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Abstract 

After Chinese students come to the United States, the acculturation process is an 

important predictor of Chinese international college students’ personal well-being and 

future academic achievement. Researchers and practitioners keep seeking factors that 

could help them in the acculturation process. This research investigates how those 

students’ parenting styles and communication relate to their acculturation. 294 Chinese 

international college students from colleges in South Florida were recruited to complete a 

set of questionnaires, including the Scale of Parenting Styles (Abdul Gafoor & Abidha, 

2014), Willingness to Communicate Scale (McCroskey, 1997), as well as Acculturation 

Questionnaire (Tong, 2014). The correlational analysis result reveals that parenting styles 

are related to Chinese international college students’ acculturation, and that Chinese 

international college students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) is positively relevant 

with their acculturation outcomes and parental control. Nevertheless, no significant 

relationship was found between parental responsiveness and children’s WTC. 

Limitations, practical implications and directions for future research were discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China reported in 2015 

that the official statistics of overseas Chinese students has reached 459,800 and is 

displaying an increasing low-age trend (Wang, 2015, para. 8). In 2015, the Institute of 

International Education in United States (U.S.) reported the international students from 

China increased 11% from 2014 to 2015 (Institute of International Education, 2015, 

para.1). Yet, the rising cases of expulsion and dismissal of Chinese students in the U.S., 

often followed by the students’ F-1 visa terminations, have become a major social 

concern, for both China and the U.S. (WholeRen Education LLC Research Center, 2014).  

The one child policy, as part of Chinese population planning policy, was 

introduced in 1980 and formally phased out in 2015. Majority of Chinese students, often 

the only precious child in their families in China due to the One Child Policy (there are 

some exceptions, such as parents who are willing to pay the fine for the second child, and 

those Chinese students who are not from mainland China), are usually treated like a 

prince or princess, and are over protected at home (Jiang, 2012). After they leave their 

parents and their hometowns, and come to the U.S. alone, they face difficulties and 

frustrations involving second language learning, communication, as well as cultural 

adaptation. They have weaker psychological competence, compared with other 

international students (Jiang, 2012).  These students experience frustration as they 

struggle to understand and adapt to their surroundings (Phinney, 2003).  Moreover, as 

multicultural societies evolve throughout the world, especially in the U.S., research on 
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acculturation focusing on cultural minorities has become an important field of study 

(Tong, 2014).  As a contribution to this body of knowledge on acculturation, this current 

research has been developed in order to investigate how communication and parenting 

are related to the acculturation process of international Chinese students.   

Background/ Rationale 

In recent years, more and more Chinese students come to the U.S.  One of the 

fastest growing minority groups in the U.S. is Asian-Americans, of which the Chinese 

comprise the largest group (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2012).  Chinese Americans, 

including Chinese American immigrants and non-immigrant Chinese students, whose 

origins are mainly from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Mainland China, are the largest Asian 

group in the U.S., comprising approximately one-fourth of Asian Americans (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2012).  In the 2013-2014 academic years, 274,439 students 

from mainland China accounted for 31% of the total international student population in 

the U.S. (EOL, 2014. para. 52).  Chinese students have been the largest international 

population in American universities with continued rapid growth (Institute of 

International Education, 2014, 2015).  

Prior to their arrival in the U.S., Chinese students have been principally educated 

in China and immersed in Chinese culture throughout their formative years. Moreover, as 

the only child in the family, Chinese children receive a lot of attention from their parents 

and are heavily influenced by their guidance (Kim, Orozco-Lapray, Shen, & Murtuza, 

2013).  Chinese parenting styles and children’s perception of their parents’ guidance have 

historically been and culturally influenced by Confucian philosophy, which has been 

predominant in China for over 2,000 years (Chen & Lan, 1998, para. 3).  Confucian 
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philosophy highly values human self-improvement and family loyalty (Chen & Lan 

1998; Leung, Lau, & Lam, 1998).  With such a cultural and historical background, 

Chinese students are very willing to accept their parents’ advice and live up their parents’ 

expectations (Kim et al., 2013).  Thus, researchers agree that Chinese parents and their 

parenting styles have had a great impact on their children’s behavior, including their 

communication style (Chen & Lan, 1998; Kim et al., 2013).  

Chinese students of varying ages come to the U.S. either alone or with their 

parents.  After the adolescent period, Chinese children’s relations with their parents 

undergo a transformation because of the children’s increased autonomy and 

independence (Baumrind, 2005).  The literature, however, also suggests that children 

generally continue to rely on their parents for emotional support and advice after the 

adolescence period (Crane, Ngai, Larson, & Hafen, 2005). Therefore, parents still play an 

important role in their children’s lives, even after the adolescent period, when they 

become college students (Chan, Bowes, & Wyver, 2009).  Similarly, studies also find that 

Chinese international college students in America tend to maintain very close ties with 

family members overseas (Xu, Farver, Zhang, Zeng, Yu, & Cai, 2005).  Hence, Chinese 

parenting styles still play an important role in their children’s adaptation to the U.S. 

Regarding such students’ adaptation issues, previous researchers were mainly 

interested in the relationship between parenting styles and students’ Grade Point Average 

(GPA) (Besharat, Azizi, & Poursharifi, 2011; Chan & Chan, 2005; Kordi, 2010; Revers, 

Mullis, Fortner, & Mullis, 2012; Turner, Chandler, & Heffer, 2009), as well as students’ 

mental health (Gracia, Garcia, & Lila, 2008; Kaufmann et al., 2000).  It seems that 

although the effects of parenting styles on students’ psychological outcomes are well 
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documented among Western populations (Steinberg et al., 2008; Steinberg et al., 2009), 

researchers have only recently begun to systematically identify psychological processes 

that may account for cross-cultural understanding.  A few researchers have investigated 

parenting styles within a cultural context (Domenech, Rodriguez, Donovick, & Crowley, 

2009).  Nevertheless, little attention to Chinese international college students in the U.S. 

regarding the relationship between their parents’ parenting styles and their behavior; for 

instance, students’ WTC in the new American environment, as well as their cultural 

adaptations experience, after students depart from China and leave their parents behind 

has been paid.  

Among the limited studies concerning parenting styles and cultural adaptation, 

most of the research subjects have been Chinese American adolescents, rather than 

Chinese international college students in the U.S. (Chen, Li, Huang, & Moon, 2009; Hsu, 

2010; Kim & Ge, 2000).  Yet Chinese international college students need to become 

familiar with the U.S., start studying, and make friends, so their experiences are 

intertwined with cultural, emotional, as well as language communication adjustments, 

immediately upon their arrival (Liu, Benner, Lau, & Kim, 2009).  The students have to 

communicate with people from different countries and cultures, and need to adjust to a 

new environment. Communication then becomes either an obstacle or a useful tool in 

their cultural adaptation experiences.  

Regarding the communication issues of Chinese students, there is limited research 

found about the relationship between WTC and cultural adaptation.  For instance, 

researchers have been interested in investigating Chinese-Americans’ communication 

issues within the family such as communication barriers with their parents after the 
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family comes to the U.S. (Hwang, Wood, & Fujimoto, 2010).  Other researchers tend to 

be more interested in Chinese Americans’ communication issues within special 

occasions; for instance, emergency communication (Yip, Calhoun, Painter, Meischke, & 

Tu, 2014) and communication with physicians (Lim, 2014).  In medical research, many 

researchers have been concerned about the relationship between Chinese-Americans’ 

physical health and their communication issues, such as breast cancer (Lim, 2014) or 

diabetes (Ho, Chesla, & Chun, 2012).  However, few researchers have been concerned 

with the most basic communication issue -- the willingness of Chinese migrants to 

communicate, and how it affects their daily lives. Thus, the role of communication is 

neglected.  Nevertheless, Hsu (2010) posits that communication is an important factor in 

the cultural adaptation period which should not be neglected.   

Kim (2001) revealed that communication is crucial to cross-cultural adaptation.  

Through communicative competence, individuals are able to grow from stressful events 

and transform to meet the demands of a new cultural environment.  Lee & Chen (2000) 

and Liu et al.’s (2009) research team investigated the role of communication in helping 

students to better adjust to a new culture.  The researchers found that people who are 

fearless, open and confident in communication are more likely to actively participate in 

community activities such as those in their ethnic community, as opposed to anxious and 

close-minded individuals (Liu et al., 2009).  Some research studies have touched upon the 

topic of communication issues of Chinese-Americans (Pokhrel, Unger, Wagner, Ritt-

Olson, & Sussman, 2008; Qin, Chang, Han, & Chee, 2012). As such, communication as 

one of the vital factors in Chinese college international students’ adaptation experience 
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and the developmental outcomes in the U.S. needs to be explored and examined (Lee & 

Chen, 2000; Liu et al., 2009). 

Statement of the Problem 

With the great number of Chinese international college students coming to the 

U.S., the rising expulsion and dismissal issues have been a major social concern.  

WholeRen Education LLC Research Center analyzed 2,914 dismissal reports of Chinese 

international students in the U.S during the period of 2013 through 2015.  The resultant 

report entitled “White Paper on Dismissed Chinese Students in the United States” uses 

the framework of Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), thus conforming 

to the limitations of data capture of the United States Department of Education (Whole 

Ren Education LLC Research Center, 2014). Through sophisticated data analysis of 

Chinese international college students’ background information and specific dismissal 

cases, WholeRen Education LLC Research Center (2014)  revealed that students aged 18 

to 25 are most likely to have dismissal issues, accounting for 90.9% of all Chinese 

international students in the U.S (including all ages students), while 79.04% of those 

Chinese international students who had dismissal issues were pursuing a Bachelor’s or 

Master’s degree (pp.6-8). Sixty-nine percent of the Chinese international students studied 

no more than two years in the U.S. due to the dismissals (WholeRen Education LLC 

Research Center, 2014, p.4).  Hang Chen, CEO of WholeRen Education LLC Research 

Center suggests that Chinese college students tend to have dismissal issues because they 

are young and do not have guardians or organizations to assist them in adapting to the 

American university system (WholeRen Education LLC Research Center, 2014). 

Accordingly, they would have acculturation problems.  
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 The White Paper on dismissed Chinese students in the U.S. (WholeRen Education 

LLC Research Center, 2014) also revealed that the students having dismissal problems 

were not originally academically bad-performing students.  In fact, 80% of them attended 

universities officially ranked within the top 200 in the U.S. The main reasons causing 

their dismissals are categorized to be low GPA, plagiarism, absence, misbehavior, 

university discipline violation, and psychological illness (WholeRen Education LLC 

Research Center, 2014).   

Chinese students report that they feel it is difficult to adjust to American 

universities.  It is found that one of the weaknesses causing those problems is the Chinese 

students’ inability to communicate (WholeRen Education LLC Research Center, 2014). 

Compared with students from other countries, especially western societies, Chinese 

students are not willing to initiate a conversation.  They are not willing to tell other 

people their problems or express their demands and needs.  They tend to call their parents 

in China to complain about small daily issues, such as laundry, personal items lost, or 

roommates’ habits (WholeRen Education LLC Research Center, 2014).  Thus, it can be 

said that communication is one of the core factors affecting Chinese students’ adjustment 

process. 

Researchers determined that in terms of those students whose parents come with 

them to the U.S., their parents’ parenting styles relate to children’s cultural adaptation, 

language transition, academic challenges, developmental rebellions and psychological 

sensitivity and health in either negative or positive ways (Besharat et al., 2011; Chan & 

Chan, 2005; Garcia et al., 2008; Kaufmann et al., 2000; Kordi, 2010; Revers et al., 2012; 

Steinberg et al., 1991; Turner et al., 2009).  In any case, researchers find that parenting 
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