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Abstract

The worldwide pandemic caused by the outbreak of COVID-19 led to the enforced confinement
of populations, in the hope that the official public health advice to distance socially could help
to flatten the infection curve and to reduce the numbers of fatalities from the disease. The dra-
matic enforced changes in daily life due to the pandemic strongly affected the study experience
of overseas students. By conducting semi-structured interviews with ten Chinese students in
Turin, this paper examines how Chinese overseas students saw their study experience and future
development before, during and after the COVID-19 crisis. The results reveal changes in the
mentality of the Chinese students, as well as their social behaviour, parental relationships, and
attitudes toward studying abroad and mobility. The context of the pandemic and the lockdown
awakened students’ hidden personality traits, and their desire for Western credentials and trans-
national mobility competed with intensifying national sentiments and increased filial piety to
parents. Finally, the paper highlights the tangible support to help international students manage
their studies in Italy post-pandemic and points out future directions for research.
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Research background

With the strengthening of the bilateral relationship and cooperation between China and Italy, the
number of Chinese students studying in Italy is on the rise. According to the Italian Ministry of
Education, University and Research (MIUR), from 2008 to 2019 the number of Chinese stu-
dents in Italy (without government grants) increased from 1,136 to 4,662 (Casarini 2021: 4). Re-
cent data indicates that China is still the top sender of international students to Italy. There were
approximately 7,945 Chinese students enrolled in Italian universities in the academic year
2019/2020', making them the largest group of Asian students in Italy. In the face of this learning

! Data quoted from STATISTICA: Leading countries of origin of foreign students enrolled at university in Italy in the
academic year 2019/2020, https://www.statista.com/statistics/572639/total-number-of-foreign-university-students-by-
country-of-origin/, last accessed 01/10/2022.
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mobility, the study experience of Chinese students in Italy has become an interesting topic to in-
vestigate.

Studying in Italy has never been easy, especially for Chinese students who find themselves
in a culture and language that is quite different from their own; the language and cultural diffe-
rences can not only cause difficulties in their study lives but can also bring concerns and worries
in their social lives. Several studies argue in favour of the immersion in an intercultural environ-
ment associated with learning abroad, as it promotes the acquisition of intercultural and cross-
disciplinary skills valued by universities and companies. It is also seen as a way to develop stu-
dents’ capacity to create social connections (Anquetil 2006; Bettahar, Gohard-Radenkovic
2020; Blons-Pierre 2016; Brassier-Rodrigues 2016; Crescenzi et al. 2016; Dokou et al. 2021;
Souto-Otero et al. 2019; Wolff, Borzikowsky 2018).

However, under the COVID-19 crisis there were massive changes in social interaction and
organization as precautions called “social distancing” or “physical distancing” were introduced
to attempt to cut down interpersonal contact and thereby minimize the kind of community tran-
smission that can develop quickly in dense social networks like the university campus (Murphy
2020: 493).

In Italy, the lockdown lasted almost three months and set severe restrictions on individual
movement. The changes in daily lifestyle profoundly affected the study experience of Chinese
students, and also influenced their views on studying abroad and on various aspects of mobility.
However, little research exists on international mobility specifically focused on Chinese overse-
as students, let alone research aimed at discovering changes in their study experience and future
mobility plans, despite the fact that these immersion study practices in foreign universities have
existed since the early 21* century (Bankston 2004; Collins 2008).

Given the different stages of the pandemic and thus different temporal contexts, this paper
aims to discover the influence of the COVID-19 crisis on Chinese students’ study experience,
interpersonal relationships, and personal development in Italy, and further examines the associa-
ted changes that followed before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research Approach

This research is supported by the psychological counselling project Passi@Unito, a pilot project
of the University of Turin (UniTO) funded by the Italian Ministry of Education, University and
Research (MIUR) that aims at improving the integration process of international students enrol-
led at the University of Turin. Working as a cultural mediator and researcher for the Passi@Uni-
to project, the author designed this study with a special focus on Chinese students, who are cha-
racterized by educational and social models that are culturally very different from European
ones.

Participant selection

The target population of this research comprises Chinese students who were studying in Italian
universities during the COVID-19 pandemic period, namely starting at the latest from May
2019 and finishing at the earliest in September 2021.

With the help of the Chinese Scholar and Student Associations of the University of Turin and
the Politecnico of Turin, Chinese undergraduate students were contacted and fifteen agreed to
participate in this research. Considering the relatively long time-span of this study, ten of the fif-
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teen students were selected as the interview candidates. The ten candidates had been studying in
Turin for over two years and were in their second or third semester at the time of the first inter-
view in 2019. The selected ten students still had at least three years to go before completing their
studies in Turin, which ensured the continuity of research.

Additionally, in order to ensure the diversity of the participants, some background informa-
tion on the students, such as the language of instruction (English or Italian), financial support
(scholarship or self-funded student), subject (natural science or social science), type of student
(exchange or degree students) and gender (female, male or non-binary), were also taken into
consideration. The ten participants included five female, and five male, students. Their majors
and personal backgrounds also varied.

Interview organization

A series of semi-structured interviews was conducted with the ten selected Chinese students.
The interviews were designed to be open-ended and with questions relevant to each time so that
in-depth information could be collected. In order to ensure that all the prepared questions and
relevant topics were covered during the course of each interview, an interview protocol was ap-
plied. The protocol served as a checklist, which kept the interviews on track and organized but,
nevertheless, allowed for the addition of any individual comments or viewpoints.

In order to encourage interviewees to talk freely without any concerns of language and ex-
pression, all interviews were administered in their mother tongue, Mandarin, so that their an-
swers to each question could be articulately and explicitly captured. Every interview candidate
had been informed in advance that the interview process would be recorded and gave informed
consent to recording the interviews in a digital format.

As shown in Table 1, the first interview was organized with the students in-person in Sep-
tember 2019 in order to gain a general understanding of Chinese students’ experience of stu-
dying in Italy. The questions mainly focus on their aspirations around studying in Italy, their ex-
perience of the reality of studying there, the influence of family, and their expectations for the
future.

The second and third follow-up interviews were implemented in November 2019 and Octo-
ber 2020, at points in time just before and then during the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy. The
purpose of these interviews was to obtain a deeper insight into the students’ overseas study ex-
perience, but also to examine the impact of the pandemic on their study lives and personal de-
velopment. The second interview was arranged in-person with the students but, given the high
transmissibility and the steep infection rate of COVID-19 in October 2020, the third interviews
were conducted online.

The fourth interviews were carried out in-person in September 2021, in a situation of signi-
ficant improvement of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy based on mass vaccination. This inter-
view aimed to understand whether the worries and concerns caused by the pandemic continued
to affect the Chinese students’ study and social lives in Italy, the role of their parents in their pre-
sent lives, as well as any changes in their views on their future plans.
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Interview period |Sept 2019 Nov 2019 Oct 2020 Sept 2021
Interview type |In-person In-person Online In-person
Background Before COVID-19 |Before COVID-19 |During COVID-19 Significant
outbreak in Italy  |outbreak in Italy  |outbreak in Italy improvement of
COVID-19

situation in Italy

Key questions

— aspirations for

— changes in

— impact of the

— post-pandemic-

studying in Italy  |original aspirations | pandemic on studies |related worries and
— lived experience |and desires — change of personal |concerns
of studying in Italy |— gap between and social behaviour |- role of parents
— influence of original desires — influence of parents |— changes in their
family and reality — adjustment of future | views on future
— expectations of |- the role of planning planning
the future parents in studying
abroad
Purpose To explore the To gain a deep To examine the To understand the

study experience
of Chinese
students in Italy

insight into their
study experience
in Italy

impact of the
pandemic on their
study lives and
personal development

changes in their
study experience
in the post-
pandemic era

Table 1: Interview period, background, key questions and purpose

Data analysis

The interviews mainly focus on four themes: the aspiration to study abroad, relationships with
parents, social life and behaviour, and personal development. The questions put forward in each
interview are mainly based on these four themes. In this way, the students’ answers to each the-
me in the various pandemic contexts could thus be compared and any relevant changes could be
identified.

The interviews were firstly transcribed verbatim in Chinese for cleaning and classifying the
data into different themes. After cleaning the data, the valid data were coded based on different
theme categories and translated into English for data analysis.

Findings

The interviews revealed a good deal of interesting information. The Chinese students expressed
their worries and concerns during the lockdown and closure of the university, and also described
the changes in their study experiences at the different stages of the pandemic in Italy. Based on
the key themes addressed in the interviews, the following findings stand out and will be discus-
sed in more detail.

Aspirations and expectations of studying abroad

Like most international students, Chinese students choose to study in Italy in order to experien-
ce a different life and to enhance their personal development. They generally aspire to social sta-
tus, financial freedom and a secure lifestyle, while their expectations around earning a foreign
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degree include increased potential earning capacity and experiencing a new cultural landscape
(Bankston 2004; Collins 2008).

For instance, as discovered in the interviews before the COVID-19 pandemic, Chinese stu-
dents described that they came to study in Italy in order to «live their dreamy,? «experience the
Western culture and language»,’ «achieve a foreign degree»* and «find a good job».’

However, the unexpected pandemic and the consequent social restrictions changed their ori-
ginal wishes and envisaged prospects of studying in Italy. As some students mentioned, «If my
study in Italy contains only online learning and exams and my life here is one of being isolated
at home, then studying abroad is meaningless. I could simply join any remote foreign study pro-
gramme in China and save the cost of living abroad».® «One of the reasons that I came to Italy
to study is to experience the local culture and landscape personally. If none of this can be reali-
zed, I don’t need to study abroad».”

Given the COVID-19 pandemic situation, student learning is expected, on average, to have
suffered a setback. Despite the widespread move to online teaching, student progress will sim-
ply not be the same as when the universities are open. Although online learning has a lot of po-
tential, it is more effective when students and teachers have had the time to prepare and get used
to it, and universities have had the time to test its implementation (Murphy 2020: 499-500). Un-
fortunately, in many cases, this did not happen as COVID-19 forced all educational institutions
to make a sudden switch to online learning.

Furthermore, the university closure and the move to online learning may have had a particu-
larly detrimental effect on the learning of Chinese students who needed to practice their com-
munication skills in the Italian language and acclimatize themselves to teamwork with local stu-
dents. The lockdown and restricted social interaction also deprived Chinese students of the
opportunity to integrate into the Italian language and local culture. Although the pandemic has
been effectively controlled since May 2021 following mass vaccination in Italy, the sense of loss
and helplessness caused during the pandemic outbreak is not easy to remedy. As one student
said, «COVID-19 left a big shadow in my heart. I realize that to live a healthy life is the only im-
portant thing; now I just want to stay with my parents and have a normal life. Studying abroad
is nothing important compared to lifex.

Due to the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic, Chinese students in Italy experienced le-
arning loss, stress, helplessness, and lack of motivation. When their aspirations and expectations
deviated from reality, or rather, when reality challenged their wishes and prospects, a change in
their attitudes toward studying abroad was inevitable, and most of the time it was negative.

Relationship with parents

Almost all the participating Chinese students mentioned that the pandemic promoted the re-
lationship with their parents in China to varying degrees, which manifested in the following
phenomena:

2 Interview with Yu, September 2019.

3 Interview with Ye, September 2019.

4 Interview with Zhao, September 2019.
3 Interview with Yu, September 2019.

¢ Interview with Yu, October 2020.

7 Interview with Zhang, September 2021.
8 Interview with Zhao, September 2021.
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1. Frequency of interaction

«Before the pandemic happened, I normally had contact with my parents once a week, or
when it was necessary. We normally texted each other, had a phone call or a video call; there was
no fixed way of contact. Since the COVID-19 outbreak in Italy, my parents call me every day
via video. Slowly, a daily video call became our routine life. Although most of the time we just
had a short talk about trivial affairs, we needed to have a video call to see each other and to know
all of us were safe and sound»’.

2. Ways of expressing emotion

«My parents, especially my father, are the kind of people who don’t like to express their
emotions openly. Before the pandemic, every time they called me, they mainly focused on my
studies and were strict with me. I knew they cared about me, but they rarely expressed their love
directly. The pandemic changed my parents a lot! They became very emotional. Now when they
call me, they always tell me that they love me a lot and they want me to be safe and happy. This
never happened beforex»!°.

«I realize that since the pandemic happened, my dad has become talkative. Before the pan-
demic, when they called me, normally my mom talked, my dad said few words. But now my dad
likes to talk with me, ask me this and that, share with me his feelings and so on. And he also said
that I am his best daughter. I never imagined that my dad would actually say this. I can feel that
he wants to show his love to me»!!.

It is interesting to see that the pandemic led to certain changes in the relationship between
Chinese students and their parents.

Firstly, although the global pandemic reinforced the physical, interpersonal distance, it in
fact narrowed the emotional distance between Chinese students and their parents. Their contact
frequency increased significantly. A daily video call was necessary for both sides in order to en-
sure the safety of each other.

In addition, another change provoked by the pandemic was in the way of expressing perso-
nal emotion. Chinese are generally restrained in terms of expressing feelings. However, the wor-
ry and anxiety experienced by Chinese students and their parents caused by the pandemic chan-
ged their attitude toward expressing emotion to each other. The parents of Chinese students
became willing to voice their concerns and love to their children. Chinese students also felt the
affection flowing from their parents. It shows that the pandemic brought Chinese students and
their parents emotionally closer and strengthened their relationships.

Social habits

Studying in Italy brings with it a measure of autonomy, independence and cultural experience
which, for many Chinese students, is a rite of passage in developing an international outlook and
signifying their transition to adulthood. However, from March 2020 until the beginning of 2021,
the Italian Government implemented measures that limited the number of people gathering in
public places to contain the transmission of the COVID-19 virus (Rozzaqyah 2020: 405). These
actions disrupted the normal functioning of schools and workplaces, which represented a pro-

° Interview with Zhang, September 2021.
10 Interview with Liu, October 2020.
I Interview with Zhang, October 2020.
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found loss of freedom, autonomy, and social interaction for the Chinese students as well as ha-
ving a significant influence on their social lives and habits in Italy. For instance, one student
mentioned: «I stayed at home alone for three months. This had never happened in my life... As
a very social person, I like to meet people and enjoy social activities. The lockdown made me
feel like I was staying in a jail for months»!2.

Furthermore, the lockdown in Italy caused a varying degree of anxiety and worry among
Chinese students, which eventually changed their social habits. For example, one student said:

«Before the lockdown, I was a quiet person. I didn’t like socializing and talking to others. I
spent most of my time at home alone, watching TV or reading. But during the lockdown, I rea-
lized that it was impossible to go out and have social contact. I became anxious and desired a so-
cial life. Even just going downstairs to throw the rubbish out could make me happy. After the
lockdown, I became very social and active. I want to enjoy every moment of the communication
with others» 3.

Nevertheless, it is also interesting to note that some students experienced a different change.
As one student described:

«Before the lockdown, I was very outgoing. I rarely stayed at home. I liked to join different
social activities and events. [ wanted to make the best of my time. I also worked as a volunteer
in several organizations. But during the lockdown, I had a lot of time at home alone, and was
able to think and review my life calmly. To be honest, I enjoyed this quietness and the feeling of
thinking about my life. I realized that I spent too much time with others before, and I should
spend more time on myself. Now I seldom take part in the social events but leave most of the t
time for myself to enjoy the quiet and simple life»'*.

As we can see, the lockdown was a period that allowed students to recognize their under-
lying personalities when at rest and transform their way of life. Some “outgoing” students chan-
ged to become more “introverted” and some “quiet” students became “sociable”. The repression
experienced under domestic confinement awakened the underlying social personality of some
Chinese students, which helps the students to be more aware of their inner need and become
more mature about future personal development direction.

Personal development

The research is also discovered the change in Chinese students’ plans for personal development.
In 2019, before the COVID-19 outbreak in Italy, most of the Chinese students mentioned that
they would like to start their careers in Italy or other European countries following their gradua-
tion. It seems that to go back to their home country and stay with family was not their priority
choice. As one student said: «After graduation I want to try to find a job in Italy or Europe, to
get some work experience. If it is possible, I’d like to stay here for some yearsy.'?

However, in the interview in 2020, at the time of pandemic outbreak and lockdown in Italy,
it seemed that to stay in Europe after graduation was no longer the first choice of some Chinese
students (Yang ef al. 2020; Mok et al. 2021). Owing to the critical pandemic situation in Italy
and Europe, Chinese students expressed that they wished to go back to China and stay close to
their parents. Just over half of the interviewees mentioned that they were «afraid of being infec-

12 Interview with Yu, October 2020.

13 Interview with Zhang, September 2021.
14 Interview with Zhao, September 2021

15 Interview with Zhao, September 2019.
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ted in Italy»'® and would like to «go back to my hometown and stay with my parents»!” Some
of them even thought about «giving up the study in Italy»!” because «studying abroad becomes
a terrible thing».!® Due to the negative economic impact of the pandemic, «it is more difficult
for foreign students to find a job».!”

In addition, it was also interesting to discover that although Europe and North America re-
mained attractive destinations for the Chinese students in this study, as health and safety became
the primary concerns for them under the pandemic, the neighbouring East Asian countries and
regions, such as Hong Kong (for Mainland students), Japan and South Korea, become their first
choice among all options due to their expected better management of the pandemic and post-
pandemic crisis, quite apart from their proximity to Mainland China (Marginson 2020). As some
students mentioned in the interviews:

«Considering the pandemic and post-pandemic, the ideal countries to study abroad for
Mainland Chinese students could be somewhere close to China, such as Japan, Hong Kong and
South Korea. I would suggest new students consider the countries that are near China and share
a similar cultural background».'®

Discussion and outlook

Through this series of interviews with Chinese students during different phases of the COVID-
19 pandemic, it became clear that the pandemic has had a particular impact on Chinese students’
overseas study experience, and it was possible to observe some changes that have taken place in
students’ academic plans and personal future development plans.

First, the preference for which countries to choose to study in abroad in has changed. In the
context of the COVID-19 crisis, personal safety matters related to individual well-being and ac-
cess to social and friendly environments became increasingly important variables that affect
Chinese students’ consideration of studying abroad (Altbach, de Wit 2020). Regarding the post-
pandemic situation, the informants expected East Asian countries (e.g. China and Japan) to re-
cover faster than the Western countries (e.g. the US, Australia, and Europe). The students attri-
bute this belief to the difference in governance regimes and cultures, with Confucian and
collective cultural traditions on one side and individualist ones on the other (Marginson, Yang
2020; Mok et al. 2021; Findlay 2011). Therefore, studying in neighbouring developed countries
could become the most popular choice of Chinese students and their mobility flow may shift
from the traditional East-to-West mode to an East Asia-oriented mode.

Secondly, the relationship between students and parents has changed. Some studies have
shown that the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the relationship between children and pa-
rents. Some adult children have had to live with their parents for long periods because of the
lockdown (Vanderhout ef al. 2020). Getting along with each other every day inevitably leads to
conflict. However, Chinese students abroad found themselves in a different situation. In Italy,
the Chinese students had to face the pandemic and deal with the hardship alone. During the

1o Interview with Zhao, October 2020: «The pandemic is horrible here. The number of infected people is increasing
every day. I am alone in Italy, and I am afraid of being infected. I want to go home and stay with my parents. I even
think about giving up my study in Italy. I think that the pandemic makes the situation more difficult for foreign students
to find a job here».

17 Interview with Yu, October 2020: «I am blocked at home, have classes online alone, cannot travel, and am faced with
fear and death in a foreign country. Studying abroad is becoming a terrible thing».

18 Interview with Zhang, September 2021.
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lockdown the Chinese students could not be reunited with their parents in person and emotions
between parents and child could only be communicated through the Internet. As a result, the re-
lationship between Chinese students and their parents became closer and more interdependent.

Thirdly, the attitude towards studying abroad and personal development plans has changed.
At present, the global pandemic prevention and control outlook is still not cause for optimism.
Due to the strict prevention controls and entry policy in China, many Chinese students remain
stranded in Italy, temporarily unable to return to their homeland. The inability to return to China
has deepened the homesickness and loneliness of some Chinese students in Italy. The pressures
of high risk of infection and unemployment in Italy have also affected Chinese students’ future
career plans to a certain extent. Whether to continue to complete their studies in Italy, whether
to graduate successfully, and whether to find a job in Italy have become urgent issues to be con-
sidered. The pandemic has exacerbated the confusion among Chinese students about the future
and led them to reconsider the value of studying abroad.

These findings call urgently for public and higher education authorities to pay attention to
vulnerable overseas student groups while seeking to provide relevant and timely interventions.
As discovered in this study, Chinese students are finding themselves somewhat lost, unmoored
from their study plans and future planning, in the post-pandemic era. Hence, interventions must
be aimed at supporting the daunting challenge of studying alone during a global pandemic and
recovering from the psychological and educational fallout of this recent pandemic (Parola
2020). Furthermore, interventions should guarantee a positive orientation toward the future by
promoting hope and optimism (Ginevra et al. 2018) and enhancing the development of effective
coping strategies.

In addition, interventions must take into account the difficulties that students may face due
to diverse language and cultural backgrounds. Hence, a dialogue with the host culture in the
form of cultural mediation is necessary to provide explanations and foster understanding betwe-
en students and their experience (Parola, Felaco 2020). Moreover, recent studies have shown
that a large number of young people avoid seeking psychological help (Mannarini ez al. 2017,
2020; Rossi, Mannarini 2019). In this sense, guidance and counselling activities located in uni-
versities could play a central role in supporting students in the recovery after the pandemic.

In this respect, the Passi@UniTo project,'® a psychological counselling service operated by
the University of Turin, is a notable pioneer in the field. Passi@UniTo is an action-research
ethnographic and clinical project aimed, on the one hand, at analysing the difficulties encounte-
red by foreign students during their course of study and, on the other, at implementing a coun-
selling service according to an ethno-psychiatric approach. The Passi@UniTo project also in-
volves intercultural mediators, who are encouraged to engage freely with international students
to elicit students’ life histories in order to assist the psychologists to better understand the cultu-
ral and linguistic background to students’ concerns. The involvement of intercultural mediators
and their contributions to different types of mental health consultation has been described as an
ethno-psychiatric or intercultural psychiatric approach (Miklavcic, LeBlanc 2014; Verrept
2019; Morra et al. 2021). The Passi@UniTo project, launched with MIUR funds in June 2019,
has become a critical psychological counselling path for international students in Turin and has
helped students through difficult times. Interventions such as PASSI@UniTo could provide in-

19 Passi@UniTo webpage: https://www.unito.it/servizi/pari-opportunita-benessere-e- assistenza/passiunito-counseling-
studenti-internazionali.
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spiration and an example for educational institutions to improve the study experience of inter-
national students.

In sum, this study contributes new knowledge about Chinese overseas students’ perception
of the changes in their overseas study experience in this historical moment. The current findings
point to several conceptual and practical implications that highlight the importance of providing
international students with tangible support to help them navigate the changes in their study and
life impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and, furthermore, to re-clarify their goals.
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