus" during the early phases of the pandemic in the U.S., using it at least 20 times in
tweets, interviews, and news conferences in mid-March 2020 (Costello et al., 2021). In addition,
the “Wuhan lab leak” theory was raised in early 2020 and has continuously received renewed
attention in today’s media landscape (Page et al., 2021). Such discourses through public speaking
and social media transformed a public health issue into a political crisis, fueling anti-Asian
sentiment in the U.S. and its western allies, and exacerbating discrimination and prejudice
against Asian across the world. China, on the other hand, tried to deflect the blame back to the

U.S. by launching campaigns in social media to question the origin of COVID, accusing the US



13

army of bringing the virus to Wuhan and blaming the US government for its missteps and
mishandling of the pandemic (Davey, 2020). Neither country provided convincing evidence,
though. According to a WHO report in March 2022, after a full investigation of the joint WHO-
China mission to Wuhan, four hypothesis was proposed: 1) introduction from an animal species
to humans; 2) introduction through an intermediary animal and then to humans; 3) introduction
to Wuhan via the (cold) food chain; 4) introduction through a laboratory incident (WHO, 2021).
Although no conclusion was drawn in this report and further studies were called for, it indicated
that laboratory origin of the pandemic was considered to be extremely unlikely. Despite the
efforts of WHO, China—US relations have been significantly impacted by the pandemic,
particularly in terms of public opinion towards each other. According to overseas polling
agencies, the goodwill of the US public towards China has steadily declined, reaching its lowest
point of this century. In contrast, negative views of each other are rapidly increasing, with the
majority holding unfavorable opinions (Yuan, 2020).

Canada's practice and policy of multiculturalism have been widely acknowledged, yet
this apparent successful record has also undergone challenges, as racial and ethnic conflicts and
divisions resurface and proliferate during COVID-19 pandemic (Guo, 2021). Statistics from the
Vancouver Police Department showed a 717% rise in hate crimes against East Asians from 2019
to 2020 in Canada. A Statistics Canada report in 2021 also suggested that police-reported hate
crimes of all kinds rose sharply to 2,669 in 2020 from 1,951 the year prior (Ibrahim, 2022). Guo
and Guo (2021) critically analyzed the incidents reported in Canada concerning racism toward
Asians, revealing that the significant rise of reported hate crimes perpetrated against Asian
Canadians resulted primarily from ignorance, fear, and misinformation related to the global

pandemic. In relation to mental health, Wu et al. (2020) found that the current COVID-19
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pandemic has had deleterious mental health impacts on all Canadians, but Chinese and Chinese-
looking East Asian Canadians demonstrated a higher level of mental health symptoms as
compared to white Canadians, with acute discrimination and rising anti-Asian attacks being
proved to be one significant contributor.

The pandemic has also exerted a significant impact on higher education. There is no
doubt that international student mobility has taken a massive hit amid the pandemic. Specifically,
for Chinese students who had plans to study abroad in the future, concerns and challenges
emerged immediately—a major shift came to the decisions of Chinese students and their
destination choices of studying abroad. In a survey of over 10,000 Chinese students by the
British Council (Durnin, 2020), a majority of respondents reported that they were very concerned
about health & wellbeing (79%) and personal safety (87%), with 22% being likely or very likely
to cancel their study plans and 39% undecided. These concerns may be directly related to the
threat of COVID-19 pandemic but can also be the consequence of narrative battles (Davey, 2020)
between China and the West, as well as the increasing number of racial abuses reported by both
international media (e.g., Guo, 2020) and Chinese media (e.g., China Daily; Li, 2021).
Furthermore, the pandemic not only decreased the international student mobility but also
disturbed the mobility of Chinese international students. In a study examining Chinese students’
overseas study plans during the pandemic, Mok et al. (2021) found most English-speaking
nations are witnessing a drop in terms of the most popular post-COVID study destinations,
whereas their East Asian counterparts are expecting an increase—although the US and UK still
remained the most popular study destinations, their Anglophone brothers Australia, Canada, and

New Zealand were replaced by Hongkong, Japan, and Taiwan in this study.
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To tackle the pandemic, nations took two different strategies — Living with COVID-19
strategies and (dynamic) Zero-COVID policy. The former strategy viewed viral spread as
inevitable, seeking to either mitigate the most acute and severe health impacts or allow
controlled spread until some degree of herd immunity is achieved (e.g., the US, the UK to be the
first), while the latter prioritised, to varying degrees, the containment and elimination of the
COVID-19 Virus — for example China, South Korea, New Zealand, and Vietnam (LIlupia et al,
2020). Since late 2021, most countries have phased out the Zero-COVID policy and gradually
removed their public health measures due to their improved vaccination coverage and the
increased transmissibility of the COVID-19 Virus such as Delta and Omicron. With its
announcement of 20 optimized anti-pandemic measures in November 2022 and the 10-point
notice to further ease countrywide COVID-19 quarantine measures in early December 2022,
China was arguably the last country that called off the Zero-COVID policy (Tu, 2022). For most
of the year 2022, China walked an opposite path to other countries, with nearly all measures
tightened to prevent the viral spread. For example, strict Flight Circuit Breaker Measures
continued to be taken by the Civil Aviation Administration of China— if 5 arriving passengers in
a flight were found positive in their nucleic acid tests after arrival, the airline’s operation on that
specific route was be suspended for 2 weeks (CAAC, 2020). In January 2022 alone, 142 inbound
flights were suspended due to the cases of COVID-19 on the flight (Niewenhuis, 2022). Besides,
all passengers arriving from overseas including inbound Chinese citizens had to undergo a
minimum of 14-day centralized quarantine in a government-designated hotel on arrival, and an
additional seven days (or more) of health monitoring might still be required (Huld, 2022). Within
China's borders, strict lockdown measures were imposed whenever a certain number of COVID-

19 cases were reported. For example, during the outbreak in Shanghai from February 28 to
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August 7, 2022 (Liu, 2022), along with 2-month strict lockdown (mandatory quarantine at own
residence), the use of Fangcang hospital (turning residential buildings, schools, convention
center, hotels into quarantine centers), mass testing (every resident within every 24 or 48 hours,
depending on the requirements) was also implemented {Xu,2022). Urumaqi, the capital city of
Xinjiang Province, was under lockdown and mass testing for more than 100 days since August
2022 (Chen, 2022).

It is apparent that cross-border travel for Chinese international students became
particularly difficult because of exhausting quarantine requirements, frequent flight curtailment
and city lockdowns, but they were not the only obstacles they needed to overcome. According to
Hu et al. (2020), CISs returning home were constantly described as “irresponsible virus carriers”
on social media platforms such as Weibo. Yu (2021) pointed out that public discourses attacking
students quickly gained popularity in the Chinese cyberspace. Some examples are: “You were
not here when we were developing the motherland, but you are the fastest to fly back thousands

of miles to poison the Chinese here” (K £ BIR{RATE, 7 B EFRE&R) or “The motherland
treated you as a child, but you treated the motherland as a fool” REEE{REE A, {RICHEY
% AL). Asaresult, CIS are caught in the middle of politics and the pandemic when they travel

and live across borders, being racialized in their host country and labeled as out-group members
in their home country. Therefore, exploring how CISs view their different identities across
nations and cope with this marginalization by both their home country and the host country
during pandemic, and how these perceptions may affect their decision-making process are
important topics to explore for this and future research.

Internationalization of Higher Education
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Since the 1990s, the increasing globalization of economies and societies, along with the
end of the Cold War, has created a context for adopting a more strategic approach towards the
Internationalization of Higher Education. As a result, promoting IHE today has been placed top
in the agendas of higher education institutions in not only the developed world but also emerging
and developing societies (De Wit, 2020). Higher education has long been characterized by its
inherent international nature, with views and activities that transcend borders. Scholarly travel
and transfer of knowledge, despite often taken for granted, have traditionally served as the core
element of internationality of higher education (Teichler, 2017). There has been much debate
regarding the definition of IHE, but a generally accepted version was proposed by Knight (2008),
who defined it as “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension
into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-secondary education” (p. 21). IHE has different
meanings to different people, taking various forms across the global landscape (e.g., between
developed nations and developing societies) and having created its localized meaning and
practices. It is evident through a collection of quantitative data about the growing international
degree-seeking student population, and of international talents and scholars, of students going for
credits abroad, of agreements and memoranda of understanding, as well as of co-authored
international publications in high impact academic journals (De Wit, 2020). In the context of
Canada, a 2014 UNIVCAN survey showed that fully 95% of universities identify
internationalization as part of their strategic planning and 82% view it as one of their top five
priorities (Universities Canada, 2014).

There are two primary streams concerning the Internationalization of Higher Education:
Internationalization Abroad and Internationalization at Home. To begin with, Internationalization

abroad encompasses all forms of education that occur across borders, and one of the key focal
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points being the notable increase in international student mobility (Knight, 2006). According to
CBIE’s survey of its membership in 2016, among CBIE member institutions’ internationalization
priorities, 1S recruitment (20%) slightly edges out other areas such as increasing the number of
students engaged in education abroad (18%) and internationalization at home (15%). 1S mobility
in Canada witnessed a striking increase in the past two decades - there are 530,540 ISs who have
valid study permits (approximately four-fold compared with 122,660 in 2000), despite the recent
decline of 17.05% in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Statista, 2021). The emerging world,
Asian developing countries in particular, continues to be the major source for inbound students
in Canada. In specific, India and China together accounted for over a half of all ISs (180275 and
116,935, respectively) in Canada higher institutions in 2021, followed by Vietnam, France, and
Republic of Korea (IRCC, 2022).

Four categories of rationales are generally believed to drive internationalization— political,
economic, academic, and sociocultural (Chankseliani, 2018; Knight, 2004). It should be noted
though that these rationales have never been fixed or singular and are mutually inclusive and
moving over time and space (Bamberger et al., 2019). In the recent two decades, the economic
rationales and neoliberal ideology seem to have become increasingly hegemonic. Belief in the
market as an efficient path to “good governance” led to decreased government funding for
education in Commonwealth countries, requiring universities to become “entrepreneurial” in
revenue generation (Pan, 2021). As a result, ISs are largely framed in higher education policy
and practice as the neoliberal discourse “cash” (i.e., as economic asset; Stein & Andrepotti,
2016). As nations and institutions step up their efforts to recruit ISs, tuition fees from ISs have
emerged as a significant source of revenue. A report from Immigration, Refugees and

Citizenship Canada (IRCC, 2021) indicates that ISs (representing less than 20% of the total
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student population), who pay substantially higher tuition than domestic students, contributed an
estimated 40% of all tuition fees and accounted for almost $4 billion in annual revenue for
Canadian universities in 2018/2019. Additionally, international students need to cover expenses
such as housing, food, transportation, utilities, and other necessities using funds brought from
their home countries. It is estimated that, in 2019, ISs contributed $21.6 billion to Canada’s gross
domestic product (GDP) and supported almost 170,000 jobs for Canada’s middle class (IRCC,
2019). In other words, they are a unique group closely tied to the economy of both the higher
education institutions and local communities, creating a wide range of employment opportunities.
Furthermore, ISs are considered as a promising pool of skilled individuals for the job market of
host countries. According to The Government of Canada’s International Education Strategy
2019-2024 (Government of Canada 2019), ISs are described as “excellent candidates for
permanent residency: they are relatively young, proficient in at least one official language, have
Canadian educational qualifications, and can help address this country’s current and pending
labour market needs, particularly for highly skilled workers” (p.5). Meanwhile, most ISs do
intend to stay and work in Canada. A survey conducted by Canadian Bureau of International
Education (Esses et al., 2018) suggested that a large percentage of 1Ss expressed plans to apply
for permanent residency (68%) and seek employment in Canada after completing their studies
(65%), despite the challenges and barriers they may encounter along the way.

The multicultural/intercultural dimension brought about by internationalization
apparently has huge potential to add value to the learning, teaching, and researching environment
in university. Hence, there is a growing emphasis on “Internationalization at Home”, another
steam of internationalization. This stream aims at cultivating the multicultural capabilities of all

students and recognizes the importance of fostering an inclusive and diverse learning
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environment. As international sojourners adjust and start thriving in the host cultural context,
they develop intercultural skills that local learners need but do not possess (Haigh, 2014). Their
unique lived experiences and set of intercultural skills are valued in not only classroom but also
this increasingly globalized world. Therefore, systematically engaging ISs, along with the
intercultural dimensions they bring in, to create the meaningful interaction between domestic and
international peers, can contribute to the development of intercultural competence and
perspectives for both, making university truly “international” (Montgomery & McDowell, 2009).
In other words, IHE can also help domestic students compete successfully in an increasingly
cosmopolitan world of work by expanding their intercultural and cross-cultural competency
(Haigh, 2014). Of course, the concept of Internationalization at Home cannot be equated with
mere IS presence, regardless of it being one key element. As Beelen & Jones (2015) proposed,
Internationalization at Home is “the purposeful integration of international and intercultural
dimensions into the formal and informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning
environments” (p. 69). Consequently, it should be acknowledged that there is the need for a
reflexive, iterative and constructive dialogue within higher education communities to determine
the scope, scale, content, and pedagogy that characterise an “international” university (Robson,
2011).

On the other hand, while IHE does bring economic development and the intercultural
dimensions, it has also led to the emergence of certain problems. Concerns have grown that
internationality might often be conflicting with quality, economic rationales of
internationalisation might undermine academic approaches, and “international understanding”
and “global citizenship” might have lost their position as core values of internationality of higher

education (Teichler, 2017). In a research study exploring discrepancies between policies and IS
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experiences in a Canadian university, Guo and Guo (2017) reported that although at the policy
level the university emphasized Internationalization at Home, in practice it is still, from the
perspective of ISs, rather limited in various aspects such as the learning material, opportunities
for interaction, and levels of supports. Internationalization in HE is, or at least should be, a
strategic approach to enhancing the quality of education, facilitating research, and providing
services to the increasingly globalized society. Probably as De Wit (2019) summarized, the main
misconception about current internationalization is that we consider internationalization too
much as a goal in itself instead of as a means to an end.

Due to the long-lasting influence of COVID-19 since 2020, IS mobility in higher
education is experiencing its decline for the first time in the 21% century. Nonetheless, the trend
of internationalization seems unlikely to stop in any near future. According to Choudaha (2017,
2021), the pandemic is shaping the fourth wave of international mobility in global higher
education, with the visa and immigration policies in some international student destination (e.g.,
a new points-based immigration system in the UK) becoming more welcoming to global talents.
In 2021, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) also announced it would be
launching six streams to provide additional immigration pathways to international graduates and
essential workers living in Canada during the pandemic, among which the stream for IS
graduates expected to process 40,000 applications that year (Thevenot & El-Assal, 2021). In the
process of IHE, nations and institutions will continue to compete against each other, resulting in
favorable policies. However, the major issue nowadays should probably draw attention to a more
comprehensive, more intentional, and less elitist (for all students and staff) process, less focused
on mobility and economic benefits, but with the goal to enhance the quality of education and

research and to promote the interaction among all students and staff (de Wit et al., 2015).
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The above literature review summarizes a set of concepts concerning internationalization
in higher education institutions and current situation in Canada. Potential problems of IHE are
also specified to inform the research.

The Adjustment and Adaptation of International Students

Research studies concerning IS adjustment and adaptation have gained burgeoning
attention since the 2000s, when Higher Education Institutions across the globe started increasing
participation rates in study abroad programs (Jackson, 2018). Since the COVID-19 pandemic
broke out at the end of 2019, the research focus in this area has shifted toward the various
impacts of the pandemic on international students. As a unique sub-group of cultural sojourners,
ISs are defined as people who are undertaking a full program of study outside of the country
where they have received their prior education (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2009). The
adjustment and adaptation of ISs in the host countries are worth thorough investigation for at
least four reasons: 1) ISs are a fast-growing group that is fostering a more diverse campus
environment, currently numbering over 6 million people worldwide (UNESCO, 2021); 2) ISs are
a unigue sub-segment of cross-cultural sojourners that can be distinguished from other sojourner
groups because their primary goal is academic achievement, which can be referred to as evidence
of learning and be measured by successful completion of course requirements, grade point
average (GPA), satisfactory academic standing, or retention (Andrade, 2006); 3) ISs are of
increasing importance when higher institutions seek to expand its effort of internationalization at
home to promote all student’s development of global, international, and intercultural
competencies (Soria & Troisi, 2014), instead of merely focusing on the number; 4) ISs as a
unique student population become more vulnerable (yet often ignored) during and after COVID-

19 pandemic, as their temporary immigrant status excluded them from most government relief
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programs despite their need for financial and social support (Firang & Mensah, 2021), along with
other additional challenges such as travel restrictions and campus closure during the pandemic.

Before delving into theoretical foundations and existing empirical studies, terminological
clarification in this area should be foregrounded. A wide array of similar terms has been used to
characterize the process or changes experienced by sojourners in a foreign country, such as
acculturation (Berry, 2005; Ward & Rana, 1999), adjustment and adaptation (Young & Schartner,
2014), and cross-cultural transition (Ward & Kennedy, 2001). To avoid confusion and ambiguity
due to the different uses of these terms, | followed the two main conceptual frames of reference
summarized by Young & Schartner (2014) — “adjustment” and “adaptation”. The former refers
to the dynamic, interactive processes involved in functioning in the new academic environment
(Anderson, 1994), while “adaptation” represents the outcomes of these adjustive processes (Pitts,
2005). In this study, my aim was to explore the dynamic process of how ISs adjust and negotiate
their transnational identity at their campus and in the host country, focusing on the process rather
than measuring the outcomes of their sojourn. Therefore, throughout the thesis, 1 will
consistently use the term “adjust” and “adjustment” to describe this process.

With the changing student demographics, media is directing its focus toward the
proliferation of the IS group and the impact of their participation in higher education and local
communities. In a project examining news media representation of international students’
participation in Canadian universities and colleges, Anderson (2020) revealed the Canadian news
media’s tendency to construct issues related to ISs and internationalization into one or a
combination of four broad macro themes: Canada as benevolent and ideal, international students
and internationalization as commodified assets, international students and internationalization as

threats and the strategic neutrality of data. Of these, it is found that the theme of IS as “foreigner
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threat” accounted for almost one-quarter of the total corpus. With the outbreak of COVID-19,
this phenomenon seemed to become more explicit and internalized by the Canadian society. Koo
et al. (2021) identified three key themes that encapsulated ISs’ experiences and perceptions of
racism: explicit discrimination and fear of threats, feelings of being unwelcome and unsafe, and
navigating tensions of relief and isolation. Chen and Wen (2021) also indicated that there was,
before the pandemic, implicit racism directed toward Chinese ISs in the academia, while explicit
racist attack is more evident during and after the outbreak of the pandemic.

Apart from racism, ISs are also confronted with a significant transformation in the
educational landscape. As discussed earlier, academic achievement is a major outcome for ISs
during their sojourn. Among the various academic adjustment challenges, the shift from face-to-
face classes to fully online courses due to temporary border closures and lockdown measures
stands out as one of the most significant. This sudden transition poses considerable difficulties
for all individuals involved, including instructors, faculty, staff, and both domestic and
international students. However, it is important to acknowledge that international students may
encounter additional obstacles during this transition. Existing literature on online studying has
already suggested that although online learning is accepted and can meet the basic learning needs
in general, students are dissatisfied with it (Kimura, 2020; Tang et al., 2020). In a multicultural
online class, there are many cultural barriers that must be addressed such as language problems,
lack of multicultural content, time zone differences, and communication tools, all of which can
negatively impact students’ participation in online courses (Liu et al., 2010). Overcoming these
potential cultural barriers requires time and effective training for both students and instructors.

Furthermore, the absence of students' body language and non-verbal cues in online classes can
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impede teachers from making immediate adjustments to their teaching approach. Consequently,
teachers may struggle to meet the specific needs of students (Nambiar, 2020).

During the pandemic, the sudden transition to online learning put unprecedented pressure
on the Internet's infrastructure (Favale et al., 2020). Although students in Canada can usually
have reliable infrastructure and stable internet connection, ISs starting their program in their
home countries do not necessarily have the equal access, especially those from less advantaged
backgrounds in developing countries (Tadesse & Muluye, 2020). Besides, many studies have
shown that engagement and participation vary significantly among students with different
cultural backgrounds (Wang & Brckalorenz, 2018; Zhao et al., 2005). In a recent comparative
study, Cranfield et al. (2021) revealed that different cultural backgrounds also predict a
noticeable difference in student engagement, participation, and learning skills when all services
migrate to digital platforms. More importantly, learning online with reduced social interaction
proved to be a real challenge for 1Ss during the pandemic, because of their limited cultural
knowledge of the host country, as well as the valuable insights that typically arise from face-to-
face teaching and social interactions (Koris et al., 2021). Overall, online learning alone might not
be the ideal approach to higher education. As COVID-19 pandemic mandates are lifted, how we
can effectively integrate the advantages of online learning with traditional in-person teaching
methods and how the benefits of online learning can inform classroom practices are worth
further investigation.

During their pursuit of a degree in a host country, I1Ss undergo significant life changes
with their relocation to the new place. Sociocultural adjustment can be rather multifarious given
that the mundane life of an IS entails a variety of facets such as finding suitable housing,

establishing social contacts, managing meals, and dealing with the weather. The successful
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integration of ISs relies, to a large extent, on social interaction and friendship formation with
host-national students (Robinson et al., 2020). For a considerable period, there was a widely held
belief that enhancing the diversity of the student body would lead to mutual understanding and
friendships between international and local students (Leask 2015). However, recent literature
suggests that this is something that does not just happen easily. First, forming bonds with fellow
students from abroad is often easier compared to establishing relationships with local students,
because of a shared status as student sojourners and shared interests in exploring new cultures
and forging new friendships (Moores & Popadiuk, 2011). Language is also a major barrier that
can impede international students’ attempts to make friends and interact with locals (Smith &
Khawaja, 2011). Now, during the COVID-19 pandemic, when stringent government policies
were implemented and most public sites closed, social interaction became more difficult for ISs.
These challenges can impact the experiences of ISs in the host country and their perception of
their own identities, and as a result shape, to a large extent, their future decisions. Through a
transnational lens that compares two or more national contexts, Hari et al. (2021) explored the
experiences of ISs living in Canada during pandemic with the closures of borders and shutdowns
of public places. The study suggested that ISs are negotiating the dilemma of staying or leaving
Canada based on the unique circumstances of their lived realities, including but not limited to
housing insecurities resulting from campus closures, unemployment due to terminated
internships and lay-offs, and balancing short-term financial and psycho-social costs with long-
term career and immigration goals. ISs are often recognized as a valuable pool of skilled
individuals and ideal candidates for permanent residence in Canada. If this is true, it makes
perfect sense for the government and universities to provide proportionate support. To this end,

more theoretically informed and evidence-based research that aims to understand the complexity
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of ISs’ lived experiences and establish a holistic system of IS adjustment to address the diverse
needs during and after the pandemic is still needed (Tikhonova et al, 2021).

Research studies paid extensive attention to the psychological condition of international
students. According to a review conducted by Alharbi and Smith (2018), a variety of
psychological adjustment challenges that 1ISs may encounter during the process of studying
abroad were documented, including stress levels, loneliness, depression, anxiety, and
maintaining wellbeing. Evidence shows that racialized international students face more
significant barriers to mental health and psychological well-being (Wei & Bunjun, 2021). Since
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a significant increase in reported instances
of racial discrimination against individuals of Asian descent. A recent study focusing on neo-
racist incidents identified that ISs of color have been perceiving explicit discrimination and fear
of threats, feelings of being unwelcome and unsafe, and tensions of relief and isolation since the
pandemic (Koo et al., 2021). Feelings of loneliness and homesickness are also frequently
reported by ISs as a result of minimal presence of students on campus and lack of opportunities
to socialisation with peers due to the pandemic (Tavares, 2021). One study focusing on Chinese
ISs notes a series of emerging risk factors that have exposed them to unprecedented adversity,
including academic barriers, mental issues, health threats, and racial prejudges (Ge, 2021). Two
years after the declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic, provinces and territories in Canada have
transitioned to living with the virus, with most public health measures, such as mask mandates,
being lifted, thereby placing the responsibility on individuals to make their own decisions (Miller,
2022). As the pandemic is still ongoing, further examination is needed to understand how past

and current lived experiences may shape the perception and identities of ISs.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Ontology and Epistemology Frameworks

The ontological and epistemological assumptions made by researchers are crucial aspects
of any research because they are usually the first ideas in developing a study and can determine
what direction research is heading and how research is conducted (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Different frameworks are introduced in qualitative studies based on their philosophical
assumptions. For this research, | argue that the paradigm of interpretivism is applied.

Interpretivism, despite variations in its understanding among scholars, is primarily a
theoretically developed approach that stands in contrast to the positivist paradigm. It adopts a
relativist ontology and subjective epistemology. Ontology, in simple terms, seeks the nature of
reality. Relativists suggest that no reality can exist independently of the human mind and socially
constructed meanings, and thus there is no single shared reality to be captured (Ritchie & Lewis
2003). In other words, there are multiple realities because of individuals’ perceptions and
interpretations.

Epistemology, on the other hand, concerns the nature of knowledge and how we may
come to know it. Subjective epistemology rejects the idea that subject and object, observer and
observed, or mind and world can be separated, holding the belief that what constitutes
knowledge depends on how people perceive and understand reality. Therefore, each individual
observes the world from a specific place of purpose and interest (Moon & Blackman, 2014).
From an interpretivism perspective, researchers strive to “understand, explain, and demystify
social reality through the eyes of different participants” (Cohen et al, 2007, p. 19). Incorporating

these diversifying views to help look into phenomena, interpretivist researchers can not only
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describe objects, human or events, but also seek to gain a deep understanding of them in a social
context with thick descriptions obtained (Pham, 2018).

Nonetheless, interpretivism has faced criticism primarily for two reasons— limited
generalizability and subjectivity. When reality is relative and differs from person to person, it
becomes impossible to arrive exactly at the same interpretation to other situations or for other
people. Hence, knowledge generated within the interpretive paradigm has limited transferability
as it is often fragmented and cannot be unified into a coherent body (Scotland, 2012). In addition,
although participants will be given a voice to describe and interpret in their own account, they
have limited control over the research data in the end. It is researchers who produce the final
theorized accounts that represent the sociological understandings of participants (Danby &
Farrell, 2004). For this reason, the outcomes of research are inevitably influenced by researchers’
academic focuses, previous experiences, and belief systems, as well as their positionalities as
insiders (or outsiders). Researchers need to indicate their “interpretive awareness” to
acknowledge the subjectivity they bring to the research process and how they take steps to
address the implications of the subjectivity (Weber, 2004).

Therefore, following the interpretivist view, | acknowledge that the lived experiences of
Chinese ISs are inherently relative and diverse, shaped by their unique backgrounds and unique
life journeys. In this research, | aim to explore and comprehend these experiences by considering
diverse perspectives from participants. My goal is to interpret the nuances and meanings they
attach to their narratives, taking into account their personal, cultural, and social contexts.
However, it is essential to acknowledge that, despite my best efforts in self-reflection and
awareness, my own beliefs and biases may still cast an influence on my interpretation and

findings.
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Theoretical Lens
Conceptualizing Transnationalism

Cross-border activities have always existed throughout our history. Transnationalism in
any sense is not a new phenomenon, but rather a different perspective to guide the research
investigation and help understand the reality that is often neglected (Portes et al., 1999). Due to
the wide range of political, economical, and sociocultural dimensions related to cross-border
activities, as well as the inner processual and in-becoming character of transnationalism, it is
difficult to draw a precise theoretical definition (Tedeschi et al., 2022). Starting with the broader
meaning, Vertovec (1999) defined transnationalism as “multiple ties and interactions linking
people or institutions across the border of nation-states” (p. 447). This definition comprises the
two mainstreams of current transnational studies— “from below” and “from above”. The
majority of scholars who hold the concept of “transnationalism from below” focus on the micro-
level migrant practices relating to their country of origin in economic, cultural and political terms,
while those in favor of “transnationalism from above” investigate from a macro point of view,
conceptualizing home country policies that channel the transnational activities of migrants
(Hourani, 2012; Smith & Guarnizo, 1998). To scrutinize the lived experiences of international
students, in this study | followed the former mainstream of transnationalism from a viewpoint of
individuals and civil society, looking at how migrants construct and maintain transnational
relations with both the home country and host country (Marotta, 2011).

Transnationalism as a theoretical lens primarily centres around immigrants and dispersed
ethnic groups (Vertovec, 2001). However, this lens can also be applied to other mobile
populations, such as international students. Despite their legal status as temporary residents, ISs

often share common characteristics, and many aspire to become permanent residents in the future
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(Hazen & Alberts, 2006). To date, there are only a handful of studies that take this lens to
investigate ISs’ practices across borders (e.g., Hari et al., 2021; Li & Stodolska, 2006; Rizvi,
2010). Transnationalism can be associated with IHE —the rapid rise in the global mobility of ISs
has directly resulted in the growth of transnational practices in the last few decades.
Understanding and interpreting these transnational practices have implications for necessary
changes needed in higher education institutions during internationalization. Therefore, more
connections can and should be made between transnationalism and adjustment issues of
international students in ISM literature.
Transnational Identity

Transnationalism not only emphasizes the physical movement across national borders,
but also is deeply intertwined with identity - how people see or imagine themselves, how they
are related to the social worlds, and how they are seen and positioned by others in their
transnational life (Duff, 2015; Norton, 2000). Following a post-structuralist perspective, identity
is governed by a range of “subject positions”, approved by their community or culture, and is
available to them via particular discourses within a given social context (Baxter, 2016).
Therefore, the characterizations of identity are dynamic, subjective, and context-dependent rather
than fixed or unitary. In a similar vein, transnationalism complicates the assumptions and
discourses concerning the notion of identity in migrant studies (Sanchez & Kasun, 2012).
Conventional migration studies usually focused on the post-arrival lives of migrants (Nowicka,
2020), with most adjustment and identity issues primarily considered in the context of the host
country. Transnationalism, on the other hand, underscores the fact that people nowadays live in
social worlds that are stretched between, or dually located in, two or more nation-states

(Vertovec, 2001). As individuals migrate across borders, they inevitably undergo linguistic,



32

social, and cultural upheaval that can have a substantial impact on how they perceive and assume
their identities. Each locality can represent a range of identity-conditioning factors, including
“histories and stereotypes of local belonging and exclusion, geographies of cultural difference
and class/ethnic segregation, racialized socio-economic hierarchies, degree and type of collective
mobilisation, access to and nature of resources, and perceptions and regulations surrounding
rights and duties” (Vertovec, 2001, p. 578). Therefore, transnational identity acknowledges the
multi-geographical nature of migrants who originate from a specific locality but lead their lives
in another (Esteban-Guitart & Vila, 2015), and the translational lens conceives identity as
unstable, mixed, and flowing. In the existing literature, Remennick (2002), for example,
suggested that many transmigrants developed cultural hybridism, mixing the lifestyles and
languages of both the host and home countries. Gu et al. (2010) found that the particular living
and studying environment of international students can facilitate changes -- they may develop
two sets of different values or sometimes feel in the middle. Anderson (2019) noted “a flowing
space”, where 1Ss try to make sense of their identities and belongings through formative
experiences and positionalities during their study abroad. In summary, transnationalism
scrutinizes localities in more than one nation-state (Nowicka, 2020), and replaces dichotomies
(home countries versus host countries, or here versus there) with the notions of fluidity and flow
to illuminate a more nuanced and richer account of migrants’ life and practices (Toukan et al.,
2020).
Transnationalism and Telecommunication

Apart from the concept of identity, the notion of telecommunication (or Information
communication technologies, ICTs; Cuban, 2014) has been associated with transnationalism.

The purpose of telecommunication is to facilitate the exchange of information among users,
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regardless of the distances in between. In the past, only a small number of migrants were able to
maintain regular communication transnationally with their families and relatives, and friends,
mainly due to the high cost of frequent travel and phone calls. However, the advent of affordable
and user-friendly ICTs including hardware (e.g., phone technologies, computers, and digital
camera) and software platforms (online media such as Facebook, WhatsApp and WeChat) has
allowed for the virtual connection in lieu of geographical proximity (Bacigalupe & Lambe, 2011).
Although digital divides such as access to the internet, level of online activities, and social
networking site usage still exist based on various demographic factors (Haight et al., 2014), those
gaps are gradually being bridged as electronic devices, internet, and social media become
ubiquitous across the globe. During the COVID-19 pandemic, such online media played a
pivotal role in maintaining social connections — not only did the use increased but also those
platforms were repurposed to meet the increasing needs of virtual communication (Yang et al.,
2020).

The continuing pandemic inevitably results in increasing challenges for international
students abroad, which has heightened their reliance on seeking support through their
transnational connections from home country (Hari et al., 2021). It is important, though, to note
that retaining transnational ties with people in the home country cannot replace their local social
networks (Ryan, 2015). On the contrary, intense virtual communication may even enhance the
sense of separation of individuals in the host country. For example, Verdery et al. (2018)
suggested that sustaining friendships in the country of origin can potentially lead to the
withdrawal from their social networks in the country of residence. Moreover, as ethnic media
and social media are increasingly present in our transnational life, disinformation campaigns

continue to thrive online (Acker & Donovan, 2018). The information gaps provide space for
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imagination and preconceptions about life on the other sides of borders (Tedeschi et al., 2022),
leading to the often-used notion of “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1983). In other words,
the information obtained through transnational ties and local networks can shape the decision-
making of ISs regarding whether to stay or return after graduation, as they may engage in
imaginative processes to envision their future paths. In summary, assumptions such as affordable
and accessible telecommunication (online media in particular), flowing and in-becoming
identities, and transnational connections with their home country and host country are embedded
in transnationalism. Applying the transnational lens, therefore, can provide valuable insights and
perspectives into the intricate and dynamic dimensions of international students' transnational
lives amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in this study.
Research Method
Recruitment and Sampling

| employed a convenience sampling method to recruit Chinese ISs for this study,
selecting participants based on their accessibility, availability, and willingness to participate. As
a CIS myself, I leveraged my connections within the local Chinese community in Winnipeg and
utilized WeChat! as the platform for recruitment. From October 2022 to November 2022, |
posted a message a few times on WeChat Groups and WeChat Moments, providing a brief
introduction to my research and my contact information to make my research known to the
community.

Due to the nature of life history case studies, it was more challenging than | expected to

recruit participants. Despite some responses from interested CISs, most hesitated to participate

1 WecChat, with over 1 billion monthly active users, is the most popular social media application used by Chinese
people; there are many communities on WeChat including the U of M Chinese International Students group (2022),
which currently has more than 400 members.
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because they were less willing to share their personal stories and feelings or were afraid of not
having much to say. In order to address their concerns and build trust, | was quite active in the
WeChat group, sharing information (not limited to my research, but information in general) and
answering their specific questions regarding my research (e.g., my purpose and interview
questions, explaining what | mean by transnationalism or identity). It was also made clear that a
drink (coffee or bubble tea at participants’ choice) would be offered before the interview, and a
compensation at a flat rate of $10 for travel expenses like parking and bus fare was mentioned.
The recruitment lasted from October 2022 to November 2022.

Participants

After two-month effort, | managed to recruit a total of 6 participants. My criteria for the
recruitment are Chinese 1Ss who are or recently have been full-time undergraduate students at
the University of Manitoba, aged over 18 years old, and have been in Winnipeg for more than 6
months. Participants needed to be willing to take be interviewed in either Mandarin or English
and be audio recorded. Chinese ISs who were learning remotely in their home country or those
who just came to Canada (e.g., less than 6 months) were excluded because their exposure to
Canadian society may be relatively limited.

All participants signed consent forms and were asked to select pseudonyms for the
interviews to ensure anonymity and confidentiality of the research. Some participants picked
pseudonyms by themselves, whereas the others asked me to do so. No real names were disclosed
in the data or in this research paper. All participants are at a relatively young age - between 19
and 26 - and are pursuing diverse academic majors. At the time of interviews, Kevin was the
only one who hadn’t yet contracted the COVID-19 virus. It is noteworthy that although |

expressed a preference for conducting in-person interviews and highlighted the associated
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benefits, only two participants chose to be interviewed in person, while the remaining four

preferred online interviews via Zoom. This preference for online interviews may be attributed to

the impact of the pandemic on our preferences for meeting arrangements. The overview of the

participant information can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1

Overview of Participants

Length of study at

The time spent

How they were

Name the U of M in Canada? Age Major interviewed
Forrester 3 years 3 years 25 Economics In-person
Maverick 4 years 4.5 years 24 Computer Zoom

Science

Seven 4 years (including a 3 years 22 Economics Zoom

temporary leave)

Kevin 4 years 2 years in total 25 Computer Zoom

Science
Hazel 5 years 5.5 years 26 Athle_tlc t_herapy Zoom
to Kinesiology
Patricia 1.5 years 1.5 years 19 Nursing In-person

Data Collection

In-depth life history interviews in Mandarin were the main source of data. Overall, these

interviews were semi-structured and one-on-one, and conducted in private locations (one at

participant’s working office, one at U of M library study room, the others via Zoom). During life

history interviews, | always stuck to the guiding principles of to follow rather than lead, to listen

rather than query, and to hold back rather than probe (Kouritzin, 2000). In subsequent interviews,

2 Some participants took online courses at their home country during the pandemic, therefore their time spent in
Canada may be different from their length of study. At the same time, some participants had graduated before the
interviews and either found the job or continued to study in Canada, so their stay in Canada is longer than the

length of their study.
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| utilized the transcripts from previous interviews to ask follow-up questions that sought further
information or clarification on specific points or examples (Kallio et al., 2016). Overall, the first
interview contained some structured and open-ended questions, while subsequent interviews
relied more on previous interviews to further or complement the discussion.

As an alternative approach to one-shot interviewing, this kind of serial interviewing is
suitable for research that aims to explore evolving and complex issues or when time is needed to
develop a relationship between researcher and participants, allowing early questions generated
from data analysis to be explored in depth later (Murray et al., 2009; Read, 2018). An additional
benefit of serial interviewing involves the opportunities for verifying and cross-checking
information, which helps produce information of adequate quality, quantity, and validity (Read,
2018). Serial interviewing is also helpful in building apport and trust during interviews so that
key questions can be answered in depth, and experiences and personal stories can be shared in a
comfortable conversational environment. Life stories are created through the dialogues between
participants and the researcher (Kouritzin, 2000). Although neither I nor the participants would
know what would happen during the personal disclosure, where togetherness and a pursuit of
common goal can be produced (Measor & Sikes, 1992) or emotions can be revoked, | was
always aware that the relationship between the participant and | must be characterized by trust
and responsibility. Lastly, although an in-person interview is preferred because of the immediacy
and potential for relationship building, | respected the participants’ choices whether they would
like to be interviewed virtually or in-person.

All interviews (two rounds) were conducted between October 2022 and January 2023. |
feel it necessary to highlight this specific period, as it coincided with a significant shift in China's

COVID-19 policies, transitioning from a strict "zero COVID" approach to a full-scale opening.
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The first round of interviews was all conducted between Oct 2022 and Nov 2022, when strict
border controls and city lockdowns were in effect. The second round of interviews was
conducted in December 2022 and January 2023, a time when the Chinese government lifted the
lockdown measures and the COVID situation suddenly became out of control.

The interviews all started with the sharing of my research focus, and then an initial set of
fixed questions concerning demographic and factual information as shown in Table 1. After the
information was collected, | encouraged participants to share their stories by asking open-ended
questions with words like what, who, where, when, or how (Chenail, 2009), and focused on
events or experiences that begin with phrases such as “tell me about a time when....”. Interviews
were transcribed within two weeks and sent to participants for member-checking. Meanwhile, an
initial analysis was conducted to serve as a memory catalyst for reflections and to generate
follow-up questions. Each interview in these two rounds of interviews lasted between 1 hour 31
minutes and 2 hours 54 minutes, with an average length of around 2 hours.

Data Analysis

In this study, I employed a combination of within-case analysis and cross-case analysis to
process the collected data and derive meaning from the cases based on my understanding
(Creswell, 2013). My analytical strategy involved initially identifying specific issues within each
individual case and subsequently exploring themes that emerged across multiple cases (Yin,
2009). I used Thematic Analysis (TA) to identify themes, a bottom-up approach that consists of
identifying, analyzing, organizing, describing, and reporting themes found within a data set. This
approach is flexible and accessible by novice researchers (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and
particularly useful for examining perspectives of research participants, highlighting similarities

and differences, and generating unanticipated insights (King, 2004).
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Nonetheless, Holloway and Todres (2003) cautioned that there is an essential tension
between flexibility on the one hand, and consistency and coherence on the other, in which the
former may lead to a lack of coherence when developing themes. To establish the
trustworthiness in my research, | followed a step-by-step approach to conducting TA as
illustrated by Nowell at al. (2017). It is a six-phased iterative and reflective process that develops
over time and involves a constant moving back and forward between phases, including
familiarizing with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes, and producing the report.

It also feels necessary to address several limitations of the research. First, upon reflection,
| recognize that the recruitment strategy may have introduced a potential sampling bias, as it was
limited to one specific Chinese platform, WeChat. This might only attract individuals who are
active on this platform, as my posts and messages were usually quickly replaced by others.
Additionally, participants were required to reach out to the researcher through a friend invitation
or had to already be a friend to me on WeChat, which could have posed a barrier for some
individuals who were reluctant to friend the researcher or voice their stories. Second, participants
were not always familiar with the concept of identity during the interviews, which necessitated
clarification and examples. However, this may have influenced their responses to align with the
researcher's examples, thereby potentially limiting a more nuanced exploration of their identity.
For example, | provided examples like Chinese as a national identity — this may have led their
answers towards my example (not realizing that Chinese may be referred as to racial, ethnic,
and/or political identity). Lastly, in terms of representativeness, this small-scale qualitative

research does not aim at making generalisations but rather seeks to develop an initial theoretical
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understanding of transnational in-between identity based on the diverse experiences of the
participants.
Positionality

Positionality is the practice of delineating a researcher’s own position in relation to the
study, with the implication that this position may influence aspects of the study such as data
collection and data interpretation (Qin, 2016). Recognizing one's positionality and
acknowledging its potential impact on research is crucial, as it is virtually impossible for any
researcher to be completely impartial or free from personal values and identities when
interpreting reality. Therefore, it becomes imperative to reflect on and consider how my
individual views, values, and identities shape our positionality and influence the research process.

Positionality can be identified by locating researchers with respect to three concerns: (1)
the subject, (2) the research participants, and (3) the research context and process (Holmes &
Gary, 2020). In this paper, | consider myself as an insider with regard to the lived experiences of
CISs in Canada. As a CIS myself, I have first-hand experience throughout the pandemic. |
believe that while studying in a foreign country certainly offers numerous benefits, it also
presents various challenges. These challenges may differ significantly among individuals,
depending on their personal circumstances and experiences. Personally, my journey to Canada
has not been easy by all means, particularly due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic at that time
which left me feeling anxious and uncertain about the future. As a CIS living in Canada, | have
encountered moments of feeling disconnected from Canadian society and have struggled with the
process of integration and finding a sense of belonging. These experiences along with my own
understanding can equip me with the ability to conduct research “in a more sensitive and

responsive manner” (Bishop, 2008, p. 148). Nonetheless, as an individual, my understanding is
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moulded and impacted by my own experiences and identities | hold, so it would never represent
Chinese ISs, either individually or collectively. I hereby admit that my positionality may lead to
bias and /or preference of certain practices in the research process (e.g., impacting the focus of
my interview by overemphasizing certain aspects that are salient to me). To address this, | make
a conscious effort to engage in reflective thinking when interpreting, recognizing perspectives of
others and being mindful that each person’s experience is unique and constructed within the
social world.

To locatemyself in relation to research participants, | aimed to use more collaborative
interviewing and to foster a closer relationship with them, which worked quite well to enable
them to open up about their feelings and experiences. In my research, the qualitative data
primarily come from participant sharing, which can at times delve into personal experiences and
expose their vulnerabilities. The quantity and quality of data depend in part on the relationship
that develops between the researcher and various participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Karnieli-
Miller et al., 2009). Therefore, it is imperative to elicit the participants’ stories, experiences, and
knowledge pool of the research topic as much as possible. To achieve this, two interview
strategies, rapport-building and self-disclosure, were employed (Dickson-Swift et al., 2006).
Before recording the actual interview, | initiated a chitchat with participants to get to know them
and develop the rapport. During the interview, | elaborated on the interview questions with some
level of self-disclosure when needed. This is often cited as good practice to enhance rapport,
show respect for participants, and validate their participants’ stories (Dickson-Swift et al., 2006).

With regard to the research context and process, | acknowledge that | am an insider of
this topic yet an outsider of the research context. As a student sojourner in the Canadian context,

I sometimes found it hard to understand some culture-specific stories and develop in-depth
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understanding. Secondly, my position as a novice researcher in the education field requires
preparation and the ability to pose insightful questions based on the answers in a timely manner.
To mitigate the impact in this respect, my second-round interviews served as a remedy for me
followed up with further questions and double-checking with participants for verification.

In this section, | explored my positionality in the research study by situating myself about
the areas of subject, research participants, and research context and process. In short, | believe
my insider status as a Chinese IS provided resonance with participants and rich insights into IS
lived experiences, which allowed for richer data and in-depth analysis. However, my status as a
cultural outsider of the Canadian context and as a novice researcher called for additional work
and preparation. Hopefully, my reflexivity in the research process through my positioning
contributed to my collective knowledge and research outcome.

Ethical Considerations

The consent forms were obtained from participants ahead of the actual interviews and
then confirmed with participants again during the interview. This is in keeping with the idea of
ongoing consent. For confidentiality and anonymity, after the data was collected, each
participant was assigned a pseudonym, and the list connecting their names to pseudonyms was
kept separately in my University OneDrive account. All research data including the recorded
interviews, the list, and transcription are protected by passwords. Only my supervisor and | have
access to the raw data. All data will be destroyed after the research is finished and defended.

One significant ethical consideration | addressed in this research was the potential
discomfort that participants might experience when sharing their challenges and difficulties of
living and learning in Canada. Questions regarding the impact of COVID-19 and related

challenges could evoke negative emotions or evoke disappointing experiences for the
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participants. To mitigate any potential harm, | highlighted their right to withhold information that
made them uncomfortable to share.

However, Chinese international students’ political concern became a bigger ethical
concern that was frequently brought up by my participants during the interviews. Most
participants hesitated or revealed concern when commenting on the Chinese government, as their
online activities and comments may be monitored through digital surveillance technologies by
the government (Xu, 2021). In light of this concern, | implemented additional measures to
safeguard the identities and personal information of the participants. These precautions were
especially important in situations where revealing their involvement or sharing their comments
could potentially expose them to harm or retaliation. For example, | only used WeChat for
contact and scheduling interviews. To ensure confidentiality and protect participants' privacy, |
strictly followed ethical protocols by using Zoom to audio record the interviews and sent the

transcripts only through a university email account.
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Chapter 4: Life Histories of Chinese International Students

In this chapter, I present the life histories of all my Chinese international student
participants in this study. Through my voice, | aim to capture their past experiences in their home
country, China, including family dynamics, daily routines, and academic pursuits, their
transnational experiences in the host country, Canada, before and during the COVID-19
pandemic, as well as their encounters with the challenges of crossing borders during this global
health crisis. By delving into their unique life experiences, my goal is to provide a
comprehensive understanding of their perspectives and insights regarding their opportunities and
obstacles as Chinese international students in Canada amidst and following a global pandemic.
Forrester

Forrester was the first one who responded to my request for participants and agreed to be
interviewed immediately after | shared my focus of the research. Having the idea of enriching
people’s boring life during the long, boring, and freezing winter in Winnipeg, he started his own
business of Jubensha? in 2021 in the hope that the Chinese community could have more
entertainment options. This ambition makes him different from other participants because, unlike
other CISs, he has already shifted his primary focus from study to work—passing every course
and getting the degree are all he wants. Fortunately, | had the honour to meet him at his own
office, a spacious game room with acoustic foam that soundproofs the room, comfortable table
and chairs, and beautiful decoration all over the place. By that time, he was preparing an event

for the coming Halloween.

3 Jubensha, also known as scripted homicides or murder-mystery games, is a latest craze in China. In this game,
each player is assigned a character from a script, including one who plays the murderer. The main purpose is to
identify who is the murderer through clues provided by the scripts and conversation among players.



45

Forrester came to Canada for study over three years ago. He was impulsive, in his word
“a hot-headed youth”, and he likes “doing stuffs that normal good Chinese people would stay far
away from” (Forrester, October 25", 2022). His parents were afraid of him being a troublemaker
and thus “arranged” his study in Winnipeg, where his uncle resides and can keep an eye on him.
Now, he has built up a music band, the first Chinese hip-hop band in Winnipeg. He has a decent
job as a salesman in the retail furniture industry and his own business is getting on track. He
believes there is no fixed definition of success, but by his definition he may be more successful
than most of his friends and cousins who are teachers and public servants in China. However, he
talked extensively about how he did not fit the traditional Chinese values and how he failed the
expectation of his parents:
| want to be a rapper, then I will be a rapper; | want to be a hip hopper, then I will be a
hip hopper. But my family is a decent family who have their own stubborn viewpoints.
Even now when | returned to China, they said, “why did we bring up someone like you?”
| am wearing long sleeves. If | am interviewed in summer, you will see lots of my tattoos.
This is something | like but my family hate. We [my family] are in early childhood
education industry, so it is too much to get tattoos*. But | like these stuffs, | have my
arms and legs full of tattoos. These decisions are made by me with careful thought. ... Of
course, similar big conflicts often break out in the family. Recently, some of my
comments on the Chinese government really make them upset. | can say things that they

can't, which make them annoyed, and they are already very annoyed by the current

4 Although tattoo culture is getting popular in China recently, it is still far from being well-accepted by the
mainstream society. The government also bans tattoo service for minors, and some work units like government
agencies and public institutions do not recruit people with tattoos.
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situation®. ... My mom said, “you tell me this and that, but it only makes me more
anxious. You are not a young boy. You are so impulsive, so angry, it will do you no good
atall.” ... Sometimes I feel I’'m the evillest person [in this family]—I have tattoos and |
rap. But they can’t do nothing about it. It is just me. (Forrester, October 251, 2022)
Forrester, born and raised in Urumgi, Xinjiang Province, made a significant decision
following the tragic Fire incident that occurred in November 2022 — He resolved to organize a
memorial gathering in front of his Jubensha company. For this decision, concerns were raised
along with cheers. While many of his schoolmates and friends hailed him as a hero for his
courage and determination to make a positive impact, his business partners expressed worries
about potential political ramifications. Simultaneously, his parents also persistently called him,
explicitly expressing their desire for him not to proceed with the event. Forrester was hesitant
and explained his concern to me,
If it were three years ago, | would have taken a speaker and marched on the streets,
shouting for changes. But considering this issue from my current perspective, with some
rationality, my intention is merely to mourn these 10 people who died tragically in this
fire. They are representatives, a miniature, of innocent people affected by this
pandemic... However, | am also aware that today's activity may be maliciously used by
people or the media with ulterior motives as political propaganda, and as a result there is
a chance that my family in China may be affected. But honestly, | am not trying to turn
this activity into a protest or revolution, or anything political. I don’t think I can change

anything. (Forrester, November 28, 2022)

5 By the time of interview, Forrester told me that due to the covid pandemic, his family had been impacted by the
city lockdown for over 2 months.
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As Forrester said, one way or another, people have been significantly affected by the
pandemic, including himself. On his journey back to China in 2021, he was firstly quarantined in
the hotel for 7 days upon his arrival in Chengdu, followed by 7-days self-isolation as per China’s
protocols. To his surprise, his city still refused his return because of his history of overseas
residence. As a result, he was forced to be “homeless” for another few weeks, wandering across
mainland China in Chengdu, Shanghai, and Hangzhou. When he stepped into the hometown
airport after all the troubles, Dabai (or Big White, China COVID Hazmat volunteers) were there
waiting for him. He was taken away by an ambulance to undergo COVID testing. After receiving
his negative COVID result, he finally reunited with his family. It took a day for him to travel
from Canada to China, but a total of 42 days to return to his family in Urumagi.

It is no wonder that Forrester sees Zero-COVID policy in China as a “ridiculous” public
health measure, yet travel barrier was not the only issue — his family business was under great
pressure, too. The year of 2022 proved to be an incredibly difficult year for Chinese people. With
the most contagious virus variant Omicron taking the place of Delta, city lockdowns became
almost a common occurrence throughout the country. For the service industry, like education, it
was nothing short of a disaster.

My family have been confined at home for 72 days. Earlier, the government said no

"subject-based" curricula teaching is allowed. Fine. Now, the lockdown has been

implemented for such a long time. The business was opened and closed. We have fixed

costs, and the business has already taken a huge hit. .... My parents used to want me to

take over the business, now they never talk about it. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

Forrester experienced lockdown in Winnipeg in 2020 too and saw a spike in the number

of patients in hospital. While Forrester was not in favor of certain public health measures in
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Canada, especially during the early stages of the pandemic, he commented “at least I can see it is
moving toward a positive direction, despite its loopholes and slow reaction that caused pressure
in hospital” (Forrester, November 28, 2022). Forrester's personal encounter with quarantine and
lockdown played a pivotal role in shaping his current business venture. The experience he went
through during the period of isolation inspired him to identify a need and develop a solution to
address it — “I want to make it up for the impact brought by the pandemic. During that period,
even sitting together with friends, we had nothing new to talk about because everyone stayed at
home” (Forrester, October 25th, 2022). Therefore, he came up with this idea to help build
connections among Chinese people in Winnipeg and bring “a trace of warmth in the harsh winter”
(Forrester, October 25th, 2022). After his business obtained a reputation, he is now planning to
expand his business to the whole Canadian market. He talked about it passionately:
Many people in Winnipeg said Chinese only like to hang out with Chinese while white
people like to hang out with white people. However, | find out that many Chinese
actually want to integrate into the Canadian society, especially those newcomers like
Chinese first-year university students. The problem is they don't have an opportunity or a
starting point to make friends with Laowai®, either because they are too shy or because of
their English competency. What we would like to do is to establish a platform. ...
Boardgame like the Werewolf’ is easy to play. You don’t need to read loads of materials
or rules. You just need to listen and talk. In this process, you practice your English, and

you make friends with different people. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

6 Laowai (or foreigner in literal translation) categorises people under this label for their noticeable non-Chinese
physical appearance in mainland China (Liu & Self, 2020). Here, it refers to all non-Chinese people in Canada.

7 The Werewolves of Miller's Hollow, a card game originated from the West and is getting popular in China in
recent years. Chinese people developed a variety of ways to play this game.
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Like many other businesses, Forrester’s business was not smooth sailing. In the summer
of 2022, his company fell victim to a burglary, with the door broken and all the cash stolen. What
made this incident particularly noteworthy was the fact that Forrester's store was the only one on
the street displaying four Chinese characters on its sign, and it was the sole target of the break-in.
Despite reporting the crime to the police, little effort was made to investigate the matter.
Forrester was left with no choice but to pay $1600 out of his own pocket to repair the damaged
door. He reflected on this incident:

There is a lot of limitations when it comes to defining crime. The police did not define

this as a hate crime and did not really investigate on this since the loss and damage were

not huge. But | have reasons to see this as a hate crime against us [Chinese]. If you think
carefully, why we are the target when there are some many stores here. We are the only
store with a shop sign in Chinese. If you don’t know what it means, why you would

burgle this shop? (Forrester, November 28, 2022)

Following this topic, Forrester shared his experiences regarding stereotypes, prejudice,
and discrimination against Chinese people. Having fun in a nightclub, a white girl shouted at him
“this place is not fucking for yellow guys” (Forrester, October 25th, 2022). Noticing his Chinese-
spelling nickname on video games, people would start swearing at him with comments like “bat
soup” and many other nasty words, even before the game starts. This phenomenon, as in
Forrester’s word “climaxed at the time when the pandemic broke out”, and “when the western
media heavily publicized that the COVID virus is linked to the consumption of bat soup”
(October 25th, 2022). While the West revised their tune and acknowledged that there was no

evidence to back up these misleading claims, the damage was already done. Forrester comments:
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| find it very disturbing. Before you fully investigate the source of this matter, how can

you just jump to the conclusion that the cause of all this is due to Chinese people and bat

soup? I don’t think so [the link between Chinese people and bat soup]. I find it scaring
and ridiculous. Later, Western media changed their tune and said, oh, it's not because of
this reason. But at that critical moment [the pandemic outbreak], when this was already

implanted to people’s mind, everyone had this impression. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

Apart from his personal lived experience, Forrester shared something he witnessed at a
Chinese butcher store, where stereotypes were exercised to mess with Chinese people:

There was a guy walking into the Chinese butcher store. He knew it because of the sign

hanging at the entrance. "You guys eat chicken?' the person asked. The Chinese person at

the front desk, who were obviously struggling with English, replied, "Yes, yes, yes'. ‘Do
you sell rabbits?' The tone shifted. When he mentioned rabbits, | already felt a bit
uncomfortable because who would just ask a meat seller if they sold rabbits? Then, | saw
what was coming next. He pressed the question right after, 'Do you sell dogs?’. (Forrester,

November 28, 2022)

Speaking of the Chinese community in Canada, Forrester expressed his desire to enhance
its image. He acknowledged, “Chinese people only hang out with Chinese people, and in the end
blame them—it is very ridiculous. On the one hand, you complain Chinese people trick or
deceive each other. On the other hand, you cannot break away from it” (Forrester, November 28,
2022). Forrester recounted his experience of working in a Chinese restaurant kitchen where he
was required to pay for his meals, despite being an employee. In the end, his boss even refused to
pay him for the two weeks that he worked. Forrester remembered too well what the Chinese boss

said— “are you really shameless enough to ask for a salary?”” (Forrester, November 28, 2022)
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Nonetheless, Forrester reflected, “every community has this kind of trash, but no race is better or
worse than another” (Forrester, November 28, 2022). To combat the negative stereotype
surrounding the local Chinese community, Forrester took two actions. Firstly, he introduced
Jubensha to Winnipeg and opened the market to everyone. This provides Chinese people with an
opportunity to make friends with Laowai and also allows Forrester to demonstrate good stuff to a
wider audience (in his word, “let them see us”; Forrester, October 25th, 2022). Second, he fairly
treats his employees to set an example for the whole community. As he (November 28, 2022)
noted, “I can start it with myself. | know it is a long way, but someone must do it.”

After living in Canada for several years and witnessing the significant impact of the
pandemic on China, Forrester altered his initial plan of returning to his homeland. He explained
that he has a family here — his girlfriend and a dog. He has limited contact with friends in China
and he shares only a few hobbies and topics of interest with them, whereas he is surrounded by a
bunch of friends in Winnipeg who share similar aspirations and ambitions. He is attempting to
persuade his parents, who are both teachers and possess basic English skills, to join him in
Canada. The allure of a life here where he can navigate more comfortably and have access to
more opportunities makes returning to China no longer a viable option for him. He ended the
conversation with some bitterness, though:

Chinese people attach great importance to the idea of falling leaves returning to their

roots®, but I will never think about it. My original plan was to go home immediately after

| finish my degree. My family business was there, and my parents wanted me to take over.

Otherwise, all the hard work would be handed over to someone else when my parents

8 A traditional Chinese idiom, meaning that a sojourner in a foreign land should eventually return to their
homeland. It emphasizes the connection between people and their roots or place of origin.
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retire. Now it is totally unnecessary. | have taken the responsibility, and | have a good

income here. This is what | want. (Forrester, November 28, 2022)
Maverick

Despite Maverick's reserved nature, we were able to establish a connection and build
common ground, which led to the sharing of many special moments. Maverick arrived in
Winnipeg accompanied by friends, and he was fortunate to have a relative in the city with whom
he lived. His relative charged him a reasonable fee for providing food, so he didn’t need to go
out for groceries every week. After almost five years in Canada, Maverick sees Winnipeg as his
home. When asked about where he comes from, he is more willing to say he is from Winnipeg,
or a Winnipegger rather than from China. After graduating from the U of M this year, he went
ahead and pursued his master's degree in a city in Ontario, where he can get permanent residence
almost immediately after the graduation. He plans to further his study and get his Ph.D. in
Canada as well. However, upon his arrival in Canada, he was a Xiaofenhong®, thinking about
learning the advanced technologies and knowledge from the West and bringing these back to
serve the motherland China:

Before the pandemic, | always popularized Laowai with the idea of how awesome China

is, such as Chinese railway, bullet trains, and Chinese highway. | felt quite proud because

the country is developing rapidly while Canada does not have anything. ... Now, I do not

talk about it. I think you can feel it whether a country is good or not. It does not rely on

your boast. (Maverick, Oct 29", 2022)

Maverick’s first year in Winnipeg probably epitomized the experience of many CIS

newcomers during their early stage of settling in Canada—a sense of disappointment and

9 Xiaofenhong, or Little Pink, is a term used to describe young jingoistic Chinese, who attack people that criticize
China and brag about how great China and Chinese government are.
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helplessness. “There was a huge difference in terms of the city and living conditions”, Maverick
explained, “I had this perception that foreign countries, based on the American TV shows or
movies, were supposed to be very clean and beautiful. But when I arrived, everything looked
shabby and broken down, and the roads were always under construction” (Maverick, Oct 29th,
2022). Apart from this disappointment, the academic part was also challenging for Maverick. He
told me that was the darkest year for him:

Basically, | failed whatever courses | took. I didn’t know how to study. My learning
method was problematic. | can’t adapt. I didn’t know about office hour, even if it was
written on the syllabus. I didn’t even know what it was for. | was afraid of talking to my
teachers, maybe it’s because of the inherent awe for teachers [in China] ... For some time,
| really had some mental issues because it was a year [failing every course]. | was afraid
that I wouldn’t be able to graduate and started self-doubt— ‘do | really belong here? Why
would | choose this path’. (Maverick, Oct 29", 2022)

If it were not for his parents’ insistence, Maverick might have given up on his current
major. He was miserable at the time and was considering transferring from 120 credits Computer
Science to 90 credits Arts or General Science. He kept asking senior Chinese classmates for
advice on which major was easier to pass. Maverick's parents played a significant role in
encouraging him to persevere, even resorting to the threat of withdrawing financial support to
motivate him. They firmly believed in his abilities and talent, pointing to his impressive
performance in the Gaokao'° as evidence of his capability. While they acknowledged the
challenges of pursuing computer science, they had faith that Maverick could overcome them

with determination and hard work. Looking back on his journey, he is grateful for their support

10 Gaokao refers to College Entrance Exam in China, which every year around 10 million high school students will
compete in order to be admitted to university. The admission solely relies on their grade obtained from this exam.
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and insistence. He recognizes that their belief in his potential propelled him to unlock his
capabilities and achieve his goals.

Speaking of social life, Maverick expressed a strong desire to integrate into Canadian
society. He shared a disappointing experience of trying to forge a friendship with one of his
Laowai classmates, whom he met in class. They spent time together, hung out and discussed
their assignments. By that time, Maverick already managed to navigate his study with ease, so
for most of the time it was Maverick who helped his classmate. Maverick naturally thought they
were already friends, until this “friend” gave him a cold shoulder after the course was finished:

| have been putting in effort all along, but I haven’t received a corresponding return. I

think we could have built something like comradeship, but he doesn't value it and

probably thinks that we are just classmates who attend classes together like everyone else.

(Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022)

Despite encountering setbacks and embarrassment of conversing with someone who may
not be interested in him and take him seriously, Maverick's desire to fit in remained relatively
strong. He continued to actively participate in activities and clubs on the university campus
including the photography club and developer club. He discovered photography as a new hobby,
using it as a means to alleviate study anxiety and find a sense of relaxation. He also expressed
joy in collaborating with peers to design games from scratch. Nonetheless, he refrained from
intentionally seeking friendships with laowai, as he was still afraid of experiencing
embarrassment and disappointment - “They are more like psychological counselors, but not
friends. They respect your privacy. | may want to share my personal stories [like friends would
do], but they don’t necessarily see me as a friend. They have clear boundaries” (Maverick, Oct

29 2022). So far, while he made many Laowai friends yet none of the friendships were at a
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deep level. He talked about it with a mixture of regret and hope, “maybe 10 years, 20 years later
| will really integrate in [Canadian society], but now with all those cultural differences, I don’t
think so” (Maverick, December 3", 2022).

Maverick stated that the impact of the pandemic on him has diminished to a minimal
level. He recalled, though, to navigate through the challenging period, he even designed an
application based on the data from Manitoba Government that indicated the severity of the
pandemic. If the number of positive cases reached a certain threshold he set, he would not go out
on that particular day. Maverick got COVID a few weeks after leaving Winnipeg for Ontario. He
showed a set of symptoms for nearly half month, including sore throat (reached the point where
he could not speak), fever, the loss of smell and shortness of breath when walking for a few
minutes. While Maverick criticized the Zero-COVID policy in China, he sounded unsure here:

I didn’t get COVID in China, or in Winnipeg when we didn’t fully open up. However, as

soon as | came to Ontario, | contracted the virus. It's difficult to determine which

government is right or wrong in handling this pandemic. China was under strict control,
whereas in Ontario, the situation was completely relaxed, and nobody wore masks.

COVID really had an impact on my daily life — I believe | have post-COVID-19

syndrome. (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022).

There was also a bright side of the pandemic—Maverick depicted online learning as a
“GPA booster” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022). He preferred to learn online because it not only
saved his commuting time, especially during winter mornings when he had classes at 8 am, but
also reduced his anxiety during exams sitting in a large silent classroom. Online learning also

allowed him to review important information that he might have missed during physical classes,
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since they were recorded. Therefore, Maverick attributed his improved GPA to, at least in part,
online teaching and learning during the pandemic.

During the second interview, which took place nearly two months later, Maverick
mentioned that he still experienced some weakness and fatigue. He expressed his relief that
China finally opened up and chose to live with the virus. Prior to this, he never considered
returning to reunite with his family. He disclosed the previous strict quarantine and lockdown
measures really solidified his decision to stay in Canada indefinitely, but now he acknowledged
“maybe this shift will change people’s mind” (Maverick, December 3rd, 2022) and he, for one,
was talking with his friend about going back together for a visit next year (2023).

Seven

Seven was the first female participant who contacted me through We-Chat and expressed
her willingness to participate. Seven had probably initiated a transnational bond with her family
well before she came abroad. Both of her parents are businesspeople, especially her father who
left her at 3 years old to go to Spain and returned home in 2008, when China held the Olympic
Games. “They [my mother and other relatives] thought the first time | saw my dad was in 2008,
but actually no,” she said, “I started to remember things at a very early age. | have a vivid
memory that my dad stepped off the bus, handed me a white ball with a cute blue footprint on it,
and then he got back on the bus” (Seven, December 14, 2022). Her father later went to the US
for the business, and Seven stayed with her mother in China. Until she turned 18, her father spent
less than 3 years in total with her. The prolonged absence of her father resulted in a problematic
father-daughter relationship, and they had a physical fight that almost involved police when her
father suddenly started to exert authority as a father at her age of 16. She disclosed her feeling,

“Why did you discipline me? | barely knew you, and you barely knew me. You weren’t even by
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my side all this time” (Seven, December 14", 2022). This rebelliousness later became a major
reason for her to choose Canada as a study destination—staying really close to her father in the
U.S. yet giving him no chance of visiting her, a revenge.

She has been studying in Canada for more than 4 years. There were two things that stood
out in the description of her early years—her language competency and the harsh weather. Seven
is a typical northern Chinese, extroverted and straightforward. However, her teacher gave her a
comment that she’s very “solitary and doesn’t talk much” (Seven, November 8, 2022), which
shocked her mother. Seven explained, “I was worried about my accent, and I was worried about
making grammar mistakes. Grammar mistakes at home were serious mistakes” (Seven,
November 8", 2022). She gave me another example of how language teaching in Canada is so
different from China: “In high school, the systematic education told you ‘How are you’ and ‘Fine,
thank you’. But here, you can say ‘I am ok’. Grammar suddenly becomes the least important
thing. There were so many things that can reverse your mind” (Seven, November 8", 2022).

Seven’s study agency arranged her life in a Philippine homestay at downtown, and she
needed to walk a few blocks to catch the bus. In winter, the cold weather was simply unbearable
for her. Once, on a snowy day, she had a breakdown on her way to the bus station:

My feet were numb from the cold, and one shoe fallen off. | didn't know where it was.

There were just pits when | looked back, so | could only find it by following my

footprints. | wanted to cry but | dared not. Because my tears would freeze. | felt so

terrible and sad. I didn't even know why | came here for this. | just wanted to go home.

(Seven, November 8", 2022)

Although Seven was born in the north of China, where snow and the cold weather were

not uncommon, it cannot be compared with the harsh climate in Winnipeg at all. As a young
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woman who had just left the protection of family, she did not anticipate such hardships that lay
ahead. Nonetheless, she was so proud that she hid this episode from the family — she didn't want
to admit that she couldn't adjust. There was, luckily, a bright side. As Seven stated, “there are
many Chinese people here that you can make friends with, and you do not feel alone or have no
one to talk to. ... There are (Chinese) restaurants and grocery stores, so I don’t feel very
homesick” (Seven, November 8th, 2022).

In 2020, after the COVID-19 pandemic broke out in Canada, Seven went back to China
with her cousin who was in Montreal. In order to fulfill the requirements of entry, Seven had to
travel to three cities in 5 days to finish a COVID-19 PCR test at a designated institution within
48 hours. In addition, upon her return to China, she didn’t realize that the pandemic would have
such a continuous impact. Although she could take online courses at home, she had her days and
nights mixed due to the time difference between China and Canada. This, combined with some
of her conflicts with family, caused tremendous mental distress that finally resulted in her
decision of taking a temporary leave of absence from the school:

I grow up with my grandparents, and they have been living in our home. ... There was

then a situation—sometimes | had classes until 4-5 am, or even 10 am if we had exam.

The elderly has a kind of idea, that is, they hope you eat enough before going to bed. For

me, | was really exhausted and just wanted to sleep, so | didn’t want to be bothered. My

grandparents, however, would keep knocking the door, asking me to eat something. Once,
twice, and then I lost my temper. ... They got up early and spoke loudly when |
desperately need sleep.... | was mentally unstable; anxious, too. That’s how I started to
drink. It’s just that I couldn’t sleep, then I really want to drink, | pour myself a little

[alcohol] so | could sleep well. ... Later I saw a doctor and started to take medicine.... It
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was serious. ... Lack of sleep, sometimes I couldn’t even see the sunlight. I didn’t know

what to do, depressed and confused. That’s when I said to myself, ok, let’s take a break,

do not take classes and maybe just go out and do some travelling....” (Seven, December

14 2022)

While Seven got back on her feet very soon and came back to Canada the next year, her
cousin never did. Neither did many of her friends in Canada. “Zoom university” is how Seven
used to describe those friends who finished their degree without even being physically present in
Winnipeg. Apart from the impact of COVID on her study and travel between two countries,
Seven talked about her previous work in a local media company for Chinese. She reported to me
with a deep sigh:

| have never come across it [racial discrimination]. | have never been treated like that.

But you know, | worked in media industry, so | need to read all kinds of, yorkbbs!! or

other news websites, and then write something on We-chat official accounts. | can see the

description such as Wuhan Virus, or Wu Fei Virus, similar expressions starting with the
character of Wu. It was upset and unpleasant, but not much I can do. I just changed all

those expressions when | was writing. (Seven, December 14", 2022)

While the pandemic was becoming endemic and seemed to be headed for an end (or a
new normal) in Canada, it was an opposite story for her mother in China. Seven’s mother has
heart disease and takes medicine on a regular basis, so it would be extremely hard to get
medicine during city lockdown. In 2022, it tragically happened. Her mother was confined to the
house even though she submitted the application to fetch her medicine and was permitted to do

so. In the end, her mother had a heart attack at home. If it were not for her relative who took her

11 Arguably the biggest Chinese portals in Canada, one of the main platforms for Chinese international students
and Canadian Chinese immigrants to exchange information, find leisure and entertainment.
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to the hospital in time, the situation could have been much worse. This incident also changed
Seven’s initial support for the lockdown measures, and her opinions toward China, too.

Seven’s parents came up with plans for Seven to study abroad as early as middle school,
and therefore hired native English teachers to help her with English. When Seven arrived in
Winnipeg, she never thought about staying. When her parents asked her opinion about upon
leaving China, Seven answered promptly, “I will not immigrate. I will go back, back to my own
country” (Seven, December 14th, 2022). Now, she is a full-time student and has a part-time job
as saleswoman at a car dealership, and is satisfied with her status quo. She told her parents that
she would prefer not going back, and instead encouraging them to visit her more. During the
previous trip home, she found it hard to adapt to the life in China including the life pace, and her
mindset has somehow changed, all of which led to her decision of staying. Now, as she said,
“when junior fellow students say they will definitely come back, I reply ‘tell me this a few years
later’” (Seven, December 14th, 2022).

Kevin

Kevin describes himself as a family person. Out of the fear and uncertainty caused by the
pandemic, along with his original plan to see family every summer vacation, Kevin went back to
China in 2020. Upon his arrival in China, he received the email that all classes and activities
would move to remote operations for the next term. This, to his surprise, lasted for over two
years. He did not come back to Winnipeg until the university announced the majority of classes
would be held in-person in Summer Term 2022. Soon, he graduated in October. By the time of
the second interview, he had returned to Chengdu, his hometown. Not as fortunate as he was in

2020, China was facing raging COVID-19 outbreak this time. Kevin reported to me that his
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family are all tested COVID positive, and he expects his positive result will just be a matter of
time.

Kevin decided to leave Canada immediately after graduation. When explaining how he
came to that decision instead of staying and working for at least a while, Kevin explained it with
regret (he also made it clear that he would do the same thing again, though):

First, after | returned, I stayed for two years in China, so | have less information of

Canada, either finding a job or something else. So, | am not like my friends (staying there)

who are more adaptive and know more friends there, and their social circle. They become

more familiar with Canada. ... Then is my family. | am more a family person. I don’t like
my family here and me alone there. That is another reason why | come back to China

immediately. (Kevin, November 1%, 2022)

Dating back to Kevin’s Gaokao, he managed to get admitted to an average first-tier
public university*? in China. His Gaokao grade was not high enough to qualify him for picking
his ideal majors, and he was assigned to study business administration instead, a major that his
family didn't consider to be useful. Following a family discussion, Kevin opted for a 2+2
program®2 at a local university, even though he disclosed his initial hesitance to study abroad.
Kevin arrived in Winnipeg in 2019 with high expectations of learning about foreign cultures,
making new friends, and experiencing a quality Western education.

When attending classes at the English Language Centre (ELC), he signed up for a
language partner program. Kevin was not a typical shy Chinese student. Having had prior

experience hosting a Korean American with his family in China, he was able to communicate

12|n China, universities are generally categorized into different levels based on their academic ranking and
entrance requirements—1) 985/211 public universities; 2) first-tier public universities; 3) second-tier public
universities; 4) third tier (for-profit) universities; 5) vocational colleges.

132 years of full-time study at a university in China, followed by 2 years at a Canadian university.
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smoothly with Laowai. Nevertheless, they still lost touch after the term ended. Kevin added, “We
had very few shared interests in daily life. ... Relying on a weekly conversation is simply not
enough to build a deep and lasting friendship” (December 18™, 2022).

During his first year in Winnipeg, Kevin encountered various challenges, with academic
pressure being the primary source of stress. His two years of university education in China did
not adequately prepare him with sufficient knowledge for challenging courses at the U of M. As
a result, Kevin had to cram for those courses he missed in the first two years and at the same
time completing assignments for his current courses. Of ten classmates who entered the
university together with him, only Kevin and one more student passed the course. One
transferred to another major, and the others all failed. Nevertheless, once he adapted to the
learning environment and caught up with the study, he began to expand his social circle.
Although he wasn't particularly interested in parties or campus activities, Kevin found common
ground with others through his passion for working out in the gym and playing soccer. He started
to hang out with Laowai friends who shared his passion or occasionally watch a movie with them.

In Kevin's second year, as he was considering the idea of finding a job to enrich his life
and gain valuable experience, the unexpected onset of the pandemic disrupted his plans. The
widespread uncertainty brought about by the pandemic compelled Kevin to make a difficult
decision: whether to return to China or remain in Canada:

Before the pandemic, my family wanted me to work in Canada for a few years, or even

stay there, whatever I want. ... But because of the pandemic, you have to make a decision.

You can choose to stay here [in Canada], or not to, right? But once you make the decision

to go home, you are more likely to spend more time at home and become less familiar

with what happened abroad. ... The pandemic gave me a reason to go back. Why would |
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come to Canada if I can take courses online and stay with my family? Studying at home

is just the same as at abroad when you only take class online. The pure English language

environment does not exist. It is all online. Besides, | can save more money and spend

more time with my family, right? (November 1%, 2022)

The pandemic substantially interrupted Kevin’s plan and all his years spent in China
made it difficult for him to develop a sense of belonging to Canadian society. He expressed
clearly that he just went there to study and was not part of Canadian society because he is
Chinese all the time. Even after heading back for in-person classes, he immediately came to the
realization that he would soon graduate, thereby having no mood to engage in any activities or
friend-making.

When discussing his future plans, Kevin expressed optimism that life in China would
return to normal after the first wave of the pandemic. He noted that since a master’s degree
seems to be so common in current Chinese society, he has planned to pursue a postgraduate
program in the UK. His decision to the UK is based on two reasons — it is quick, and the
university has a higher world ranking which can be a benefit when he looks for employment in
the future.

Hazel

I met Hazel while volunteering for a non-profit organization. She responded to my

invitation through WeChat and gladly set a meeting time with me. She has just graduated this

year and become a pre-school teacher at a local school. During the interviews, Hazel stressed her
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“foxi”’1 attitude and her “indoorsy” lifestyle. Her most comfortable state is to be left alone, doing
something she herself is fond of:
| have never thought about integrating into local society, nor making friends with anyone.
| am always alone. I don’t even have many Chinese friends, either. ... Integrating
requires a lot of time and energy because | am troubling them not the opposite. It is
exhausting for me, and how long can | pretend anyway? ... | usually read novels, study
cookery books. Do you know data and scene editors? | like edit games through these
editors. Now | also am learning painting skills. ... After going abroad, you have time.
Although I have 3-4 courses a term, | still have some free time to arrange my life. | have
more money at my disposal, too, so | can do whatever | like. (Hazel, December 24", 2022)
Starting from her story of studying abroad, Hazel said it was her parents who, all of
sudden, took her to a local international school for an entrance examination. She was confused
but fortunately she passed the exam. Later, she was enrolled in that school at grade 12 and
followed the suggestion to study abroad. She was hopeful for the chance to take a different
educational path and escape the intense academic pressures she experienced in her previous high
school, where all parents and teachers were constantly pushing and classmates would turn on a
lamp to study after ‘lights out” at midnight — “It brings you so much pressure if you open your
eyes in the early morning and just see that your classmates are already studying on their bed”
(Hazel, December 24™, 2022). Meanwhile, Hazel was overcome with a sense of fear and
apprehension about her future. As a young adult, living and studying alone in a completely
unfamiliar country was undeniably daunting. The uncertainty and challenges that awaited her in

this new chapter of her life evoked a mixture of emotions.

1 Foxi, a Buddha-like mindset by its literal meaning, is a buzzword used in China to describe people who reject the
rat race and who are in favour of a peaceful and apathetic lifestyle.
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Before Hazel could take regular courses, she dedicated a year and a half to studying in
the ELC, struggling with her language. Reflecting on her language learning experiences, Hazel
shared her thoughts:

| feel like 1 was more motivated when preparing for IELTS exam in China. It seems like

my English was at its best when | first arrived in Canada, because everything | was

learning was new. ... I don’t think there is a qualitative leap. I just became more

“shameless”. | let them repeat or change a word, so the communication turns out to be

just fine. (Hazel, November 11%, 2023)

The language barrier and the cultural nuances associated with it continued to pose
significant challenges for Hazel, particularly considering her major in Athletic Therapy (and later
Kinesiology). Hazel has been taking medicine to tackle the depression caused by the study
pressure. It happened when she entered the faculty with a GPA of 3.8 but soon dropped to the
lowest at 1.0. The memory of diligently preparing for her Anatomy exam remains vivid in
Hazel’s mind.

When | memorized terms of human anatomy, | would stay up until midnight. I cried

while talking to my family on video calls and then went back to studying after I ran out of

tears. But in the end, | still failed it. ... Everything for me is new. For local students, they
at least have the cultural background to help them understand the vocabulary. ... Once in
an exam, | came across a word called “snow angel”. I didn’t know what it was, so I left it

blank. There are just so many obstacles. (Hazel, November 11", 2023)

Hazel retook the Anatomy course three times before finally passing. Determined to
improve her academic performance and GPA, she also retook as many other courses as she could.

Finally, she successfully graduated with a commendable GPA of 3.45. Apart from difficult
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courses and her language issue, Hazel pointed out the separation in class — there were only 24
students admitted to Athletic Therapy per year, and it was the first time in history this major had
ClISs:

Starting from our second year, we would participate in hands-on training with different

sports teams. These training sessions were led by senior students, creating a tightly knit

system than other majors. However, even with this system, there was still isolation
between us and local students. During my first year in the program, 1 only met one Black
student. He was in a similar situation as me - Our practice requires cooperation during
class, such as one person acting as a patient and another acting as a paramedic. We would
have to find a partner, but to put it bluntly, we (she and the black student) were always

left behind. No one would come to us. (Hazel, December 24", 2022)

Athletic Therapy requires much hands-on training. After in-person classes were cancelled
during the pandemic, Hazel changed her major to Kinesiology so that her graduation wouldn’t be
significantly delayed. Taking about the COVID pandemic, Hazel is a Zero-COVID policy
supporter who expects stronger and mandatory policy from the Canadian government. She
regarded public health measures in Canada as “Bai lan”*>. Because of her experience of
contracting COVID this year and developing long COVID symptoms such as reduced immune
function, she overall agreed with the direction of Zero-COVID policy, taking an understanding
attitude towards most measures in China, especially at the beginning of the pandemic outbreak.
While she acknowledged that China and Canada were two different cases and both governments

did what’s best for its people, she emphasized:

15 Bailan, or let it rot by its literal meaning, is also a popular Chinese slang to describe the action of giving
up very easily because something is too difficult to achieve.
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To start with, I would say Zero-COVID is necessary, or even of many benefits for people.

I got COVID before, and at least to me, I can feel a significant decline in my physical

fitness. Besides, current literature has suggested that COVID virus remains in our body

even after so-called recovery, let alone its side effect or the long COVID symptoms.

There is too little research on that. ... it is just after such a long time with COVID, | think

the policies can be more flexible and humane. (Hazel, November 111, 2023)

Our second interview took place in late December, just a few weeks after China began to
lift restrictions and open up. During this interview, Hazel expressed her disappointment,
frustration, and clear dissatisfaction with the government's actions and decisions. She made an
interesting comparison:

| think China is the one who really Bailan. It is like, it doesn’t care about it [the virus]

almost overnight. It is just like how the family and the school treat their children— they

strictly prohibit any romantic relationship or even forbidding you having contact with the

opposite sex, yet they wish you to get married and give birth upon your graduation. ... I

just don’t understand. It is truly irresponsible. (Hazel, December 24", 2022)

Despite her discontent, Hazel never hesitates to identify as a Chinese. She appreciates
traditional Chinese culture and often wears Mamianqun®® as daily outfit. On the other hand,
Hazel also recognized that her years in Canada and her chosen major had a significant impact on
her values and attitudes. Prior to coming to Canada, she never really considered the challenges
faced by vulnerable groups, such as elderly scavengers or low-income communities in remote
mountainous areas. She used to attribute their circumstances to their own faults, whether it was

laziness or other reasons, and believed that they should bear the consequences of their actions.

16 Mamianqun is a traditional skirt wore by the Han Chinese women. Its origin can be dated back to Song
Dynasty.
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However, her experience in Canada exposed her to a different perspective. She realized that in
Canada, the voices of the vulnerable and minority populations are heard, and their struggles are
acknowledged. This exposure broadened her understanding and fostered empathy towards those
vulnerable people facing difficulties in society.

She went on to explain her shock at the comprehensive facilities available in Canada for
individuals with disabilities. She was amazed by the accessible corridors, elevator handrails
specifically designed for people with disabilities, braille signage on the walls, and various
inclusive facilities at the university gym. She confessed, “I feel a little ashamed when thinking
about the past self” (Hazel, December 24" 2022).

In the two months between our interviews, | observed a noticeable shift in Hazel's
attitude. In the first interview, Hazel viewed permanent residence as a backup plan because she
was primarily worried about the fierce competition in China’s job market (yet she is a foxi
person). She considered options such as applying for a medical-related major at Red River
College or pursuing a master's degree in her current field after obtaining permanent residence,
but she never ruled out the option to return home. During the second interview, however, Hazel
exhibited a stronger determination to stay in Canada. She said, “let me be clear. I don’t want to
go back. The social conditions do not look friendly to me” (Hazel, December 24th, 2022).
Patricia

Patricia was the last participant | recruited. She confided in me about her initial hesitation
and struggle in deciding whether to reach out because she feared not having much to contribute.
After our first interview, she admitted that she never contemplated the questions | asked.
Subsequently, she sent me a few messages to further elaborate on her thoughts. During the

second interview, as COVID was raging across the country, she revealed to me her reluctance to
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return but still booked her flight home the next Saturday and chose three online courses for the
next semester; She felt her younger sister needed her around while both of her parents as doctors
in hospital were busy with treating the increasing number of patients. Patricia has just finished
the first-year study and is prepared to transition to the faculty that she has been dreaming of. If
she failed to seize this break, she would probably be stuck in Winnipeg and live a busy life for
the next 2 -3 years—she assumed a tight schedule of study after entering the faculty, having
courses in all three terms as required by the university to accelerate the graduation.

Although Patricia currently finds her life fulfilling and expects it to continue that way,
her initial departure from China was accompanied by feelings of indifference, confusion, and
uncertainty. In fact, of the three countries she has been to - the UK, the US, and Canada —
Patricia’s favorite study destination was actually the UK. Unfortunately, there wasn't much
discussion within the family regarding this decision as her aunt already resided in Canada:

I don’t think I have any expectation because this decision was not made by me. | didn’t

know what it [studying abroad] was like, so | asked my mom to choose .... | thought

living here or there would just be the same. It was just life. Does it sound a little bitter?

You know, even in China, my life was just to live, and for me it is only changing a place

to continue my life. ... If now I were to move to a new place, | would make some

preparation, but back then I was only a teenager girl. | was ignorant and didn’t know
what would happen because I never lived alone. ... I only had one drop of tear upon
departure, for not knowing what my future life would be like. (Patricia, November 16™,

2022)

Before Patricia shared her stories in Canada, she narrated her bumpy experience of

learning English. In a small city of the northern China, English is not a subject that gets much
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attention like in many major cities, nor does they have qualified English teachers. She said,
“Learning is just like playing. Very easy. What was being taught is basically memorizing English
words” (Patricia, January 6, 2023). In order to receive better education, Patricia was sent to
Jiangsu, a costal province with one of the best educational resources, where she soon realized
that she must catch up with her English — she got the lowest score in an English test, worse than
the prior last-place student. After years of effort, she managed to reach the average level of her
class. Additionally, her IELTS teacher helped her with the language by teaching pronunciation
and promoting self-directed learning, rather than simply studying for exams. For the first time,
she felt like she was learning the language. Patricia admitted that she still failed to achieve an
ideal IELTS score and thus had to took language lessons for an entire term, but she did benefit
from the experience.

Continuing with her story here in Winnipeg, Patricia shared two positive changes that she
did not expect. First is that she stutters less now, though it has not fully disappeared:

Actually, I have a bit of stuttering. You should be able to tell. But since | came here, the

situation has improved a lot. Here, when people hear me stuttering, they just think | can't

speak English, and they say, 'take your time, take your time', so | just need to speak

slowly. But at home, they would say things like 'you stutter!’, and then | would feel like

‘'oh no, I'm stuttering again’, and | would become more nervous, which only made things

worse.” (Patricia, November 16™, 2022)

Second, she now can pursue one of her favourite majors — nursing. She talked about this
major with great enthusiasm and excitement, “I really like it. I enjoy learning it, though it can be
exhausting. At home, | was not able to study this major because of my grade” (Patricia,

November 16™, 2022). She continued to talk about her disastrous past in high school—at grade
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12, the immense pressure of study and constant failures caused her to lose interest and
confidence. She described that period of time as “meaningless”—every time when she looked for
her name on the score ranking list!’, she always had to search it from the bottom. As time went
on, Patricia's confidence began to erode, and she found herself lacking the willingness to exert
effort. She grew increasingly exhausted to the point where she started questioning the meaning
of her life. However, she is now grateful for the opportunity to have discovered her passion.
Nursing has become a significant part of her identity, holding great importance in her life: “I
introduce myself to others by saying | study nursing. | am proud of it because it is something I
really like. | feel like 1 am at least a little better off than those who haven't found their goals and
are confused” (Patricia, November 16™, 2022).

There is no denying that difficulties can persist regardless of one's interest — language, for
example, continues to be a barrier for Patricia. She shared a story about a professor mentioning
the term "contact lens,” a word she was unfamiliar with, and how a Taiwanese classmate kindly
explained it to her. Numerous language difficulties caused her frustration, embarrassment, and a
blow to her self-esteem. Consequently, she had to dedicate a significant amount of time to
previewing new vocabulary and course materials to ensure she could keep up with her classes.
Then, time is another matter, especially when she had exams and classes all mixed up in a few
days. Patricia reported to me her experience of memorizing anatomy terms for weeks in the dark
basement she rented, something she never wants to go through again. Thanks to her previous
study in China, she said “nothing can be compared with my time at grade 12, so it is at least

manageable” (Patricia, January 6, 2023).

7In China, students sometimes will be ranked from the top to the bottom according to their scores.
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Regarding socializing, Patricia shared her experience of feeling somewhat invisible in
Canadian society and finding it challenging to actively engage in class or group discussions. She
also finds it tiring to establish friendships with Laowai. Patricia provided an example of a good
relationship she thought she had with an Indian classmate, but she invited her to hang out, only
to learn that the classmate had already left school and relocated to Toronto. “I wish she could
have told me before | found out,” Patricia (November 16", 2022) added, “although she said let’s
keep in touch, I know we would just quickly lose contact.” Following the example, Patricia
discussed the mechanical social interaction in Canada and how she adapted:

They always start with 'how are you,' but they don't really want to know how you are

doing. It is just how they greet. In the past, | used to wonder how I really was, and I told

them 'l m not too good today’ and explained a lot. Now | know they do not expect a

formal answer. It’s like telling a lie. Instead of ‘how are you’, why don’t you just say 'hi!"

and whatever you want to say? It is a little hypocritic. (Patricia, November 16", 2022)

Reflecting on the pandemic, Patricia, the youngest participant in this research, expressed
her sentiment with a sigh, stating, "the past three years have almost erased my memories"
(November 16th, 2022). While Patricia's personal life was not significantly affected by the
pandemic, it had a profound impact on her family. Her parents, as doctors, had to receive daily
COVID test and adhere to countless regulations imposed by the hospital. Meanwhile, her sister
had to engage in patriotic activities at school, such as singing songs related to pandemic
prevention. Experiencing the stringent Zero-COVID policy in China for nearly two years and
witnessing the return to normalcy in Canada, Patricia underwent a substantial change in attitude.
She supported the prevention policies of China in the beginning when the virus was fatal, but

after Omicron she believed many quarantine and prevention measures were based on political
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reasons — “Zhong Nanshan®® does not share his opinion in public. Neither do many doctors in
hospitals. ... Or maybe they did, but what they said was censored” (Patricia, November 16th,
2022).

Previously, Patricia took pride in her Chinese heritage, but now she experiences
hesitation when revealing her nationality due to the negative perceptions and stereotypes
attached to being Chinese. She feels “ashamed” toward current situations in China, and believes
that, unfortunately, being identified as Chinese has become a burden and carries negative
connotations for her — she is concerned about the discrimination stemming from the perception
that bat soup caused the COVID-19 pandemic, and she actually believes to some degree about
this correlation. She made a comparison, “Even though most people may not explicitly say it,
they may think so in their mind. Just like in China, we were afraid of people from Wuhan for
some time, because they might carry virus. It is similar” (Patricia, January 6, 2023). She also
noticed many Chinese restaurants and groceries stores here are not as clean as others, and some
Chinese people require payment by cash to avoid tax, she fears that Laowai will have negative
opinions of this and impose them to her — “this is too embarrassing for me, | don’t want people
see me in this way” (Patricia, November 16th, 2022).

Furthermore, Patricia conveyed a significant shift in her perception of China since
arriving in Canada. With life experiences both in her home country and abroad during the
pandemic, she now has access to a broader range of news sources and can compare different
perspectives. This exposure has allowed her to see a different side of China, which has had a

profound impact on her mindset and how she views her home country:

18 Zhong Nanshan was a leading advisor for the Chinese government in managing the crisis during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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China will not collapse, but it is not what | imaged anymore. ... Sometimes | know it is
useless to know all these (news). The education from my family also keeps telling me to
mind my own business. We can’t change it, so we just move on with our life. (Patricia,
January 6, 2023)

On the other hand, she admitted that at times she finds herself enjoying the critiques
directed towards China on Western social media. As a result, all these incidents and events that
happened in China through news media and lived experiences of her family and friends in China
have gradually changed her mind about her future plan — she is now reluctant to go back to China,
and she wishes to bring her parents over to Canada, which in her word is “I don’t want us to be
jiucai'® anymore” (November 16th, 2022).

Conclusion

In this chapter, each participant's life history as an international student in Canada is
presented, revealing a range of scenarios that may have influenced their experiences of academic
sojourn. One particular case, Kevin, stands out among the five others, as he returned home after
the pandemic broke out in Canada and stayed there for over two years. However, even among the
remaining cases, distinct differences emerge. Patricia arrived in Canada amidst the pandemic in
2021, while Hazel never had the opportunity to return home after the pandemic. Forrester,
Maverick, and Seven went back to China at different stages of the pandemic, stayed for a varying
length of time, and thus had their unique experiences. These experiences, consequently, exert its

potential impact of the formation of their transnational identity and decision-making process. In

19 Jiucai (garlic chives) is a type of vegetable commonly used in Chinese cuisine. In the political context,
it becomes a slang term to describe ordinary citizens who are easily manipulated or influenced by those in
power.
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the next chapter, I will present a summary of the main findings derived from a thematic analysis

of the collected data.
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Chapter 5: Thematic Analysis — Unpacking Lived Experiences and Transnational Identity

Through a transnational lens, I seek to comprehend CISs’ lived experiences and how
these lived experiences have affected them in terms of their transnational identity. In the
previous chapter, | examined the lived experiences of six CISs in Canada case by case. In this
chapter, I present the main findings that emerged from the analysis of my participants'
experiences and perspectives across cases. However, it is important to acknowledge that the
participants had diverse experiences living across borders and at different stages of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Consequently, not all ideas expressed were unanimous, particularly in the case of
Kevin, who primarily resided in China during the majority of the pandemic.
The Lived Experiences

After conducting a cross-case analysis, a total of six themes have been identified to
address the research questions regarding the lived experiences of Chinese international students.
These themes encapsulate key aspects of their experiences and provide insights into their unique
journeys.
From Dependent to Independent

For CISs, living alone in a foreign country is a process to gain independence. All
participants went abroad at a relatively young age - in their late teens or early twenties - a period
of life when they were experiencing a transition from adolescence to adulthood. Their previous
life consisted of huge study pressure at high school, limited life experience, and a majority of
time with the family. In all cases, the option to study abroad was suggested by their parents, with
only Maverick mentioning that he considered this option before his parents brought it up. In

Kevin, Seven and Patricia’s cases, they were even reluctant to leave their home country in the
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first place and were eventually persuaded either through family discussion and/or by their
teachers at school.

Upon departure, most participants had little knowledge about the country that they were
going to. For example, Seven chose Canada simply because it has red maple leaves, her favorite
singer Justin Bieber, as well as to get “revenge” on her father. Similarly, the selection of their
university was not primarily driven by their specific academic interests but rather influenced by
recommendations from study abroad agencies, their parents and relatives, or previous teachers
who were familiar with universities in Winnipeg. Maverick's choice to pursue computer science
was primarily driven by his parents' belief that this major would lead to a promising career in the
future. Hazel’s choice to study at the U of M was due to the recommendation from the principal
in her high school who graduated from the U of M. Lack of experience in life and prior excessive
reliance on other people no doubt resulted in s hardships in their initial adjustment, as Maverick
put it,

In China, wherever you are, your parents always have your back. That's what we call

guanxi®® in China, right? Your parents solve any problem for you with their connections.

However, you need to handle things on your own here. For example, upon my arrival, ...

| didn't even know how to select courses and ended up randomly picking some. But soon

| realized that I hadn’t taken the prerequisite course, and I couldn't understand what the
professors were talking about. Almost after a year or so, | figured out how things work
here. | learned about the education system, the ways of life, and how the society works.

(Maverick, December 3rd, 2022)

20 Guanxi is a term used in Chinese culture to describe a mutually beneficial social connection with
someone, and usually involves exchanging favors.
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Patricia shared a similar experience, but she viewed it in a more positive light. She noted
that she was content with her current academic performance because she achieved it through her
own hard work, saying "I went to middle and high school in China through my parents'
connections, so basically I didn't really have to study. But when | came here [abroad], I realized
that I couldn't succeed without my own effort” (Patricia, January 6, 2023).

Additionally, the pandemic becomes another push factor that results in some participants’
financial independence. While all participants reported being financially supported by their
families and not having to worry about money during their academic sojourn, Forrester and
Seven revealed that their family businesses have been impacted by the pandemic. This was one
of the reasons why they began looking for jobs in Canada.

Thousands of miles away from parents, CISs learned to navigate their study and life on
their own. After years in Canada, all the participants become more independent. Forrester, who
will soon graduate, has not only secured a job but also started his own business. He now takes
full responsibility for his financial situation and future alongside his girlfriend in Winnipeg.
Maverick and Kevin have chosen to pursue master's degrees, and this time it is their independent
decisions about their academic paths and study destinations. Seven, satisfied with her busy life as
a salesperson and student, highlights her personal growth from “the one who asks questions” to
“the one who answers questions” (Seven, November 8th, 2022). Hazel is working toward
obtaining her permanent residence as a pre-school teacher, with plans for further studies. Patricia
eagerly anticipates joining the faculty of her dreams to pursue her desired major, feeling proud
and excited for what lies ahead.

Transnational Relationship —Support, Conflict and Reconciliation
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Current literature has pointed out the important role of transnational family in the
international student’s education choices, adjustment process, and decisions regarding returning
or staying (Fong, 2011; Zhai et al., 2019). The challenges and uncertainties brought about by the
COVID-19 pandemic have further tested these transnational relationships, particularly within
Chinese families. The one-child policy implemented in China between 1980 and 2016 has
significantly reduced family sizes and placed the sole child at the center of the family (Pletcher,
2022). In this study, of six participants, only Patricia has a younger sister, while the others are
the only child in the family.

Apart from the financial support mentioned in the first theme, parents’ transnational
involvement in the lives of my participants is common. Research has found that family
emotional support provides a buffering effect when students experience difficulties in the host
country (Wilcox et al., 2005). In Kevin and Maverick’s cases, they both encountered tremendous
challenges in their first-year studies due to the sudden increase in the difficulty of their courses
and their lack of familiarity with the Western educational system. For Maverick, he even started
to doubt himself and consider the possibility of changing his major. It was his parents who, after
consulting with others’ previous experiences, advised him to persist with his major for an
additional year before considering a switch. This forced him to push himself beyond his limits
and ultimately led to his current academic success. Maverick reflected,

If it weren't for my parents, | might have just changed my major and missed out all the

sense of achievement that computer science brings to me, and | might have just returned

home after graduation without anything I can brag about. (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022)

Conflict among family members is an inevitable aspect of family life, but what captivates

attention is how a family manages to address conflicts and reconcile while living thousands of
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miles apart and leading distinctly different lives. It is to my surprise that all female participants
reported improved relationship with their fathers. For Hazel and Patricia, one major source of
conflict came from the father’s conservative stance against the decision of studying abroad, such
as the father’s comment like “China is such a big place, why bother going abroad to study?
(Patricia, January 6, 2023). For Seven, conflicts stemmed from her father’s absence in her
childhood yet the sudden intervention into her life with a condescending attitude. Despite various
reasons for conflicts, they reconciled with their fathers in similar ways — a series of video calls
through which they proved their growth and independence in Canada. Patricia explained,

In the past, I didn’t understand him. I didn’t really want to talk to him, but after I came

here, after he saw my progress and knew that my life is actually pretty good, plus he does

miss me, he gives me calls, or sometimes I call him, too. Gradually, we start to talk and

understand each other. (Patricia, January 6, 2023)

In a similar vein, Seven revealed that once she secured a job and started developing her
own thoughts, her father's attempts to exert control over her has significantly diminished. As she
grew older, she also gradually gained insight into her father's perspective. During the interview,
Seven displayed a subtle but notable sense of pride when discussing her father, possibly without
even realizing it — she takes great pride in his extensive travels to numerous countries and his
ability to provide for the family.

The gradually divergent attitudes and values within families are a source of conflict as a
result of their disparate experiences in different localities. This can be as small as different
attitudes toward wearing masks during the pandemic (in Maverick’s case), or as big as parents’
strong opposition against the intention to hold a memorial meeting that may result in political

consequences (in Forrester’s case). Patricia explained that due to the deteriorating relations
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between China and the West and the political environment in China, she was cautious about
expressing opinions toward sensitive issues with her family like the pandemic or politics,
because she does not wish to be perceived as someone who is Chongyang Meiwai?!. Generally,
participants adopt an evasive attitude when confronting this type of conflict, even if they have an
unwavering mindset towards the issues involved.

Family is not the sole type of transnational relationship that CISs maintain — some CISs
make regular contacts with friends in their home country. Nonetheless, it should be noted that as
time goes on, these relationships often become characterized by less frequent communication.
Notably, only Hazel and Patricia reported continuous communication through WeChat message
and video calls, emphasizing the significance of maintaining connections with their one or two
closest friends. As Patricia commented, soulmates are never growing apart due to distance.

On the other hand, the accounts of most CISs shed light on the factors contributing to the
fading of transnational friendships — a decline in shared experiences leading to a scarcity of
common topics, and the emergence of divergent opinions and goals. Seven explained,

Despite the happy conversations, | heard rumors that they thought | was showing off just

because [ went abroad.... Soon, I realized that my pace was not in sync with theirs. Many

of my classmates are preparing for postgraduate entrance exams or internships at big
companies as they are about to graduate, while I am heading down a completely different
path here. It feels like we are drifting further and further apart from each other. (Seven,

December 14th, 2022)

From an overall perspective, families assume a crucial role in the initial stages of CISs'

transnational lives. However, as CISs gained independence and formed their own ideas and

21Chongyang Meiwai is a Chinese idiom that can be translated to “obsessing with foreign cultures and
belittling their own”.
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values, their involvement tended to gradually transition from being major participants to
observers and supporters. In contrast, friends in the home country appear to hold comparatively
less significance in this context.

Challenges and Resilience

The existing literature has extensively explored the variety of challenges that
international students may encounter prior to and during the pandemic (Firang & Mensah, 2021,
Schartner & Young, 2016). In this section, | present 3 challenges that resonate with most CIS
participants (at least mentioned by 4 participants)—language barrier, harsh weather and poor
transportation, and social contact with Laowai. The COVID-19 pandemic's impact is not
delineated as a distinct factor here since it typically intertwines with other issues, often acting as
an amplifier rather than a direct cause.

To begin with, language remains a significant obstacle for CISs to overcome in terms of
academic success and social adjustment (Ma, 2020). All CISs reported their early exposure to
English, with all receiving formal English education as early as grade 3 in primary school.
Despite some participants having access to additional resources such as Forrester, whose family
was involved in Child-English education, or Seven, who had the privilege of accessing native-
speaking English teachers, all participants reported difficulties in study and daily life after their
arrival in Canada, to a varying degree. A few recent studies have shown that exam-oriented
education in China has a negative impact on students' daily use of English, and students under
this kind of education system may struggle with their everyday oral communication (Meng et al.,
2021; Yin, 2022; Zhao, 2023). These findings are in line with reports of the participants in this
study. For example, Seven described her teacher’s comment on her silence in class, and

explained that the reasons for her silence are not due to shyness but her confusion about the
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casual use of language in Canada and the fear of making grammar mistakes, a mindset that she
carried with her from China. Both Kevin and Patricia mentioned their hard time understanding
Indian accents, and Maverick mentioned he was so desperate in the first year that he would
rather self study the textbook than attend class because he couldn’t understand what the professor
said. Finally, all participants, except for Seven, did not meet the minimal language requirements
and therefore studied at English Language Centre for some time (ranging from 3 to 18 months).
Regarding weather, CISs are no strangers to the extreme cold in Winnipeg. Hazel and
Maverick were actually glad during the pandemic when online classes relieved them from
enduring the endless wait in harsh winter weather just to catch the bus and arrive on time for
morning classes. Kevin's most vivid memory in Canada revolved around being stranded on a bus
in the middle of the road due to heavy snowfall in 2020. The bone-chilling cold pierced through
him, leaving a lasting impression. Similarly, Seven still remembers her numb toes and the tears
she had to hold back on that snowing day, when she lost one of her shoes. These shared
experiences (Hazel, Maverick, Kevin and Seven) reinforce the importance of having cars in
Winnipeg. Forrester mentioned “the public transportation system in Winnipeg is often criticized”.
However, Forrester was fortunate to receive support from his uncle during the early years. This
support proved to be advantageous as it provided Forrester with increased mobility in the city.
With his uncle's assistance, Forrester soon obtained his driving license and was able to purchase
his own car, which further enhanced his independence and ability to navigate the new
environment. Patricia is the only one not bothered by the winter, as she is so passionate about her
current studies that she considers waking up early and waiting for public transportation in the
cold to be “a tiny sacrifice” (Patricia, January 6, 2023). She registered for the early class herself,

fully aware of the schedule, and therefore, didn't find it to be a big issue.
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Making social contacts with Laowai is also repeatedly reported as a challenge saliant
among CIS participants. Most CISs have the intention of making friends with Laowai and
integrating into the broader Canadian society (rather than simply Chinese community in Canada),
but they all encountered obstacles. Of four acculturation strategies illustrated in Berry’s model
(2005), pursuing the integration (adopting the culture of host country and maintaining own
culture of origin) is generally believed to be the preferred strategy to achieve better adaptations.
Nonetheless, the model overlooks many external factors such as the push-back of the dominant
culture and language barriers. Hazel expressed that while her classmates were very friendly and
helpful in answering her questions online, she was always left behind when it comes to hands-on
training that involved cooperation in class. Maverick also shared an awkward situation in a
workshop— "1 really wanted to chat with those Laowai, but it turned out that they weren't
interested in me. They found an excuse to leave and talk to someone else, leaving me standing
there alone” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022).

In addition, the pandemic made it more difficult for CISs to adopt integration strategies,
especially when online learning significantly reduced the chances of face-to-face interaction.
Maverick initially faced challenges with language barriers and academic pressure, which
hindered his ability to establish social connections. Just as he began to adapt and find his footing,
the COVID-19 pandemic emerged and disrupted all his plans. A similar opinion was expressed
by Forrester, who recognized many CISs (especially first-year students) have the intention to
make friends with Laowai yet often have limited opportunities. It was this realization that
prompted him to start his business and to strive towards expanding its reach to the whole

Canadian society. Kevin had the desire and succeeded in making friends with other international
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students, but due to his two-year absence in Canada, he realized that he was still accompanied by
more Chinese friends in Winnipeg.

Another frequently reported reason shared by Forrester, Kevin, Hazel, and Patricia is the
limited number of topics and interests that they have in common with Laowai. Both Kevin and
Patricia applied for language programs, with the intention to meet local friends. The outcome
was that they engaged in pleasant and polite conversations with their language partners on a
weekly basis. However, they discovered that they had little overlap in terms of their lives or
interests. As a result, once the program came to an end, they naturally lost contact with their
language partners. Patricia made a comparison between her own experience and that of her friend
who participated in the mentor program. Her friend was paired with a senior CIS who had a deep
understanding of her friend's needs and interests, introducing her to places that they both find
interesting in Winnipeg and taking her to different Chinese grocery stores and restaurants. In
Forrester’s case, he mentioned that all his current friends share similar interests, such as
Jubensha and Chinese hip-hop. These shared interests have played a crucial role in bringing
them together and maintaining their connections. This is also why he finds it more challenging to
establish similar connections with Laowai.

Resilience reflects how individuals use their abilities to marshal resources available to
adapt to challenges, threats, and shifting circumstances (Woolfolk, 2008). Through how CISs
tackled the variety of challenges, we can see patterns of CISs’ resilience. To begin with, CISs
developed hobbies and interests to tackle the stress caused by either study or life. Forrester
introduced Jubensha from China to enrich the social life in Winnipeg. Facing academic stress,

Maverick developed the habit of taking a half-hour walk daily and a passion for photography. To



86

tackle the sudden increase in free time, Seven started making handicrafts and Hazel picked up
hobbies that she previously lacked time for back in China.

Secondly, most CISs take initiative to seek out various resources. One of the primary
resources they utilize is the support obtained from their social contacts, as friends play a crucial
role in providing both informational and emotional support (Ye, 2006). Studies have suggested
that CISs socialize less frequently with their host nation peers or other international students than
their compatriots (Glass et al., 2014; Yu & Moskal, 2018). Similarly, the interviewed CISs
commonly relied on their senior Chinese friends or classmates for information. However, some
demonstrated initiative by reaching out of their comfortable zone for support. For example,
Maverick participated in several clubs aligned with his interests and his intention to make friends
on campus. University resources are also a significant source of support for CISs (Cho et al.,
2015). Apart from intercultural program (in Kevin and Patricia’s case), Hazel shared her
experiences of using university resources including psychological counselling, Visa information
from an International Student Advisor, and Career Services.

Lastly, CISs typically exhibit a positive and persistent attitude, even in the face of
occasional failures or setbacks — Maverick and Hazel's persistence and diligence allowed them to
overcome temporary academic failures, achieving satisfying grades upon graduation. Instead of
complaining about the cold weather, which was beyond her control, Patricia chose to brush it
aside and only viewed it as a small sacrifice that made her stronger. For Maverick, the memories
of enduring the cold in Winnipeg have transformed into something he proudly shares with his
current friends since relocating to Ontario, becoming a story he can boast about.

Discrimination, Racism and Bias



87

The outbreak of the pandemic was accompanied by increasing racism and discrimination,
especially against Asians (Ge, 2021). However, among the participants in this research, Forrester
stood out as the only CIS who reported experiencing multiple instances of bias and stereotypes
imposed on Chinese, including a potential hate crime incident. In contrast, most participants
indicated that they have never encountered racial or any other forms of discrimination during
their academic sojourn (either prior to or during the pandemic), despite their recognition of the
rising number of hate crimes against Eastern Asian in Canada reported on the news. When asked
about this phenomenon, Maverick, Kevin and Hazel gave similar explanations - their limited
exposure to the broader Canadian society, as they spent the majority of their time on campus,
provided them with a relatively safe environment that protected them from any forms of
discrimination. However, it did not take long for me to come to the realization that their
understanding of "discrimination” might be narrow, as it only focused on “explicit physical or
verbal acts of discrimination”. For example, Maverick indicated that he has never come across
any racial discrimination against him. However, in another discussion regarding his changing
opinions toward China, he mentioned multiple experiences of being asked by local Canadians
about Chinese immigrants:

Many Canadians are aware of this issue and have asked me, ‘why there are so many

Chinese people coming to my country?’. When they ask me this question, I don't know

how to answer. Some may just be curious, yet some ask the question in a confrontational

and provocative manner, like we are taking up their public resources and taking away

their job opportunities. (Maverick, December 3rd, 2022)

This type of question usually sends a message that CISs and Chinese immigrants are not

welcome in Canada. When asked in a hostile manner by multiple individuals, it contributes to a
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broader pattern of discrimination and exclusion that Chinese people may face in Canada. While
this is actually not even as covert as it looks from my perspective, Maverick did not count it as

an example of racial discrimination. Such less explicit or unintentional forms of discrimination
are often overlooked in the daily lives of CISs. However, an in-depth examination of Patricia's
experience of feeling "invisible" in the classroom and Canadian society (Patricia, November 16th,
2022), as well as Hazel's experience of being "left behind™ in classroom hands-on training,
highlights the prevalence of this issue (Hazel, December 24th, 2022).

From Disappointment to Satisfaction

Contradictory to Lysgaard’s U-curve model (1955) that suggested a sequential
adjustment process experienced by sojourners, most CISs reported immediate disappointment
upon their arrival. This disappointment arises from the significant disparity between their
expectations for the host country and the reality. Gomes and Alzougool (2013) observed that
international students develop transnational identity through global entertainment media, and this
can take place even before they embark on their educational sojourn through media outside their
home country, language, and culture. It should be added that this kind of exposure does not
always provide a holistic picture of a country (in this case, the host country). On the contrary,
such preconceptions may lead to unmet expectations and ultimately result in disappointment,
whether immediate or afterwards.

The immediate disappointment usually comes from the dilapidation of the City of
Winnipeg, in particular its streets—instead of ““a bustling, prosperous metropolis that gathers
different cuisines across the world”, Hazel (December 24th, 2022) saw a small city with few
shopping malls to entertain and inauthentic food from across the world. For Kevin, his first

impression of Winnipeg was “a poor village” (Kevin, November 1%, 2022). Maverick reported
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that he felt a big shock upon arrival: “Back then, because of American TV drama and movies, |
truly believed that foreign countries had clean and beautiful cities! But when I arrived,
everything seemed rundown and broken. The roads were always under construction” (Maverick,
Oct 29th, 2022). Apart from the initial unsatisfactory impression, CISs highlighted various other
factors such as the inconvenient transportation system, the challenging winter weather, and
unfulfilled personal expectations. As an example, Seven expressed disappointment about not
being able to witness the sight of red maple leaves covering the ground during autumn. Forrester
didn't experience vibrant campus life filled with endless party day and night, and Patricia when
her Indian friend left without saying goodbye.

Despite the disappointment, none of CISs regret their decision of studying abroad. The
existing literature suggested relatively high satisfaction of international students toward their
academic experiences and overall experiences (Garrett, 2014; Harman, 2003; Huisman et al.,
2022). Likewise, Kevin, Maverick and Patricia stressed the benefits that the Western education
offers. Maverick, for example, discussed his increasing satisfaction with the education system in
Canada as he successfully adapted to it. He expressed his gratitude toward his supervisor, who
serves as a role model for him to follow and offers valuable advice and recommendations for his
future study and career. Forrester and Patricia were content with Canada’s emphasis on the
freedom of speech and human rights, while Hazel was deeply impressed by the remarkable
presence of accessible facilities and the commitment to gender equality in Canada, all of which
influenced their decision to remain in the country.

Political Identity Shifts: Changing Attitudes and Performed Apathy
There has been a considerable amount of research on the mobility and adjustment of CISs,

but until recently few looked into CISs’ political identity (Gao, 2022; Wilson, 2016; Zhao, 2019).
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Given the ongoing international tensions between China and the West over issues such as trade,
the COVID-19 pandemic, and human rights, there is a notable gap waiting to be filled in the field.
In the most recent research, Gao (2022) applies postmodernism and transnationalism theories to
identify three distinct political identity patterns: Chinese nationalists, advocates of liberal
democracy, and transnational neoliberals. However, it may be helpful to add two cautions to the
political identity patterns of CISs.

First, political identity, just like other types of identity, is viewed through a transnational
lens as dynamic, hybrid, and evolving (Tedeschi et al., 2022). This notion was reflected in the
interviews with Forrester and Maverick, where they disclosed their political journey of
transitioning from Xiaofenhong to more politically rational individuals, and from giving
unconditional support for the government and the nation to adopting discerning and selective
stance. Specifically, Maverick showed discretion by refraining from bragging about China’s
achievement with Laowai and in Forrester’s case, he even took a risk by planning a memorial
meeting that might carry political implications against Chinese government. Likewise, Seven
reported that in the past, she used to vehemently defend China's position on issues such as
Taiwan, often reacting with righteous indignation. Now, she has undergone a transformative shift
in perspective, embracing the validity of diverse viewpoints and choosing not to engage in
arguments with those who hold differing political opinions. Additionally, due to the repeated
cancellations of flights back to China by the government, she no longer watches those patriotic
red films like War Wolves 11?2, as they served as a reminder of unfulfilled promises made by her

own government. Their changed attitudes may add evidence to the argument that while we still

22 A Chinese action movie featured patriotic plot and achieved a massive commercial success in China. It
tells a story of how a Chinese solder rescued a group of Chinese citizens in an unnamed African country
from the local rebels and vicious arms dealers.
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should be cautious about assuming that studying abroad substantially reshapes CISs’ political
attitudes (Wilson, 2016), it is also important to acknowledge the profound impact of their lived
experience across borders on CISs and their constantly evolving political identity.

Second, before the three distinct patterns of political identity, there is a noticeable
presence of a performed political apathy among CISs. This is evident from their hesitance and
disengagement when the topic became political during the interviews. Even though they held
political views towards events happening around transnationally, the majority of CISs expressed
disinterest in politics or admitted to rarely following the news. For example, Kevin explained
that he did not pay much attention to political affairs, and he only used YouTube to study and
very occasionally watches news from CNN or BBC. Hazel, Patricia and Seven, similarly, prefer
spending time on Chinese social media like WeChat and Weibo, where they already know
information is censored. Hazel added “I know there are many critiques against China, but they
can't change anything and so they just keep cursing and swearing. Despite all the criticism,
China's pandemic policies haven't changed, so I'll just read it and forget about it” (Hazel,
December 24th, 2022).

One major reason to explain this performed identity is fear (Li, 2015). During the
interviews, some CISs asked me for permission to criticize the government and some even made
a joke about the potential consequence. For example, Maverick said if the interview was
conducted on Tencent meeting?3, he would not share his attitude. Hazel stopped the conversation
in a joke tone — “this is not what we should discuss, otherwise I am afraid I am not allowed to get
off the plane” (Hazel, November 11th, 2023). Secondly, the influence of CISs’ family and their

previous life history may be another reason (Yan, 2014). Only Forrester and Patricia expressed

23 A video conferencing service powered by Tencent, a Chinese multinational technology company.
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their dissatisfaction toward current government without hesitation. Nonetheless, when Forrester
planned the memorial meeting, instead of advocating for political changes, he simply wanted an
emotional outlet for Chinese people to tackle the stress and sadness brought up by the pandemic.
Even so, he faced strong discouragement from his family — his father’s multiple calls made him
realize the consequence of his action could be serious. Likewise, Patricia admitted that she rarely
discloses her political views to others as her family taught her to mind her own business and live
her life.
The Transnational Identity

Transnational identity encompasses a diverse array of interrelated aspects that profoundly
influence individuals' self-perception and interactions in this transnational world (Wang, 2022b).
Through my thematic analysis, | here found three important aspects of the transnational identity
of Chinese international students: intercultural competence, multiple and flowing Identities, and
belonging and localities. Understanding these aspects is crucial for recognizing and appreciating
the rich tapestry of identities that exist in CISs’ transnational trajectories.
Intercultural Competence

There is little consensus in terms of the definition and conceptualization of intercultural
competence, and similar terms like intercultural awareness, intercultural intelligence, and
intercultural communicative competence are used in confusing ways (Baker, 2011; Byram, 2012;
Deardroff, 2011). In light of Byram’s intercultural competence model (1997), here | take in
factors involved in intercultural competence including language, skills, attitudes, and
dispositions to act.

One aspect that | can immediately observe is the change in the day-to-day behaviors and

habits of CISs after their time spent in Canada, and these changes are usually combined with a
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further understanding of local cultural norms and values, or in other word, “habitus” (Bourdieu,
1977). For example, many CISs were not accustomed to cold water and cold milk served in
restaurants, which would never happen in China due to “the tradition of hot water being believed
to make one feel better” (Forrester, October 25th, 2022). However, many soon realized that
“unlike their hometown, indoor spaces in Canada are sufficiently heated— that's why iced water
is served” (Hazel, November 11th, 2023).

Nuances in making friends are often reported as challenging for CISs in the literature
(Palmer, 2016; Tsai et. al, 2017). Seven and Patricia, in particular, expressed confusion about
common daily questions — specifically, the greeting "how are you." Seven was surprised to learn
that the response can be much more casual, instead of the traditional response of "I am fine,
thank you, and you?" For Patricia, she felt that asking a question without expecting a genuine
response was hypocritical, but now she comes to realize that “when I say it, | feel we are more
connected. Maybe it is meaningless or not meant for a deep relationship, yet it at least makes me
happy” (Patricia, November 16th, 2022).

Second, it is common to see that CISs' lived experiences often coincide with
transformations in their values, habits, and attitudes. Through immersion in diverse cultural
environments, CISs have developed a heightened appreciation and respect for the values,
perspectives, and experiences of others, prompting them to re-evaluate their own beliefs. Hazel
revealed her guilt about previously blaming the vulnerable for their laziness. Her perception has
totally changed after learning about the accessible facilities available in Canada and witnessing
how people effectively utilize them. Likewise, Seven stopped engaging in arguments concerning
political issues as she now genuinely recognizes the validity of other people's perspectives.

Forrester talked about culture shock related to the gender and sexuality issues and his take-away:
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After coming here, | realized that gender issue here is significant. At the time, I didn't
really understand it. In China, we rarely receive this type of sex education or learn about
the LGBTQ community. However, here, there are LGBTQ parades every year. After | get
to know them, | realized that my previous belief that being gay just means being
effeminate or flamboyant is a stereotype. Through interacting with these people, I
gradually learned what this community is really like, and now I can reach an
understanding and reconcile with them. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

While acknowledging the positive impacts of these changes, it is important to note that
such transitions can be significant enough to potentially induce reverse culture shock when CISs
navigate across different countries. In some cases, CISs may even find themselves not capable of
adapting to their home country environment after years spent abroad. Kevin shared his
discomfort when he came back home,

The year and a half in Canada have, more or less, changed me, and | pay more attention

to people’s privacy, frequently say thank you, as well as develop a few habits in Canada.

It took me some time to readjust (when I returned home). But after some time at home,

those influences faded away and | was more used to life at home. (Kevin, November 1%,

2022)

According to Young (2014), there can be challenges for students when readjusting to
their home culture after studying abroad. A study conducted by Presbitero (2017) on
international student returnees found a significant negative relationship between reverse culture
shock and adaptation. The findings of my research further support this argument by suggesting
that the transition can greatly impact the attitudes, values, and habits of international students,

leading to difficulties upon their re-entry, particularly when there is a significant cultural distance
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between countries such as China and Canada (Pitts, 2016). This can also lead to a change in the
plans of international students. For instance, Seven provided a specific example that she no
longer feels accustomed to the pressure and fast-paced lifestyle in China. This partly influenced
her decision to remain in Canada instead:

When it comes to driving, you know, honking is not common in Canada. ... But when I

went back home, taxi drivers would honk their horns all the time as if they were free, and

it was really loud. It was the kind of noise that would wake you up at home. | suddenly
felt that | couldn't adapt to it anymore. My mom said | was just being too sensitive; it was
ridiculous that I couldn't adapt to my own living conditions just after a few years abroad.

But I know it’s not because I became sensitive, but because the environment in Canada

allows you to relax. When you suddenly return to an environment that was very tense,

you may find it difficult to adapt. (Seven, November 8th, 2022).

A third observation is the enhanced communicative competence demonstrated by CISs.
Despite initially reporting low English proficiency to varying degrees, after residing abroad for
approximately a year, they no longer perceive it as a significant barrier to their academic studies
or to engaging in intercultural conversations. Patricia and Kevin mentioned that they are able to
understand Indian accents now, and Maverick has no trouble comprehending the professor
during lecture. However, it is worth noting that the improvement in communicative competence
does not necessarily indicate a remarkable improvement in their English language competency,
which primarily encompasses the acquisition of words, grammar, and phonological forms
(Lantolf, 2000). Rather, it refers to “the ability to interact effectively with people from cultures
that we recognise as being different from our own” (Byram & Brumfit, p. 433). For example,

Hazel joked that her English was the best when she first arrived,
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Back then, the words I learned were all fresh, and | probably had a bigger vocabulary.

Nowadays, | may not know exactly what other people say, but I can understand what they

mean. Or sometimes they use a word that | know the meaning of, but I don't know how to

spell it. I've started to Bailan .... I wouldn't say my English has a qualitative leap or I've
become exceptionally good like a native speaker, but rather that I've become braver. | ask
them to repeat or use a different word, and | have more confidence to speak. So,

communication is overall smoother than before. (Hazel, December 24th, 2022)

Finally, the improved intercultural competence enables CISs to accumulate “linguistic
and cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1991), allowing them to shift from their sole reliance on the
local Chinese community to the access of additional resources and support from the broader
Canadian society. Maverick shared his experiences of transitioning from heavily relying on
how this shift in communication platforms allowed him to engage with the local community and
expand his network. Additionally, Maverick highlighted the significance of his relationships with
professors, noting that they provided valuable academic and career advice, as well as wrote
recommendation letters to support his professional endeavors. Hazel mentioned how her warm-
hearted classmates provided advice on finding employment in Canada and encouraged her to
send her CV, and how her local colleagues taught her how to thaw the ice on the windshield of
her car.

On the other hand, this may also help explain why Kevin returned China immediately
after graduation — the minimal intercultural engagement during the pandemic resulted in little

accumulation of “capital”. With limited access to resources and support in Canada, a period of

24 Literally Winnipeg Station. One of the biggest Chinese internet Forums in Winnipeg, providing
services such as local News, working and renting information, online marketplace, and travel guide.



97

adjustment time required to re-integrate into the local society, and his desire to be with his family,
Kevin naturally came to the decision of returning immediately.

To summarize, the adjusted behaviors, values, attitudes, and enhanced communicative
competence of CISs contribute collectively to their improved intercultural competence, which
facilitates their accumulation of "capital.” These developments play a crucial role in CISs’
reconstruction of identities and localities (see next two sections).

Multiple and Flowing ldentities

From a transnational perspective, identity is understood as multiple, dynamic, and context
dependent (Tedeschi et al., 2022). Among six participants, all CISs mentioned national identity
(not everyone strongly identified as Chinese though); four participates (Forrester, Seven, Kevin
and Hazel) regarded international student as an important identity. Forrester and Seven believe
their careers in Canada as salespeople matter. In addition, Patricia emphasized that she prefers to
identify herself as a student majoring in nursing. No other identities, such as religious beliefs or
membership in the LGBTQ+ community, were mentioned.

It is not uncommon to see that many ISs identify themselves in terms of ‘other’ (Page,
2023; Pollock & van Reken, 1999; Yao, 2018). The identity of “international student”, to begin
with, is “other” to domestic/Canadian students. As Hazel explained,

| would say another identity is international student because there is a world of difference

in tuition fee between international students and local students. ... Besides, I wanted to

study medicine, but I didn't know that international undergraduates couldn't do that until |

came here. (Hazel, November 11th, 2023)

Likewise, while Patricia emphasized her identity as student who studies nursing, she

later noted that “... I don’t know any local or white students. I have friends who are black or
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from India, Vietnam, all are international students. ... I think international students are more
likely to understand each other” (Patricia, November 16th, 2022).

In terms of national identity, there are remarkable discordances among CISs. At the time
of interview, three CISs (Forrester, Kevin, and Hazel) strongly identified themselves as Chinese
(as opposed to Canadian), prioritizing their national identity above other identities. However,
others feel less connected to their national identity. For example, Patricia had a negative
perception of her Chinese national identity and viewed it as deficit when interacting with Laowai:

Upon leaving, my mother encouraged me to bring some gifts with Chinese characteristics.

At that time, [ actually don’t want others to identify me as a Chinese. Maybe it is not

logical, and I haven’t really thought about it. ...it is just sometimes | am afraid of being

discriminated against if | introduce that I am from China. (Patricia, November 16th, 2022)

In addition, the life experiences of Seven and Maverick have been accompanied by a
noticeable trend of diminishing recognition towards their national identity. Initially, both
individuals expressed pride in being Chinese and were eager to defend China's position and
highlight its achievement to Laowai. However, Seven now believes nationality does not hold as
much significance as her student and work identity, and people should not only make friends
based on nationality. International students can develop new identity within cultures of hybridity
(Koehne, 2005; Smith, 2008). Maverick, for example, stated that he wishes to be Canadian
because he now “behaves like a Canadian” and “is more accepting of Canadian thoughts and
values”, so his identity has somewhat changed — “The identity of Chinese does not matter to
me. ... While | still talk to my Chinese peers about which city I am from, | prefer to say | am

from Winnipeg when chatting with Laowai here [in Ontario]” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022).
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On the other hand, while half CISs strongly identify themselves as Chinese, they tend to
separate their political identity from national identity, especially after the pandemic. Forrester
elaborated his change of views toward Chinese government,

A few years ago, | was one of those Xiaofenhong who unconditionally supported the

Chinese government. After all, there are 1.4 billion people [to manage]! However, due to

its handling of the pandemic, my mindset has changed. The government's actions have

made me realize that not everything they do is for the benefit of the 1.4 billion Chinese
people, but rather for the benefit of certain privileged groups. But living in Canada, | feel
okay. Are there corrupt officials? Of course! Are there social inequalities? Definitely!

But at least here you can speak up. When faced with injustice, you can speak out and

every voice is valued. This is not possible in China, where 1.4 billion voices are unlikely

to be heard. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

Even between the two interviews, a change of attitude can be traced in terms of the
recognition toward the government. While Hazel recognized most health prevention measures
imposed by the Chinese government in the first interview, Hazel was upset with the sudden
opening-up. She explained what China means to her,

China is just a designation, like the Tang Dynasty or the Ming Dynasty, a general term

used for convenience. | do not acknowledge regime but the people. With the current

opening-up, | see doctors who work day and night while receiving their 1V drip, those
who are truly saving lives. This is my self-identification. So, | don't really care about
what the government is doing. It has little impact on me because | have left China. ...The
government policy does not affect my national identity, because the country and its

regime are two completely different concepts. (Hazel, December 24th, 2022)
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Despite the wake of globalization and migration, political identity remains deeply
interconnected with national identity in complex ways (Berg & Hjerm, 2010). It plays an
essential role in both the formation and the functioning of nation-states, serving as both a
defining characteristic of national groups and an important indicator of national identity
(Prinsloo & van der Waldt, 2016; Zhan & Wang, 2014). This may be particularly true for China,
a near-monoethnic nation-state governed by a single party. Therefore, when CISs separate
political identity from national identity, some of them experienced a decline in their sense of
original national identity. For those who still strongly identify as Chinese, what they refer to as
national identity may in fact be “ethnic identity of Han Chinese”, or in Berg and Hjerm’s word
(2010) “ethnic national identity”.

Belonging and Localities

Transnational individuals are often found and retained in more than one locality,
developing varying degrees of belonging and attachment (Klingenberg et al., 2020; Vertovec,
2009). During the initial adjustment in Canada, CISs sought to reconstruct a new Chinese
locality by both virtually and physically embedding themselves within local Chinese community.
ISs can have transnational identity before embarking on their educational sojourn (Gomes &
Alzougool, 2013). In this study, all CISs established connections with the Chinese community in
Canada prior to their arrival through relatives, friends, or teachers who were or still are there.
Local Chinese online platforms provide them with opportunities to find housing, buy second-
hand items and look for classmates and friends, all of which offer them a sense of familiarity in
the host country. All CISs reported either living with their relatives in Winnipeg or renting a
room from a Chinese landlord. This attachment to the community can be profound for

individuals with limited English proficiency, such as Maverick, Hazel, and Patricia. They rely
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heavily on the experiences and opinions of senior CISs to navigate their daily lives and studies,
including seeking assistance from them when searching for accommodation in specific areas and
selecting suitable courses, rather than consulting their academic advisors. Virtually, while some
CISs may gradually switch to other local online platforms in Canada, they primarily use WeChat,
Xiaohongshu, and Weibo to access resources and find entertainment.

The formation of this new locality, as well as the sense of belonging and attachment
among the Chinese community in Winnipeg, is marked by complex emotions, though. In the
literature, it is not uncommon to find that international students are subject to exploitation and
abuse from their own cultural community (Forbes-Mewett & Nyland, 2008). Most CISs in this
study also presented narratives that depicted the community in a negative light, highlighting
instances of mistreatment and exploitation that have occurred within the community. For
example, Maverick shared his shock to find so many scandals, gossips, and accusations that
circulated on Wennibo Zhan. Forrester failed to receive 2-week payment from his Chines
restaurant owner. In another instance, Seven was forced to move out of her new residence after
the Chinese landlord raised her rent by $200 per month, just the day after she moved in. The
Chinese community in Winnipeg can be seen as an imagined community, as described by
Anderson (1983), because despite Winnipeg not being a metropolis, CISs are unable to
personally acquaint themselves with the majority of Chinese people. These experiences of being
explored and abused, or even just hearing about them, can affect the perceptions toward the
community and alter their sense of belonging and attachment. Norton and Pavlenko (2019) argue
that the actual and desired memberships in “imagined communities” can shape individuals’
present and future decisions and behaviors. Transnational individuals like CISs are given the

opportunity to construct new localities in the host country. Therefore, it is possible for CISs to
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reimagine the community and reconsider their actual and desired memberships if they have
experienced mistreatment from their own community or even just witnessing negative aspects of
their community. Seven, after finishing the whole story about her obnoxious landlord,
commented, “now I hate it the most when people say, ‘we’re all Chinese, we should ...".
Because they are actually using the identity to morally manipulate you and take advantage of you”
(Seven, December 14th, 2022). Similarly, after seeing the poor hygiene condition of Chinese
restaurants and cases of tax evasion within in the local Chinese community, Patricia regarded
being a Chinese in Winnipeg as a negative label.

On the other hand, many CISs also realized that every community has its bad apples. As
Forrester noted,

| have encountered more good people than bad people here. We all know that Chinese

people like criticizing Chinese bosses for taking advantage of their own people. However,

there is no good or bad among communities, or races. There are also shameless Laowai,

right? At least in my opinion, putting my identity as a Chinese first shows that I love this

community. | don't really consider myself a Winnipegger, but | feel | am a part of the

Chinese community in Winnipeg. This is why | am willing to bring so many things to this

place, | believe that there is hope in this community. (Forrester, November 28, 2022)
Likewise, Hazel explained this from her Indian colleague’s perspective, who said to her,
"Chinese people are really nice and united, helping each other, unlike our Indian community,
where people often bully their own community members and are hypocritical with their words"
(Hazel, December 24th, 2022).

After becoming accustomed to their new surroundings, most CISs have made effort to

engage with the wider Canadian community, as it is often part of their intention to develop
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meaningful relationships with people from diverse cultures. However, stepping out of their
comfort zone and trying to integrate into a new social context can be challenging. For example,
while Kevin and Patricia signed up for the programs in the hope of developing meaningful
relationships with Laowai, friendship did not just happen naturally. Kevin did not share similar
interests with his language partner although their conversation went well. Patricia, on the other
hand, soon realized her paired partner was not actually interested in their conversation but just
wanted to enrich his CV, and thus the weekly conversation was just “symbolic”. Maverick also
described his experience of being ignored in a workshop, followed by his embarrassment and
lowered intention to reach out. At some point, most CISs reported they had good Laowai friends
that they would hang out with. However, as time went by, it was usually their Chinese friends
who stayed with them. As Forrester noted,
| would say lack of opportunity [to engage in a meaningful relationship]. ... The friends I
make are usually because we are somehow connected. For example, we are into this
Jubensha business, so we become business partners and friends. Or we all share a passion
for hip-hop. Or we might become friends with our roommates. I won’t talk to some
strangers on the street and make friends with them, right? (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)
With years spent in the host country, half of CISs (Maverick, Seven, Patricia) reported a
strong sense of belonging toward Canada and constructed a new locality surrounding the wider
Canadian society. When Maverick headed for his master’s program in Ontario, he referred to
Winnipeg as his home instead of China or Chengdu, boasting about the cold weather of
Winnipeg. He couldn’t really explain why. Instead, he stated, “I find it strange, but I think, wow,
| once stayed in one of the coldest cities in Canada. I feel so proud” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022).

Seven also shared the change of her discourse in describing the travel to Canada from “I will go
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to Canada” to “I will go back to Canada” (Seven, November 8th, 2022). In other words, Canada
has become a place that she now considers home. After all, *home™ is the place that one feel
belonged to and that will go back to.

Other CISs (Forrester and Hazel) expressed less attachment to Winnipeg or Canada. As
Forrester noted, “l don't feel like this place is my home, | always feel like an outsider. | have
little sense of belonging, so if someone online is insulting Winnipeg, | don't really care. If
someone insulted Xinjiang, | definitely couldn't stand it” (Forrester, November 28, 2022). Hazel
talked about her feeling about national anthem,

I work at school, so every day we sing the Canadian national anthem, .... but I just feel

like we're singing a song, even though I do stand up to show respect. Deep in heart, |

don't really have any special emotions. My thoughts and feelings were not quite the same

when singing the Chines national anthem. (Hazel, November 11th, 2023)

Finally, I should not leave Kevin behind, who reported no sense of belonging at all
toward the host country and regarded himself as a pure outsider of Canadian society. Kevin
answered with a rhetorical question, “How come I become a part of Canadian society? Just
because I was there studying does not mean I am related to the local society. ... I have no sense
of belonging to it” (Kevin, December 18th, 2022).

In addition, the pandemic is repeatedly reported as a hindering factor that affects CISs’
sense of belonging toward the home country. With the strict travel ban and quarantine measures
tightened up in China in 2022, CISs reported no intention to return. For Hazel, that was already
the third year away from the family. Maverick also expressed that those malicious reviews online

is a “trigger point” for him to consider immigration:
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I think people in China doesn’t recognize me as a Chinese like I do. They think
we (CISs) don’t love the county, like we ran away and only came back when the
pandemic was under control. | have already developed rebellious feelings and just don’t
want to go back. (Maverick, December 3rd, 2022)

This finding is consistent with Yu (2021) and Jin and Wang (2022)’s studies, both of which
pointed out that stigmatizing CIS returnees have detrimental effect on their sense of belonging
and resulted in their identity shifts.

Furthermore, the pandemic impacts CISs’ families in a variety of ways. Seven and
Forrester acknowledged the financial conditions of their families have worsened, and Patricia
complained that her parents as doctors had to adhere to exhausting and seemingly pointless
pandemic prevention protocols. These inconveniences and challenges were not directly caused
by the pandemic itself but rather by the inflexible prevention measures imposed by the local
government — “measures are being escalated step by step from the central to the local level”
(Hazel, November 11th, 2023). While most CISs expected a gradual relaxation of Zero-COVID
policy at the time of the first interview, their eyes widened in shock by the decision of the sudden
opening up. Kevin joked that he was basically waiting to be tested positive at the second
interview. Patricia indicated that her parents had to work around the clock due to the surge of
patients: “the entire healthcare system is overwhelmed. My mother is a cardiologist, and her
patients are all referred from the respiratory department to hers because it can't accommodate
more patients” (Patricia, January 6, 2023).

The loss of vision or the disappointment of an expectation in a country can result in a
diminished sense of belonging over time (Klingenberg et al., 2021). As Forrester expressed his

concern for China,
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The pandemic has huge impact on China. Is it possible that there will be another bigger
crisis? 1 would say, definitely. It is already difficult for me to predict what kind of
country China will become in the future, especially considering that the pandemic has
already set the country back by, like, ten years. I can’t say for sure, and I dare not. I don’t

want to consider this question anymore. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)

Finally, it is still important to note that the re-opening of China at the end of 2022
represents a chance of reunion with the family, and the hope for the recovery of the nation. At
the time of second interview, despite the surge of COVID cases, two participants expressed their
intention to visit China, and one (Patricia) had booked the flights home. Their return to the home
country, as a result, may continue to facilitate the reconditioning of their identity in between the
multiple localities (Wang, 2022a).

In this chapter, I conducted a thematic analysis of life history interviews to gain a better
understanding of the lived experiences and transnational identity of CISs. The analysis
uncovered six overarching themes that encompass these experiences. Furthermore, | explored the
transnational identity of CISs and classified them into three dimensions. These findings offer
valuable insights into the distinct challenges, perspectives, and identity dynamics that CISs
encountered while studying abroad, particularly during the pandemic. Moving forward, the next
chapter will delve deeper into the themes identified, offering a comprehensive discussion of the

experiences of CISs and their implications for their transnational identity development.



107

Chapter 6: Discussions

In the last chapter, | summarized my findings with themes that emerged from the life
history interviews with CISs. In this chapter, | will continue to address my two research
questions and further the discussion with a specific focus on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic.
Unraveling the Profound Impact of the Pandemic

In response to the first research question, there are a total of 6 emergent themes of CISs’
life history including independence, transnational relationships, challenges and resilience,
perceived discrimination, satisfaction, and change of political attitudes. Despite the increasing
attention on the lived experiences of ISs due to the significant and far-reaching impact of the
pandemic, as evidenced by previous studies in the last three years (Chen et al., 2020; Firang &
Mensah, 2021; Hari et al., 2021; Hu, 2022; Mbous et al., 2022; Yu, 2021), this research provides
additional evidence to this field.
Travel Restrictions

The COVID-19 pandemic had an immediate and significant impact on IHE both abroad
and at home, with the implementation of a series of travel restrictions and other pandemic-related
challenges disrupting the mobility of ISs (Yang, 2022; Yildirim, 2021). In Canada, the number of
study permits issued to ISs dropped sharply from 400,640 in 2019 to 255,665 in 2020, as a result
of concerns over health risks, uncertainty, and travel restrictions. However, this figure quickly
bounded back to the pre-pandemic levels in 2021 and soon reached a record high of 550,505 in
2022 (IRCC, 2023). Contrary to this overall trend, the number of CISs who received study
permits in Canada declined steadily throughout the three-year pandemic, falling from 84,150 in

2019 to 52,030 in 2021 (IRCC, 2023). On the other hand, it has also disrupted the effort for the
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internationalization at home, for example the benefits for both domestic and international
students’ intercultural competence, (Beelen & Jones, 2015), creating barriers to access social life
and culture.

Through CISs’ lived experiences, to begin with, we may be able to have a glimpse of one
specific reason for the decreasing number—all CIS participants were impacted by the pandemic
in one way or another. Restrictions on physical mobility of students, especially with China's
stringent entry and quarantine policies, significantly increased the difficulties of transnational
movement of CISs across borders. Hazel and Patricia hadn’t found the chance to return until
China re-opened its border at the end of 2022. Forrester wandered across mainland China for
over 40 days before finally being able to see his family. Seven was disappointed by the multiple
cancellations of her flight home. While this is the experience of CISs abroad, prospective CISs
can also perceive difficulty and uncertainty, either because of the pandemic itself or due to
rigorous implementation of prevention measures, and thus they showed less interest in studying
abroad. Consequently, students and their families may reconsider the weight of different factors
in their decision-making and country choices of studying amid the pandemic (Mok et al, 2021).
Campus Closure and Online Learning

Another form of pandemic impact is campus closure, followed by a sudden transition to
online learning for nearly three years, both of which significantly affected CISs in a variety of
ways. Previous studies in the past three years focus on mental health (such as stress, frustration,
depression) and academic difficulties during the pandemic (Hohlfeld et al., 2022; Keyserling et.
al, 2022; Parker et al. 2021; Spatafora et al., 2022; Telli et al., 2021). The evidence indicates that
CISs faced increased academic and psychological challenges during the pandemic. In terms of

mental health, a majority of CISs experienced stress at some point, but two participants, Seven
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and Hazel, reported being diagnosed with depression and taking medication for it. Hazel
associated her depression with academic pressure in general, while Seven primarily attributed it
to online learning and managing time differences between China and Canada. For academic
difficulties, Forrester mentioned cases where classmates resorted to cheating in order to quickly
complete their coursework and graduate early during the initial stages of the pandemic. He
emphasized the challenges faced by less self-disciplined students like himself, stating that online
learning is problematic: “Online courses are easy. I just sit there every day, click the mouse, and
one course done. | don't aim for high grades, especially if | just want my university degree. To
me, this whole thing is too scary” (Forrester, October 25th, 2022). Besides, Hazel identified
another difficulty of lacking opportunity to contact teachers for questions, which can reduce the
efficiency of the teaching and learning. Apparently, online learning poses a threat to the
engagement and motivation of students, and thus requires more autonomy and agency from
students than the traditional learning situation (Parker et al., 2021).

While Zoomiversity (Hohlfeld et al., 2022; or, as one participant Seven called it “Zoom
university”) has gained attention amid the pandemic, there are few studies that specifically
address the social challenges of ISs. It is crucial to acknowledge that the closure of campuses and
the shift to online learning during the pandemic disrupted the norm of commuting to campus for
students. This change not only presented psychological and academic challenges but also
contributed to feelings of isolation for CISs, as they might have been confined to their rented
homes in the host country or even had to learn remotely from their home country. Kevin
explained his social experiences after he went back to China: “When [online] class is dismissed,
everyone just closed the chat box and left right away” (Kevin, November 1st, 2022). Without

being physically present at campus and in Canada for two years, Kevin realized at the end of his
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academic sojourn that, contrary to his intention, he still made more Chinese friends. The absence
of campus life and the significant reduction in interaction between teachers and students, as well
as among students themselves, can impede access to cultural experiences and resources for both
international and domestic students. This creates a notable obstacle to fostering
internationalization at home.

On the other hand, except for Forrester, CISs expressed their positive perception of the
benefits of online learning. It appears that the participants widely accepted online learning due to
its flexibility and its facilitation of their understanding of lectures. As Larkin (2010) argued,
online education technologies provide a flexible learning environment that can address
diversified need of students including but not limited to pace, space and time. Maverick, Seven,
and Hazel all expressed a sense of relief that they no longer had to wake up early and endure
harsh winter conditions to catch the bus, thanks to online classes. Maverick, in particular,
expressed a strong preference for online learning over traditional in-person classes, stating, “you
need to wake up early and go to school in March when it is snowing heavily outside. If you don’t
go, you will miss one class session's content that can be very important. With online classes, you
wouldn't have this kind of situation” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022). Patricia, similarly, thanks to the
flexibility of online learning, was able to go home and stay with family for a semester after
almost two years’ separation without lagging behind her academic schedule. Furthermore, since
most CISs reported language as a difficulty to their adjustment in the host country, the online
education also provided possibilities through recorded lectures. As Hazel demonstrated, “my
depression was caused by my low GPA. [After online courses] | could stay home and get more
sleep. No need to rush for 8 am class, ... and you can always watch recorded lectures later, right?

| feel more at east and my mental state has improved a lot” (Hazel, November 11th, 2023).
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Online Media

The third aspect regarding reported lived experiences of CISs during the pandemic is
online media, which has consistently been closely tied to transnationalism, given its significant
role in transnational practices (Tedeschi et al., 2022). Here | focus on two forms of online media
that seem to be the most relevant to CISs living transnationally on digital places amid the
pandemic — social media and news media. Regarding social media, CISs primarily spend their
time on Chinese-language social media such as WeChat, Weibo, Xiaohongshu, and Wennibo
Zhan. These Chinese-language social media platforms play a crucial role in enabling the sharing
of local content and fostering the formation of local Chinese community, making them an
integral part of the social and cultural landscape for CISs in Canada. Of six participants,
Maverick was the only one who mentioned being active on Instagram, as well as Telegram for
communication and collaboration within a classroom context. One possible reason for this
preference towards Chinese apps is the "Great Firewall of China", which restricts access to many
foreign websites and social media platforms such as Facebook or Instagram for (Chandel et al.,
2019; Griffiths, 2021). Hence, foreign social media platforms are relatively new to CISs, and it
may take them some time to become familiar with these platforms. Additionally, this presents a
social challenge for CISs since they may have limited foreign friends to interact with initially,
which makes their social media experience less engaging and interactive. Secondly, compared to
foreign social media, Chinese-language social media provide tailored support, service, and
content to CISs in Canada. Jauhiainen et al. (2022), through their study of Syrians’ social media
in Turkey, pointed out that transnational individuals frequently used social media for accessing
basic needs and services, to enhance their challenging psycho-social well-being, to maintain

transnational bonding and bridging connections to the home country, as well as implementing
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their mobility plan. When CISs have convenient access to a platform they have been using for
years, with services and information that already meet their needs, they might be hesitant to
switch to something new. However, this preference for Chinese-language social media platforms
can have drawbacks, particularly when it leads to limited exposure to the broader Canadian
society. Given that the Chinese community in the host country is often sizable enough to fulfill
their daily needs, some CISs may choose to remain within the comfort zone of the Chinese
community. This can potentially restrict opportunities for language practice, cultural exchange,
and integration into the wider society for CISs.

Indeed, online media functions as a transnational social field, providing transmigrants
with a parallel space that surpasses the limitations of time zones and geographical distances (Ip
& Yin, 2015). The availability of social media has significantly enhanced the role of
transnational relationships in supporting the adjustment of CISs, particularly in comparison to
traditional printed media. This is especially important for newcomer 1Ss who have limited
knowledge of the host country and require emotional support and practical guidance. An
example of this is seen in the cases of Kevin and Maverick, who faced challenges in their
computer science studies. Their parents provided them with encouragement and support,
recognizing that computer science can be difficult to begin with. On the other hand, while multi-
localities can be built through social media and a hybrid culture can be cultivated, it sometimes
can also give rise to conflicts. For instance, Maverick encountered differing opinions regarding
the wearing of masks during the pandemic, resulting in disagreements between his parents and
him. Similarly, Seven faced divergent decisions and perspectives regarding future plans with her
classmates in China. Though, this phenomenon appears to be more common in transnational

friendships than in relationships with family members, many CISs have observed increasingly
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distant relationships with their friends back home. Probably like Maverick explained, due to
CIS’s living in another reality, their thoughts and goals inevitably diverge: “Now | prefer taking
to people around me [CISs] or even locals, rather than those from China, because you think you
are right, and 1 think I am right. There is little to agree upon” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022).
Similar to their use of social media, the majority of CISs tend to consume news from
Chinese-language sources. This includes Chinese platforms like Weibo, Chinese-language
content on platforms such as YouTube, as well as news within their local community and among
their friends. However, most CISs express limited interest in current events and news in general.
For instance, Maverick is the only participant who mentioned checking news on the simplified
Chinese political section of Twitter, and Forrester occasionally checks news on Twitter (but only
for the purpose of searching materials for his rap music). Kevin mentioned clicking into the news
section on YouTube only when he came across it and was surprised by the aggressive attitude
towards China. Other participants are primarily interested in Weibo for entertainment purposes.
Despite reported apathy of CISs towards news, they have been inevitably affected through
misinformation and hate speech online, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Kim & Kesari, 2021). For example, Forrester was angry with the news coverage of the
unproven connection between Chinese consuming bat soup and the COVID virus, which directly
worsened the bias toward Chinese at the beginning of pandemic breakout. As he said, “Before
you fully investigate the source of this matter, how can you just draw a conclusion that the cause
of all this is due to Chinese people and bat soup” (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)? By contrast,
Patricia actually took in this unsupported assumption and was worried about the possible

discrimination if she identified as a Chinese. Likewise, Seven, as a media practitioner, felt really
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uncomfortable when she found discriminative naming of COVID-19 such as Wuhan Virus, or
Wufei Virus on Chinese-language media in Canada.
Racial Microaggression

Recent studies have shed light on a significant rise in hate crimes and discrimination
targeting Asians during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ge, 2021; Tessler et al., 2020). In contrast to
these previous findings, my study reveals that the majority of CISs did not perceive an increase
in hate crimes or discrimination around them. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that
discrimination can manifest in more subtle and unconscious ways, which can still have a
negative impact on CISs. It is crucial to be aware of these subtler forms of discrimination and
address them to ensure a supportive and inclusive environment for all individuals.

Based on the literature, my initial assumption was that CISs might easily fall victim to
discrimination as a result of the media’s political othering, blaming, and stigmatization during
the pandemic (Gover et al., 2020; Lee & Waters, 2021). However, in contrast to this belief, the
majority of participants in my study, except for Forrester, did not recall any incidents of
discrimination or mistreatment in their daily lives. This could be attributed to the fact that they
primarily spent their time on campus studying. According to their accounts, there seems to be a
consensus among participants that the university campus is a safe and inclusive environment.

Despite this, is it safe to draw the conclusion that university campus and classrooms have
indeed become inclusive and equitable places for students from different racial and ethnic
backgrounds? My further analysis of the data indicates that there are still issues to be addressed.
For example, while Hazel and Patricia both acknowledged the friendliness and helpfulness of
their classmates, Hazel reported being left behind during group cooperation in class, and Patricia

reported feeling invisible. These incidents might be committed unconsciously, but still, they
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suggest that social disparities and isolation persist, even within the university environment,
undermining the social and academic experiences of CISs. In reviewing the literature on these
contemporary and subtle forms of racism, Sue et al. (2007) used the term “racial
microaggressions” to describe brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental
indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or
negative racial slights and insults toward people of color, and identified three forms including
microassault, microinsult, and microinvalidation. In light of this notion, a study identified that
Asian 1ISs in Canada typically reported feeling excluded and avoided by peers on campus
(Houshmand et al., 2014). This research finding aligns with Maverick's personal experience of
feeling embarrassed when he realized that his peers were not interested in him and found an
excuse to leave and speak with someone else during a workshop. Similar instances of racial
microaggressions are prevalent in everyday experiences among racialized students and can have
consequences by fostering alienation, isolation, and exclusion, and thus continuously impacting
their academic and socioemotional outcome (Benner & Kim, 2009; Pérez Huber & Solorzano,
2015). As a result of the terrible experience, Maverick reported that he became hesitant to initiate
conversations in social settings, fearing that he might not have common topics to discuss with his
peers, and that they would find excuses to leave.

As mentioned earlier, most CISs have intention to socialize with their peers of different
cultural backgrounds and develop meaningful relationships. To achieve this purpose, many did
take the initiative to break the ice in a variety of social occasions such as language exchange
program, university clubs, and workshops, while others prefer to remain within their comfort
zone among the Chinese community (or even alone, in Hazel’s case). However, in either

situation, CI1Ss may encounter unpleasant and disappointing experiences and perceive racial
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microaggression such as being isolated or avoided, either intentionally or unintentionally — the
“push-back” from their peers (Bardhan & Zhang, 2017). Consequently, a few CISs developed
feelings of being “invisible”, “isolated” or feeling “disappointed” at some point and may even
abandon their original intentions to integrate and develop new relationships with peers of
different cultural and racial background. Of course, various other factors can also affect ISs’
adjustment and integration including language proficiency or cultural differences, which act as
significant barriers for CISs to fully participate in academic and social settings (Young et al.,
2013; Zhang & Zhou, 2010). However, what | would like to emphasize here is that experiencing
everyday racial microaggressions is also a lived experience of CISs, especially regarding their
social adjustment outcome during the pandemic, as well as the fact that they may not necessarily
realize microaggression can be a form of racism that affects their perception and adaptation.

To summarize, this section discusses the reported lived experience of CISs through the
impact of travel restriction, campus shutdown and online learning, online media, and racial
microaggressions amid (or beyond) the COVID-19 pandemic.

Unveiling the Development of Transnational Identity

As argued by Vertovec (2009), migrants develop and maintain a sense of belonging,
loyalty, and attachment in multiple places. When CISs travel across the borders and lead a
transnational life, they constantly navigate their way through an array of localities, developing
multiple identities and belongings in response. Regarding the second research question, I have
summarized three overarching themes: intercultural competence, multiple and flowing identities,
and belonging and localities. In this section, I will expand on the impact of CISs' lived
experiences in Canada on their transnational identity.

The Impact of the Pandemic
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The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted CISs’ transnational identity.
National identity remains a central subject of transnationalism, as transnational ties can dissolve
some national barriers while simultaneously strengthening or creating others (Clavin, 2005). It is,
therefore, usually in a state of constant change and requires a continuous time- and effort-
consuming negotiation for transmigrants (Vorobeva, & Jauhiainen, 2023). Despite this
understanding, it remains surprising to hear that half of the CISs (Maverick, Seven, and Patricia)
no longer place much importance to their Chinese national identification or express a desire to
identify themselves as Chinese. This phenomenon is particularly obvious in the aftermath of the
three-year pandemic crisis. One such example is Seven, who expressed her disappointment over
her repeatedly cancelled flight home. This stands in stark contrast to the message propagated by
Chinese red films in recent years, which often portray that “the motherland will bring you home
no matter what."

To be clear, the term "Chinese" or “Chinese identity” can connotate multiple
interpretations that imply a variety of identities. For example, “Chinese”” may simply refer to
people who hold Chinese citizenship and are geographically from China (regardless of their
ethnic and cultural background), or more specifically to the dominant ethnic group, the Han
Chinese, who share ancestral ties (Chandra, 2006). The latter denotes people who share a
common culture, language, values, and traditions associated with ancient China and its Chinese
people. This can include individuals who are not Chinese citizens but identify with Chinese
culture, such as members of local Chinese diaspora communities in Canada. Furthermore,
"Chinese" can refer to people who demonstrate recognition and support toward the government
and political party, its policies, actions, and the interest of the nation, thereby implying a political

identity. Therefore, interpreting what CISs mean by Chinese or Chinese identity and what
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changes have taken place in recent years during the pandemic are crucial to understand the shift
of CISs’ transnational identity.

Based on the interviews, it was evident that the political identity of CISs has undergone a
significant transformation. The implementation of travel restrictions and bans in China made it
challenging to travel between China and other countries. This inconvenience has not only
affected foreign travelers but also Chinese citizens both within China and abroad. In addition, the
multiple on-and-off city lockdowns across the country in the past three years such as the
Shanghai lockdown in 2022, as well as the reoccurrence of COVID-19 outbreaks in other mega-
cities, resulted in numerous crises that have been covered by both domestic and foreign online
media (Cheshmehzangi et al., 2022; Tian et al., 2022). Absorbing negative media coverage of
zero-COVID policy and their own personal experiences, Forrester and Maverick mocked their
previous political identity as Xiaofenhong and shared their transition to more rational individuals.
Similarly, Seven’s disappointment about her cancelled flights and her mother having heart attack
during city lockdown, and Hazel’s disappointment toward the sudden nationwide opening up
suggested that most CISs had a varying degree of disapproval toward the government’s doings
during the pandemic.

On the other hand, despite the discontent, CISs preferred staying away from politics, or at
least away from expressing critiques against Chinese government. Many of the CISs interviewed
were hesitant to disclose their political attitudes towards the Chinese government and its
handling of the pandemic. Even Forrester, who organized the memorial meeting, was not
interested in making it a political event. These lived experiences of CISs may reflect the wider
fear and sense of powerlessness felt by many Chinese people under the authoritarian political

system during the pandemic (Gallagher & Miller, 2021).
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Coming to ethnic identity, which from my point of view is closer to what CISs mean by
Chinese, Forrester, Kevin, and Hazel expressed their appreciation for Chinese people, their set of
values, history, Confucianism of being modest and humble, as well as preference for ancient Han
Chinese clothing. As Forrester pointed out:
I don't think that criticizing the Chinese government necessarily means criticizing me
personally. I am still very proud to be Chinese. I hold a Chinese passport. | am proud that
my country has a history of 5000 years. We have Confucius—we know what it means to
be humble. We also have very good technology. These are good enough for me. ... This
is my identity, something that has given me life and pride. However, identity has nothing
to do with superiority or inferiority. White people are not superior to us. You have Nobel
Prize winners, and so do we. You have LeBron James, and we have Yao Ming, right?
Every country has its own strengths - you are good at basketball, and China is good at
table tennis. (Forrester, October 25th, 2022)
It should be noted that while the other CISs may not want to identify or be identified as Chinese,
none of them identified as Canadian. Only Maverick expressed that he wishes to be Canadian
because he now “behaves like a Canadian” and “is more accepting of Canadian thoughts and
values” (Maverick, Oct 29th, 2022). However, he revealed there are still huge cultural
differences that he needs to overcome: “Maybe 10 years, 20 years later I will really integrate in
[Canadian society], but now with all those cultural differences, I don’t think so” (Maverick,
December 3rd, 2022).

Seven and Patricia seemed to indicate the potential of a cosmopolitan identity
(Oikonomidoy & Williams, 2013). Cosmopolitanism presupposes individualization (Beck, 2002)

and embraces the notion of “citizen of the world” who rejects belonging to a certain group, either
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national, ethnic, or religious (Nussbaum, 1994, p.29). It features a sense of openness and respect
for cultural differences, as a result of a wide range of ongoing empirical phenomena including
transnational migration, cross-border mobility and globalization (Inglis, 2014). A cosmopolitan
identity, then, is viewed as an expression of selfhood that transcends cultural identity and
collective belonging (Skovgaard-Smith & Poulfelt, 2018). Hence, one would usually define
oneself as non-nationals according to cosmopolitanism. Both Seven and Patricia appeared to
have undergone a transformation, shifting from prioritizing their collective identity to embracing
a more cosmopolitan worldview. In Patricia's case, while fear of racial discrimination is one
major reason why she is hesitant to identify as Chinese, it is also evident that she is more content
with her identity as a nursing student, which gives her a sense of accomplishment and
enthusiasm. This preference for being recognized as an individual rather than showing allegiance
to one’s national or ethnic identity implies the potential for being a cosmopolitan individual.
Similarly, Seven sought to be perceived differently on various occasions rather than being
constrained by a specific collective identity. She explained:
At school, | am an international student, and at work | am a saleswoman in a car
dealership. ... I don’t think national identity matters much to me. Yeah, | don't really care
about where my friends come from, or their religious identity. If they tell me about it, I
will respect it, but if they don't, | won't ask, either. ... People often ask me, ‘are you from
Korea?' For some reason, everyone thinks I look Korean. Only if they ask me, I'll tell
them that I'm Chinese. (Seven, November 8th, 2022)
Online Media
Online media plays a crucial role during transnational mobility, not only in sustaining

relationships with family and friends but also in providing a sense of familiarity and
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connectedness in a somewhat unfamiliar environment (Collins, 2010). However, as an essential
tool bridging the distances between 'here’ and 'there," the use of online media can also give rise to
a plethora of complex emotions (Wilding et al., 2020). For example, during the COVID-19
pandemic, CISs experienced the distressing impact of double stigmatization through the social
media of both their home country and host country (Jin & Wang, 2022). This similar double
stigmatization can also be seen in this study. Based on the interviews with CISs, to begin with,
my empirical evidence suggests that while most CISs did not experience overt racism in reality,
they were troubled by the stigmatization they faced through social and news media in the host
country, particularly during the initial outbreak of the pandemic. This stigmatization took place
on digital platforms through disinformation, political othering and blaming, and shaming through
naming (Dionne & Turkmen, 2020; Holt et al., 2022; Jamieson & Albarracin, 2020). As the
pandemic progresses into its third year, its impact on CISs has become minimal, and they no
longer pay much attention to it. However, compared with the stigmatization abroad, the
stigmatization at home has imposed far more detrimental effects. For example, speaking of
hateful speech against CIS returnees on Chinese social media, Forrester found those comments
ridiculous, and Maverick felt angry; both expressed that they have no intention to go back after
seeing these comments. As Maverick explained,
My understanding is that those negative opinions online [about CISs returnee bringing
back the viruses] affect my mentality. | would associate it with myself because if you call
it out the entire group of international students, then you are talking about me. Sometimes,
| would respond by arguing back online. ... I was definitely angry. It also triggered my
desire to immigrate, a trigger point | would say. Like, | feel people in my home country

don't fully identify with me, and they think that I am not a true Chinese, or I don’t love
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my own country, because | left it and only returned after seeing that things [the pandemic

situation] have improved. (Maverick, December 3rd, 2022)
For those who haven’t been able to return home after the pandemic, like Hazel and Patricia, this
feeling might not be as strong as Maverick’s. Nonetheless, encountering these malicious attacks
on social media from time to time still proved disheartening for them. As exemplified by Hazel,
“That was specifically targeting student returnees... I have no experience of ‘bringing back the
viruses’, so I couldn’t feel the same. I just immediately swiped away and tried to forget about it”
(Hazel, December 24th, 2022).
Transnational Negotiations: Managing Changes and Resolving Conflicts

The multiple changes in nearly all aspects after sojourning in the host country were
apparent, accounting for an integral part of transnational identity development. Difficulties and
challenges encountered by ISs during the adjustment process tend to be more pronounced when
the home culture and host culture exhibit significant differences (Galchenko & van de Vijver,
2007; TauSova et al., 2019). This may especially be the case for CISs in their academic sojourn
in Canada, as it is culturally distant from China (Hofstede, 2001; Muthukrishna et al., 2020; Yu
et al., 2019). The adjustment process for CISs may involve changes as small as adapting to new
customs like drinking iced water at restaurants or expressing gratitude more frequently. However,
it can consist of more significant shifts in values, such as developing respect and empathy
towards vulnerable and minority groups, and reevaluating notions of human rights and freedom
of speech. These changes may require CISs to navigate unfamiliar and intricate cultural norms.
Consequently, these changes contribute to a broader transnational identity shift and the

development of a more nuanced and global perspective.
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Significant changes can also lead to difficulties and stresses when CISs return home,
since they may need to readjust, reacculturate, and reassimilate into their home culture after
living in the host culture for a significant period of time. This process is termed by Gaw (2000)
as reverse culture shock. There is little known research on this topic, especially when it comes to
the experiences of ISs returnees during such unplanned and uncertain time as the COVID-19
pandemic (Raja et al., 2023). In my finding, four CISs who returned home during the pandemic
all reported experiencing a certain level of difficulty adjusting to their daily lives in China. For
example, Forrester expressed feelings of not fitting in with the fast-paced and consumeristic
lifestyle in China. He mentioned that his friends continuously pressured him to engage in various
entertaining activities after work. He disclosed,

To be honest, this was the kind of life | once yearned for, simply just eating and drinking

every day. But now it seems that those days have passed, and | feel that living here [in

Canada] makes people more down-to-earth and better able to see what they really want. |

may not know who | am if I come back and may easily get lost. (Forrester, November 28,

2022)

Furthermore, significant changes in values and perspectives can sometimes lead to
conflicts within family and friends, as exemplified by Seven's experience. Seven faced criticisms
from her mother for being too "sensitive™ when she expressed her discomfort with the frequent
car horns on the street. Similarly, Maverick's adoption of Canadian values has made him more
willing to engage with people with oversea experiences or even Laowai. This shift, as he
explained, is due to contrasting values, particularly in regard to attitudes towards the government
and the nation. Additionally, conflicting views on the pandemic and preventive measures were

identified as significant sources of disagreement. Maverick shared that he intentionally avoided
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discussing the pandemic with his family due to anticipated disagreements. Similarly, Forrester's
parents became upset when he voiced his criticisms of the government's prevention measures
during the pandemic. These instances highlight the potential for tension and conflict arising from
differing perspectives on the topic within families.

CISs have to navigate and negotiate differences and changes with themselves, friends,
and family in their transnational life. As a result, their complex transnational mobility trajectories
and experiences lead to the development of their transnational in-between identity, characterized
by its inner processual and in-becoming character (Tedeschi et al., 2022; Wang, 2022).

Local Chinese Community

The Chinese community is found to be an indispensable element in CISs’ life abroad (Liu
et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). My findings are in line with the recent empirical studies,
highlighting the crucial role of Chinese community, particularly prior to the arrival and during
the initial adjustment phase of CISs. Most CISs chose to study at the U of M through the
recommendation of their teachers and relatives who lived or still live in Winnipeg. Meanwhile,
they all construct locality around the local Chinese community by the time of their arrival, opting
to rent accommodation from Chinese landlords and seeking advice from senior CISs. Only one
participant (Seven) was initially placed with a Filipino family by her study agency, still she
sought out rental information from Wennibo Zhan upon her re-entry to Canada.

Establishing social connections with individuals who share similar cultural, ethnic, or
national backgrounds and participating in ethnic communities are important strategies that can
buffer 1Ss from problems that arise during their initial adjustment phase (Al-Sharideh & Goe,
1998). As the representation of Chinese culture, tradition and customs, the Chinese community

can also render a sense of familiarity — just as Seven said, “There are (Chinese) restaurants and
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grocery stores, so I don’t feel very homesick™ (Seven, November 8th, 2022). It overall serves as
a bridge between CISs and the host country and provides a comprehensive and practical social
support networks that can facilitate the initial adjustment of CISs.

However, the other side of the story is that after some participation in the Chinese
community, some CISs feel that the Chinese community does not align with or reflect their
personal values and beliefs. For example, Patricia is concerned about being stereotyped based on
the perceived uncleanliness of local Chinese restaurants and the use of cash by Chinese people to
evade taxes. Through the two rounds of interviews, it saddens me to learn that most CISs had
negative experiences when interacting with local Chinese community, such as Forrester's
employer refusing to pay for his work and Seven being asked to pay a higher rent on the second
day of her stay. The dissonance between the group and individuals can result in the varying sense
of disappointment and negative perceptions of the local Chinese community among CISs. While
most CISs actively engage with the local Chinese community, they do not necessarily strongly
recognize or identify with it. On the contrary, for many CISs, the local community often serves
only as an important source of information and a sense of familiarity when they are
geographically distant from their home country.

Lastly, many studies have emphasized that relying excessively on one's ethnic
community abroad can result in isolation from the host society (De Araujo, 2011; Khawaja &
Stallman, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2011). The local Chinese community provides CISs with a
comfort zone that may potentially prevent them from embracing the opportunities to have cross-
cultural communication with people from other communities. This can be probably better

reflected through their intention to seek job opportunities within the local Chinese community
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and a relatively low self-esteem when looking for jobs in the wider Canadian society. When
asked about finding employment outside the local Chinese community, Seven answered,
Maybe | am worried that my ability, what if | went to a foreign company, but I didn’t do
well, I might lose both jobs. ... Language barrier may be another reason, like, you may
face professional terms that you don’t know. They (foreign companies) will not indulge
you. While the next job may offer a better salary, you have to face the higher probability
of getting fired. One cannot leave the job for another but in the end return with feathers
plucked. So, for now, | do not want to step out of my comfort zone. (Seven, December
14th, 2022)
In Seven’s case, she has a part-time job that can provide for her life, the need for experience, and
the flexibility while she is still a full-time student. Leaving her current comfort zone, however,
means a high degree of uncertainty and risks. Similarly, Patricia reported similar feelings when
she planned to apply for a job as a waitress but hesitated because of her concern about language
ability and fear for failure.
Transnational Futures
The shift of transnational identity can significantly affect transnational futures of CISs,
such as making the choice of either staying in the host country or returning to the home country.
All six CISs have already thought through their settlement plans. Kevin has already returned
home to reunite with family in China, and the other five CISs will stay in Canada for either
further education or work to get Permanent Residence. Only Hazel considered getting permanent
residence as a backup plan, whereas the rest wished to stay in Canada as permanent residents in
the future. As summarized by Chen (2017), the decision-making process surrounding the

transnational mobility of students is influenced by a strikingly broad range of factors, including
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policies implemented by states and institutions, such as talent policies and immigration policies,
as well as individual considerations, such as national identity, sense of belonging, and family
responsibilities. These factors played a crucial role, as demonstrated by the sensitive and
thought-provoking analysis of the personal and professional transformation experienced by CISs.

In this section, I discussed how the COVID-19 pandemic, changes in values and habits,
and the local Chinese community can have extensive impact on the shift of CISs transnational
identity. It is found that ISs in the host country can present different attitudes toward their
identity, ranging from enthusiastically embracing the new self to resisting to change (Fincher,
2011). This balance between primary identity formed in their home country and identity
constructed and negotiated through their lived experience in the host country, as a result, has
determinant impact on CISs’ transnational future.
Conclusion and Recommendations

The research journey started with my curiosity about Chinese international students’
lived experiences and the development of their transnational identity, with a particular focus on
the COVID-19 pandemic as the (critical) context. Unlike many other studies that place primary
attention on the adjustment challenges of 1Ss amid the pandemic, my study tries to explore them
through a transnational lens that focuses on their construction of localities and development of
identity. There is, of course, no right or wrong answer regarding identity development during the
adjustment in a new environment, nor the best strategy to navigate life abroad. However, the
formation of transnational identity can exert a huge impact on CISs’ future plans, especially for
those having a potential migration plan in an immigrant country like Canada.

Six case studies cannot provide a comprehensive representation of the diverse range of

scenarios that CISs may encounter, nor can they represent the whole CIS group. Moreover, while
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transnationalism has proven to be a useful theoretical lens in this study, other theories may yield
different interpretations of the research data and findings. Nevertheless, these case studies still
offered a nuanced understanding of the complexity of CISs' lived experiences and identity
formation, particularly with the use of in-depth qualitative data obtained from life history
interviews with CISs. Lastly, I would like to end my paper with a few potential practical
implications that may be helpful to understand and facilitate the adjustment process of CISs.
Recommendations for Chinese International Students

Some international students, especially young individuals with limited life experience,
who originate from non-democratic countries and have been educated within distinct value
systems, may develop unrealistically high expectations based on what they have heard or learned
in their home country (Yasin & Bélanger, 2015). These expectations may not align with the
realities and complexities of the host country they are studying in. As indicated in my study,
most CISs expressed disappointment almost immediately upon their arrival in Canada. For
potential or newly arrived CISs, therefore, it may be important to manage the expectation of their
oversea experience. Research has indicated that many 1Ss can develop transnational identity
through exposure to global entertainment media before embarking on their academic sojourner
(Gomes & Alzougool, 2013). Nonetheless, these media typically portray an idealized image of
popular study destinations like Canada or the U.S. while inadequately acknowledging potential
struggles and hardships that newcomers may face. Meanwhile, due to the limited availability of
globalized media and website in China, CISs’ understanding of the host country can be confined
to their imagination or can even be contradictory. To enhance their preparedness for life abroad,
it is essential for CISs to make a conscious effort in acquiring a comprehensive understanding

from diverse sources. Proactively learning about the host country's indigenous history, local
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climate, and cultural norms that might be unfamiliar to them may also prove beneficial. By doing
so, CISs can adapt more effectively to their new environment with a more realistic and nuanced
understanding that empowers them to navigate challenges and thrive in their host country..

The language barrier has been repeatedly reported as major challenges in this study.
Considering exam-oriented language education (Meng et al., 2021; Yin, 2022) and the
continuous authority of native English are still prevalent in China (He & Zhang, 2010; Wang,
2016), CISs under this language learning environment may find it hard to initiate and maintain a
conversation with Laowai in Canada and thus are exposed to a series of problems in their
academic and social life. Hence, CISs can benefit from their attempt to challenge and overcome
the constraints of exam-oriented education and intentionally immersing themselves in a non-
native English-speaking environment. To achieve this, they could start by shifting their focus
away from solely preparing for IELTS exams and instead, finding interest in exploring diverse
topics in English prior to their sojourner. Additionally, it can be beneficial for CISs to seek out
opportunities to interact with non-native English speakers, instead of solely interacting with
English native speakers or their Chinese peers.

Recommendations for Higher Education Institutions

Ensuring tailored and efficient support, as well as high-quality education, remains a
crucial objective for all higher education institutions. The COVID-19 pandemic has put each and
every aspect of the education system under investigation. To begin with, the pandemic brought
about a major shift towards online teaching and learning. While literature has suggested that
online teaching and learning are far from ideal to replace tradition classroom setting, the benefits
of it are also evident, particular during the pandemic (Adnan & Kainat, 2020; Castro & Tumibay,

2021). My study collected evidence on how online courses have enabled CISs to continue their
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study at different places during the pandemic. It also showed that online courses have provided a
possibility for students to learn from home during extreme weather conditions like snowstorms,
eliminating the need for travel and ensuring their safety. Furthermore, the access to recorded
lectures has been beneficial for CIS newcomers who face language barriers and require more
time to adapt to the new academic environment, as they can review the course multiple times at
their own pace to fully understand it. Therefore, providing blending courses that combine
traditional classroom instructions with online learning opportunities and incorporating a
proportion of online courses in the program can add a sense of flexibility to students’ overall
schedules, as well as to the plan of their cross-border travelling.

Second, while it is worth celebrating that the university campus is considered as a safe
place where students from different cultural backgrounds are free from discrimination, the
experiences of my participants have highlighted that racial microaggressions can still be
persuasive, albeit often going unnoticed. This finding serves as a reminder that there is still much
effort to be made. The university, in particular, can play a crucial role in addressing this issue by
providing education on explaining concepts such as racism, discrimination, and
microaggressions, and by sharing and discussing coping strategies (Steketee et al., 2021).
Introducing a course on microaggressions into the curriculum for all students, for example, could
enhance students’ self-awareness regarding microaggression, ultimately leading to a more
inclusive and welcoming campus environment.

Expanding opportunities for social interaction benefits not only international students but
also domestic students, facilitating the concept of Internationalization at Home within the host
country. During health crises and periods of insecurity, social boundaries between identity

groups can be intensified through pandemic othering and blame (Dionne & Turkmen, 2020).
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This, in turn, has amplified the issue of limited social interaction, affecting the sense of
belonging during the academic sojourn of 1Ss. Although it is ultimately the responsibility of
individuals to bridge these gaps, the university can play a critical role in facilitating effective and
meaningful interaction. My study has highlighted the lack of opportunities for social interaction
as one of the key obstacles in this regard. Although the university has provided a wide range of
programs such as language exchange and intercultural programs, it often pairs two students in
one program, which may not always lead to satisfactory results due to limited shared interest.
Hence, in addition to existing programs, universities can organize larger events that enable
students to forge relationships in a more natural manner. For example, group activities can bring
together students from different backgrounds, foster a sense of community, and break down
social boundaries. In contrast to being paired by the university according to forms filled out by a
number of students, friendships developed during such activities may be more lasting and
meaningful.
Recommendations for Future Research

Since identity is typically shaped through a gradual and ongoing process rather than
being formed and developed all of a sudden, it makes more sense if a longitudinal study can be
conducted through this transnational lens to track its dynamic process. In particular with China
giving up its Zero-COVID policy and opening up border, the re-entry to the home country is
getting possible for CISs. This change of situation will bring about new experiences if active
border-crossing is possible and thus may reshape CISs’ transnational identity. Therefore, by
examining this evolving process over time, a longitudinal study can provide valuable insights
within the changing context, shedding light on the complex interplay between transnational

experiences and identity development.
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Another topic worthy of further investigation is transnational intergenerational family.
International students have a unique experience because they experience, develop, and
internalize the values, norms, and behaviors of two probably distinct cultural contexts (while
their parents don’t). This exposure may give rise to intergenerational conflict within the family.
Therefore, exploring the intricate dynamics and complexity that characterize transnational ties,
as well as how international students resolve these conflicts, may be particularly fascinating and
helpful in understanding the intergenerational interaction. This can also bridge the gap where the
existing literature on transnational family places the experiences and practices of parents at the
center yet usually leaves anther side of story - the next generation - behind (Carling et al., 2012).

Lastly, while my study primarily focuses on transnational identity, it is found that some
CISs expressed a desire to be recognized as unique individuals rather than being specifically
associated with a particular ethnic or national identity. This inclination opens up the potential for
the development of a cosmopolitan identity as a global citizen (Anker, 2010). To gain a deeper
understanding of this connection and explore the interplay between transnationalism and
cosmopolitanism, future research could benefit significantly from further investigation supported

by empirical evidence.
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Appendix A: Interview Structure

These questions will be translated into Mandarin and will not necessarily be asked in this

order. However, | kept them in mind and made sure these issues were discussed in the interviews.

The first round of interviews is more structured (questions and prompts):

1.

w

An initial set of fixed questions concerning demographic and factual information will be
asked.

Where are you from(city)?

How old are you?

what is you sex and race?

What is your ethnicity?

What is your program of study and which faculty you are studying in?

Have you ever been employed, and do you currently have a job in Canada?

Can you tell me about your economic status in general?

The home country:

What was your life like in China? (Prompts: family, friends, social media, life, work)
Tell me about when and why you decide to study in Canada (and at the U of M).

How did the COVID-19 pandemic impact you when you were in China?

. The host country:

How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your life in Canada so far?
What does your life look like now in Canada? (Prompts: academic, social life, mental health)
Tell me about one of your unforgettable experiences in Canada.

How do you identify yourself in Canada in different situation (e.g., at the university, at work)?

. The flowing space:



e To what extent those expectations that you have toward Canada are fulfilled (or not)?
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e What are your attitudes toward recent social events (e.g., city lockdowns) and Zero-COVID

policy in China? What about events and public health measures in Canada?

e Can you tell me about the changes that happen in you after your arrival? (Prompts: values,

beliefs, habits)

e Tell me about your connections with your friends and family (where are they, and how often

are you in touch with them?)
e What are the sources of information and news that you obtain regularly? How do you
identify yourself online in social media (we-chat, Weibo and other western social media)?
e What do your identities mean to you? Tell me an experience where you find your identity

matters.

What is your plan in terms of staying and returning (short-term & long-term)
Do you have any questions or anything you want to share with me before we finish our
conversation?

Thank you so much for your participation in this project!

The purpose of the serial interviews is to initially cover a wide range of general topics before

delving into more specific areas during the second-round interviews. The questions asked in the

first round were general in nature, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of various aspects.

In the second round, the interviews are tailored based on the previous discussions, addressing

specific issues such as financial difficulties, online learning, sociocultural adjustment (including

friend-making, housing, and employment), and psychological challenges. This approach allows

for a deeper exploration of the participants' experiences. A few examples are given as follows:
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Can you tell me a bit more about your experience of finding this job?

How do you feel about the comments on social media in China at that time?

What are the barriers you encounter during social interactions with laowai?

You talked about stereotypes toward Chinese in the last interview, so can you give me an
example or one of your experiences?

What changes your mind when you decide to stay in Canada after graduation (your long-

term plan)?
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Appendix B: Recruitment letter
Recruitment

My name is Linxiao Wang, and | am a graduate student in the faculty of Curriculum, Teaching
and Learning at the University of Manitoba. | am conducting a research study called A Case
Study of Chinese International Students’ Lived Experiences in Canada during the Pandemic:
A Transnational Lens. This research study is for my master’s degree under the supervision of
Sandra Kouritzin. The purpose of this study is to examine the lived experiences of Chinese
international students from a transnational lens, and understand how the pandemic affects these
students, as well as how they develop their transnational identities during this special period.

| am contacting you to invite you to participate in an interview in which you will be asked to
share your experiences and stories during Covid-19 pandemic. There will be 2 interviews with an
estimated time of 60-90 minutes per interview, and a third follow up interview is possible.
Although I would assume participants prefer being interviewed in Mandarin, you can choose
either English or Mandarin. Besides, you will be asked to review the transcripts in Mandarin.
Therefore, participation will require approximately 4 hours in total (or more if a third interview

is needed) over 2 months including the time for interviews and reviews.

The participant criteria are 1) Chinese international students at the University of Manitoba; 2)
Participants need to be a full-time undergraduate student, aged over 18 years old, and have been
in Winnipeg for more than 6 months; 3) Students need to be willing to choose either Mandarin or
English as the language to communicate in the interview; 4) Participants who have lived
experiences both in China and Canada during the pandemic are preferred; 5) the time frame for
the pandemic is from December, 2019, when the pandemic started to spread in China, till now; 6)

Participants need to be willing to be audio-recorded.

As a way of appreciating your time in helping me with data collection and interpretation,
participants will be offered a drink (coffee or bubble tea at participant’s choice) before the
interview. A flat rate of $10 in cash will be offered to participants if there is parking or

transportation fee caused because of the interview.
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This research has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Manitoba,
Fort Garry campus. If you are interested in participating in this study or have any questions about

me or my study, please feel free to contact me by email at wangl8@myumanitoba.ca or my

advisor Dr. Sandra Kouritzin at

sandra.kouritzin@umanitoba.ca. If you know anyone who may be interested in participating in

this study, please give them a copy of this information.
Thank you in advance for considering my request,

Linxiao Wang

MRRHERSF

FHW FHE (Linkiao Wang) , RERIEBAFIRIE. HFEEMREAN—BMAFRE. RIEEHT
— % R “ KR TR F EEEE T MBEALZLEFHIR OIS : BEE . XTfRZ
KT F AL, ZIBXATE Sandra Kouritzin 2R HEI TR . AARSENEENAS
MPEBFENEEZR, TREBYXLEEFERNZMW, URMNEXMFREANALES
CHEESIAR.

KA B EIESD FFE Covid-19 XRITHIBIMZAFMME . AMRIEE 28K, Fit®RRGR
B9 60-90 s7%h, FHEABRRESHITE REERRART . FAIEFERIESEBIFEEZI R,
s, FHERTUERERZ EREMEHITHITRY . BERXGFITHEAFNEE, 2 AR

SH5ERHATERN 4 (MRFELE XX, WEEEZHE)

ZHRRPOANERER 1) SBREEBXZFEEFE; 2) SEETHLHFANE, £/ 18 A%,
HEERRERME6NMAML; ) FEFTERREETRIERRBEARIIZANIES; 4B
RIFHABRERMBEEFLHEME; 5 KRITHRIESEERM 2019 4 12 B XRITHIRES
EEiE, —E2HAE; 6) S5EFERBHRE.

AT B EE RN EMER SRS B L ARTE, EXRIpET, S5F8RE—FIRE (M
K%, HE5EEE) . MREARTAFTEFELERXERE, RFESE5ERME 10 mHREH
GB—BER,


mailto:wangl8@myumanitoba.ca
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ZMRERGERIEEKRE Fort Garry RXHRBIBESSHALE. IMRIRBHBESERXIMMAR
TR AR B EMERE], IFRERTIEE B FHRfF wangl8@myumanitoba.ca SIREX RS FKAVHE
5 #If Sandra Kouritzin ##% sandra.kouritzin@umanitoba.ca 0 R{RINIR L F] g B 3L 5 51X THF
REIA, BRI — P ILERAEIA.

TR RREZ R IR AVIEIE,

F#E Linxiao Wang


mailto:wangl8@myumanitoba.ca
mailto:Kouritzin教授sandra.kouritzin@umanitoba.ca
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Appendix C: Consent Form

Department of Curriculum, Teaching and
Learning

Education Building

71 Curry Place

University of Manitoba

\% Winnipeg, MB R3T 2N2 Canada
e University | F. 204474 7851
o«Manitoba Faculty of Education faculty.education@umanitoba.ca

Consent Form
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is only
part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is
about and what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something
mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take the

time to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying information.

Research Project Title: A Case Study of Chinese International Students’ Lived Experiences in
Canada during the Pandemic: A Transnational Lens
Principal Investigator and contact information: Linxiao Wang
Master’s student, Faculty of
Education, University of Manitoba

wangl8@myumanitoba.ca

Research Supervisor and contact information: Dr. Sandra Kouritzin
Distinguished Professor, Faculty of
Education, University of Manitoba

sandra.kouritzin@umanitoba.ca

Purpose of the Research: to understand the lived experiences of Chinese International students
(CISs) during the Covid-19 pandemic, and how these lived experiences affect CISs in terms of

their developing transnational identities.


mailto:wangl8@myumanitoba.ca
mailto:sandra.kouritzin@umanitoba.ca
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The participant criteria are 1) Chinese international students at the University of Manitoba; 2)
you need to be a full-time undergraduate student, aged over 18 years old, and have been in
Winnipeg for more than 6 months; 3) you are willing to choose either Mandarin or English as the
language to communicate in the interview; 4) your lived experiences both in China and Canada
during the pandemic are preferred; 5) the time frame for the pandemic is from December, 2019,
when the pandemic started to spread in China, till now; 6) you need to be willing to be audio-

recorded.

Procedures: Chinese International students will be invited to be my research participants
through We-chat (the most popular Chinese social media) Groups. Two interviews in Mandarin
for around 60-90 minutes will be conducted after the recruitment. Although | assume Mandarin
will be the preferred language to interview, you have the option to choose either English or
Mandarin. Besides, In-person interviews are preferred, yet you can also opt for a Zoom meeting
if it makes you feel more comfortable. You will be audio recorded and the audio will be
transcribed by me into Mandarin and then translated into English with the assistance of Google
Translate. | will email the transcriptions to participants for member check (to check the accuracy
of the transcription), and then next interview will be scheduled at participants’ convenience
(usually taking place next month). Compared with the first interview, the second one will be
more in-depth and focus on your specific stories and your own sense-making. Overall, 4 hours
over 2 months including the time for interviews and member checks will be required for the

participation.
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Compensation: The compensation for your participation will be a cup of coffee (or bubble tea)
at your choice. I will also cover the transportation fee or the parking (a flat rate of $10) if
applicable.

Recording devices: Digital VVoice recorder. The data will be downloaded from the recorder and
stored on UM Cloud service OneDrive. After the transfer, the original files will be deleted
immediately. All audios will be destroyed once participants finish the review of the mandarin
transcript. If this is a Zoom interview, | will use zoom local recording function to capture the
audio. In this way, both audio and video may be recorded, but the video file will be destroyed
immediately after.

Benefits to participants: Pl may be able to provide some useful resources and information such
as how to travel around or how to find apartment around the university according to participants'
response in interviews and PI’s own life experiences. Besides, the result of this study may be of
help to their cultural adjustment both here and / or elsewhere in the future.

Potential risk to participants: During the interview, when asking questions about experiences
relating to COVID-19 pandemic, there is a chance that the conversation will lead to negative
emotions and discuss mental health as the topic may concern family loss, uncertainty or stress
directly and indirectly caused by Covid-19. If participants feel uncomfortable and need help after
the interview, they may find helpful resources here:

1) International center of the U of M at https://umanitoba.ca/international

2) On-campus counseling provided by the Student Counseling Centre at

https://umanitoba.ca/student-supports/counselling-resources-students

3) WRHA Mobile Crisis Service (24/7) — Call 204-940-1781. Mobile Crisis Staff are

available to assist you 24 hours, 7 days per week.


https://umanitoba.ca/student-supports/counselling-resources-students
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Confidentiality and Anonymity: Your identity will always be kept confidential. Your
information will be assigned a pseudonym before the transcription, instead of any personally
identifying information. You can pick a pseudonym at your choice, or you can ask me to do so.
The list connecting your name to this pseudonym and other data will all be kept in the UM-
provided File Storage Software OneDrive and uploaded only through my personal computer.
Only my supervisor and I will have access to the data. When the study is completed (the
expected date is Dec 2022), all data will be destroyed. In addition, the findings will be reported
with only coded information rather than any direct identifiable information.

Right to Withdraw from the Study: Participants have the right to withdraw from the research
at any point of the study without consequence. The data from a participant who chooses to
withdraw will be destroyed immediately. You can refuse to answer any of the questions | ask
you. You can withdraw by telling me during the interview or emailing me after the interview. If
you have finished the first interview but do not want to participant in second interview, your data
will be destroyed and not used in my study. You may not withdraw after the study is complete,
so the deadline for your withdrawal is Dec. 2022.

Debriefing: You are invited to review your interview transcripts when they become available. |
will email the transcriptions (in Mandarin) to you for member-check, and then next interview
will be scheduled at your convenience. If | do not hear back from you in a week, | may assume
the transcript is accurate and nothing needs to be changed. Transcripts will likely be available in
October and November 2022, within a week after the interview. Besides, you can obtain a
summary of the research result after it is completed (Dec 2022) by indicating at the end of this

consent form.
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Dissemination of the Research Results: The research results will be disseminated to
participants via email, and to my supervisor and committee members. My master's thesis will be
publicly available in the thesis collection of the University of Manitoba's repository Myspace

(https://mspace.lib.umanitoba.ca). I also intend to publish or present on your findings in

academic conferences or journals.

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject.
In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or involved
institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to withdraw from the
study at any time, and /or refrain from answering any questions you prefer to omit, without
prejudice or consequence. Your continued participation should be as informed as your initial
consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information throughout your
participation.

The University of Manitoba may look at your research records to see that the research is being
done in a safe and proper way.

This research has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Manitoba,
Fort Garry campus. If you have any concerns or complaints about this project, you may contact
any of the above-named persons or the Human Ethics Officer at 204-474-7122 or

HumanEthics@umanitoba.ca. A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for

your records and reference.


https://mspace.lib.umanitoba.ca)/
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| acknowledge that the interviews will be audio-recorded O

Choice of pseudonym:

I will pick a pseudonym myself [ I want PI to assign a pseudonym for me [J
Participant’s Signature: Date:
Researcher’s Signature: Date:

If you would like to obtain a summary of the results of this study (the expected date is Dec.

2022), 1 will send it to you if you can list your email or mailing address below:

(Email or mailing address)



