
 

WIP: East Asia Computer Science Students' 
Experiences Studying in Europe 

 

Hsiao-Yuan Hung  
National Taiwan Normal University 

Taipei, Taiwan  
61047005s@gapps.ntnu.edu.tw 

 
 
 

Hong Wang 
Uppsala University 
Uppsala, Sweden 

hong2021525@gmail.com 

Anna Eckerdal 
Uppsala University 
Uppsala, Sweden 

anna.eckerdal@it.uu.se 

Mats Daniels 
Uppsala University 
Uppsala, Sweden 

mats.daniels@it.uu.se 

 
 
Abstract—This Research-to-Practice WIP paper investigates 
how East Asian students studying in Sweden encounter 
various challenges. We discuss the discrepancy between our 
and previous findings and give recommendations. 
Background: Moving to and studying in a new country that 
is culturally different from their home country presents many 
challenges related to cultural differences to students. 
Intended outcomes: This research aims to offer insights into 
how East Asian students adapt their learning strategies in 
Sweden and suggest how the university can support their 
lives and studies.   
Research design: Six students were interviewed about their 
experiences studying in Sweden compared to studying at their 
home universities. Content analysis was performed to 
identify areas of interest. 
Findings: We report initial findings specifically related to 
academic and sociocultural issues.   

Keywords—Computer Science, International students, 
Educational Setting, Case Study, Qualitative. 

I. INTRODUCTION  
This Research-to-Practice) WIP paper reports on a case 

study of six East Asian students' experiences studying 
computer science at Swedish universities. Previous research 
has shown that international students face various challenges 
that require adaptation, for instance, 1) Personal 
psychological issues, 2) Academic issues, 3) Sociocultural 
issues, 4) General living issues, 5) English language issues 
[1].  

The present study addresses the students' experiences 
from four perspectives, guiding the research questions. RQ1: 
How do international students adapt their communication 
styles in classroom settings in different cultural contexts? 
RQ2: What are the differences in the learning environments 
experienced by international students in their home country 
compared to studying abroad? RQ3: How do cultural 
differences in educational values impact the learning 
approaches of international students across diverse cultural 
settings? RQ4: How do international students' attitudes 
towards authority figures vary in educational systems and 
cultural contexts?  

We employ semi-structured interviews for data collection 
and a qualitative analysis method combining deductive and 
inductive approaches [2]. As a theoretical lens, we discuss 
our findings in light of the categorization from previous 
studies, as exemplified in [1]. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
There are numerous articles related to studying abroad 

and international students, covering a broad spectrum of 
topics. Some studies take a national perspective, examining 
international students' economic and employment market 
impacts [3]. Others take the perspective of universities, the 
financial impact of international students on the universities 
[4], assessing the satisfaction levels [5] or exploring the 
psychology and social situations of those students studying 
abroad [6]. Further, some studies primarily focus on 
understanding the subjective thoughts of individual 
international students. These may explore motivations behind 
choosing to study abroad [7] and compare learning 
experiences with initial expectations [8][9]. In this study, we 
refine the focus within this direction, emphasizing 
adjustments in the study strategy. 

Various studies are focusing on how international 
students adapt to cross-cultural settings. One study [10] 
examines the utilization and interaction of international 
students with Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), which 
are extensively used in academic contexts. It underscores the 
challenges posed, particularly regarding the diverse student 
population's language, culture, and academic backgrounds 
within a predominantly monocultural environment. Another 
study [11] concentrates on differences in communication 
styles and the influence of English as a lingua franca. This 
study assesses the levels of adaptation based on the 
relationships formed by students in Indonesia. 
Additionally, some studies emphasize the authority of 
teachers over international students [12][13] and their 
learning experiences [14][15]. Study [12] asserts that 
legitimate teacher authority is crucial for effective teaching, 
while [12] indicates cultural disparities in teacher authority 
between Eastern and Western cultures. Given that learning 
experiences are more subjective, we delve into the 
differences in educational values between Asia and Sweden. 

III. METHODOLOGY 
The study was performed at two universities in Sweden, 

at departments with several international master's programs.  

A. Data gathering  
The participants, international students from Eastern 

Asia, were contacted individually, either in person or by 
email, and asked if they were willing to participate in the 
study. We contacted ten students, six of whom accepted to 



participate, here labelled A-F. Our participants include both 
female and male participants. The personal pronoun "they" 
will be used throughout to maintain anonymity. Student B 
and C are in their first year, and the rest are later in their 
studies. 

The first two authors gathered and analyzed the data 
together. All authors discussed and agreed on the final 
analyses. We formulated four themes: Learning 
Environment, Communication Styles, Approaches to 
Authority, and Educational Values. The themes inspired the 
key interview questions and some follow-up questions. Semi-
structured interviews can provide a balance between open-
ended questions and some predefined directions, allowing for 
flexibility and in-depth exploration of participants' 
experiences, perspectives and opinions [16][17]. Our 
interviews were conducted this way, with discussions on the 
four themes. 

The interviews were conducted individually. Each 
interview lasted around 50-60 minutes. With the consent of 
the participants, we recorded the interview process and 
transcribed the recording to text for further analysis. The 
recordings were deleted after transcribing. This way, we 
could capture sufficient information and data from the 
interview while respecting the participants' privacy. 

B. Analysis  
A qualitative analysis combining deductive and inductive 

methods was employed to analyze the data [2]. We 
categorized the data deductively according to four themes 
based on a literature study. These themes are in line with our 
research questions. All student quotes that fit each theme 
were thus put in separate files. After that, we adopted an 
inductive approach to analyze the four categories into sub-
categories qualitatively. This comprehensive process ensures 
that our research aligns with the predetermined themes and 
emphasizes the importance of staying close to the data 
[18][19]. Through multiple readings, we identified 
similarities and recurring themes in the data, which led us to 
create initial categories. We went through several rounds of 
review to ensure the categories can accurately reflect the 
gathered information. We reached the final categories after 
multiple discussions with all authors and revisions. 

IV. RESULTS  

A. Learning Environment  
1) Facilities of the university. During the interview, the 

four participants from [university 1] shared their unanimous 
feeling that there were noticeable disparities in hardware 
facilities between Swedish universities and their home 
universities. The disparities encompassed aspects such as the 
layout of classrooms and the decoration of study areas. 
However, the impact of these hardware differences on their 
learning outcomes varied among the participants. 

Participants D, E, and F said that they initially sensed 
these dissimilarities, but with time, they paid less attention to 
them. Participant A believed these hardware facilities could 
have a subtle, long-term influence on their learning habits. A 
described a classroom layout which encouraged more active 
participation among students and emphasized that 
comfortable and well-lit study areas motivated students to 
come to campus for study, even outside class. A said: 

"You know, the winter in Sweden gets to me when I sit 
alone in my room studying for hours. During winter, I prefer 
to stay on campus longer, and the relaxing and open 
atmosphere there really helps me focus and be productive 
with my studies." 

In the meantime, participants B and C, from Eastern Asia 
universities, expressed no significant disparities in hardware 
facilities compared to their home universities.  

2) Online platforms. Regarding the IT systems and 
student accounts, D and E noted that two platforms exist 
alongside websites developed for specific courses. The initial 
acclimation to these platforms can be difficult and time-
consuming. B expressed that they had heard of instances 
where fellow students missed the deadline for registering for 
a final exam during the first semester because of this. 

Conversely, the remaining three participants, A, C, and F, 
believe that the Swedish student IT platform provides good 
convenience when accessing information.  

Education system. Both universities operate on a system 
of two periods per semester, resulting in four periods with 
exams per year. Differently, the students' home universities 
employed a two-semester structure, with final exams only at 
the end of these semesters. Moreover, after the end of the 
autumn semester, there is a more extended winter break. 

Five participants, except B, unanimously perceive this 
difference as a significant challenge. They collectively assert 
that there were two semesters and only two exam weeks per 
year throughout their previous education. Because of the four 
periods in Sweden, particularly the final exams associated 
with the first period, it is difficult to prepare well. As they 
continued to adapt to their new surroundings within the first 
two months, they were immediately burdened with the task 
of preparing for final exams. C mentioned that when arriving 
in a foreign country, students have to deal with various daily 
life matters that demand a substantial amount of time in 
addition to academic responsibilities. C said, 

" During the exam week of the first period, I locked 
myself in my room and studied non-stop from morning till 
night. It was intense, and there were moments when I felt so 
overwhelmed that I couldn't even catch my breath." 

Nevertheless, A expressed that they had grown 
accustomed to this rhythm by their second year. These 
challenges included insufficient time to prepare for the final 
exams of the first period, balancing preparation for the second 
period's final exams during the Christmas break, and 
immediately transitioning into the third period after that. 
They believed this condensed schedule presented an 
unprecedented experience for them. 

B. Communication Styles 
1) Interaction during class. All participants agreed that 

distinct disparities exist in the interactive modes and 
communication atmosphere compared to their undergraduate 
study. In their home universities, the predominant 
pedagogical approach is the teacher delivering lectures, while 
students essentially assume passive roles, attentively 
absorbing the content. Conversely, nearly all courses in 
Sweden incorporate numerous interactive sections, 
necessitating active student engagement during class. 

Participants D and F acknowledged the undeniable 
advantages of participating in such interactions. However, 



they also noted that during the first period, when their spoken 
English proficiency was not yet fluent enough, participating 
in discussion-intensive settings such as seminars can pose 
challenges in articulating their viewpoints. Consequently, 
they tend to initially listen to the viewpoints expressed by 
classmates within their group. On the one hand, this grants 
them access to additional information from their peers' 
insights. On the other hand, it allows them ample time to 
organize suitable oral expressions that can better convey their 
viewpoints. 

2)  Interaction after class. Group assignments form a 
significant portion of the curriculum at both universities, a 
notable distinction to their Asian institutions. Diverse 
perspectives exist regarding this disparity. Participant E 
asserts a positive stance, highlighting the value of studying 
and discussing with fellow group members. However, C 
mentioned an unpleasant experience with some irresponsible 
group members, expressing a preference for independent 
assignments if given the choice. 

A, B and F adopt a neutral standpoint towards group 
assignments, acknowledging finding inspiration and learning 
from one another and the opportunity to produce high-quality 
projects together. However, they also mentioned negative 
experiences, such as some group members being unreliable. 
D noticed how active discussions during group meetings 
often did not lead to consensus and clear next steps. 

C. Approaches to Authority 
Almost all students claimed that teachers in Asia tend to 

carry more authority. F described feeling fearful of asking the 
wrong questions or being hesitant to raise doubts about what 
the teacher said. A felt they involuntarily became very 
compliant. F said." If you ask the wrong question or one that's 
fundamentally off, the teacher won't outright address it 
linguistically… but you can tell by the teacher's expression 
that they're thinking,' Why would you ask such a question?'" 

On the other hand, D claimed that in their past learning, 
they encountered many teachers with whom they could 
befriend and chat casually. However, in Sweden, due to the 
nature of the selected courses, the teachers only appeared for 
the first part of the course. Teaching assistants lead the latter 
part. As a result, they did not feel a significant difference in 
the authority of the teachers. In Sweden, the students 
expressed that teachers are more like friends and welcome 
students to present opposing theories in class. This 
environment encourages them to be more willing to raise 
questions or express themselves, yet they still refrain. 

However, despite differences in authority between Asia 
and Sweden, half of the students felt it did not affect their 
willingness to learn or the learning outcomes. 

D. Educational Values  
1) Teaching objectives. All students share a similar 

perception: in Asian education, teachers tend to instruct 
students on various practical technical operations, while in 
Sweden, they present scenarios and encourage students to 
contemplate how to solve problems. 

D described Asian teachers as thoroughly teaching how to 
use various tools; later, when confronted with a situation that 
needs resolution, students must choose the tools they learned 
to solve the problem. On the other hand, Swedish teachers let 

students encounter a situation and figure out how to solve it 
while learning to use the necessary tools independently. 

F points out that" (Asian) teachers focus more on that... 
technique..." 

" (Asian) education is a bit like, it can train you very well 
to be, um, someone who can do this project very well, but 
your ability for self-directed learning might not be as strong," 
said E. 

When asked about their preference for teaching 
objectives, B feels there is not much difference because they 
always try their best. F believes that fostering the ability for 
self-directed learning would be more beneficial for long-term 
development, but it requires a lot of effort to complete the 
courses. They still tend to focus on Asian-style teaching 
objectives. 

Learning targets. E and F both feel that Asian education 
tends to be exam-oriented, where students focus on 
knowledge that might appear on the exams. Consequently, 
students often read past exam papers, sometimes memorizing 
them for the test. In Sweden, students need a thorough 
understanding of the principles to pass exams, as relying 
solely on past exam formats is ineffective. 

B highlights concern regarding Sweden's retake 
examination system for international students. The 
scheduling of retake dates outside visa deadlines necessitates 
a stronger focus on maintaining good academic performance 
to avoid the need for retakes. 

D prefers the mid-term and final exam structure in Asian 
education, citing its assistance in tracking progress and 
fostering a continuous learning approach. 

V. THE RESULTS IN CONTEXT  
In this section, we will use the categorization of problems 

facing international students, which is presented below. The 
categorization is based on the literature review as a 
theoretical lens through which to discuss our results. The 
review is restricted to students studying in English-speaking 
countries. Since the language in the study programs discussed 
in this paper is English, and Sweden belongs to the same 
Western culture sphere as the countries in [1] 's review, we 
argue that it is an appropriate lens.  

The study presented in [1] summarizes previous research 
on problems facing international students in five categories: 

Personal psychological issues. This category is described 
as "Homesickness, loneliness, stress, depression, frustration, 
loss of status or identity, anxiety, confusion, etc." These 
issues appear in several of our themes, but mostly when the 
students described their first months in Sweden, struggling 
with the four-period system. Another frustrating aspect is the 
Swedish climate, which one student managed using the "cosy 
atmosphere" on campus. Still, we do not find the most severe 
aspects presented in [1], like loss of identity.  

Academic issues are described as "Academic progress, 
academic demands, lack of understanding of the [country] 
educational system, lack of effective learning skills for 
gaining academic success, difficulties in using educational, 
supportive services (e.g. library, academic counselling 
services), etc." Much of our students' comments are related to 
this category. Examples are the problems in the Swedish four-
period study system and group, differences in the exam's 
target, Sweden's more active learning approach, and teaching 



objectives, meaning focusing on learning tools or learning to 
problem-solve. Again, most of the issues mentioned occurred 
in the initial months in Sweden, and the students seemed to 
be accustomed eventually.  

Sociocultural issues. [1] discusses this in terms of 
"Cultural shock, cultural fatigue, stereotyping, prejudice, 
racial discrimination, difficulties in adjusting to new 
social/cultural customs, norms and regulations and 
participating in intercultural/social activities, relationship 
problems, etc." Comments from our students in this category 
include differences in communication style, exam 
regulations, group work activities, teachers' communication 
style, and teachers' authority. None of our students mention 
prejudice or racial discrimination.  

General living issues. This category involves 
"Accommodation difficulties, difficulties in using student 
support services, financial stress, dietary restrictions, safety 
threats, etc." The issues our students mentioned are initial 
problems using the learning platforms and problems coping 
with the darkness and cold in Sweden. Many of the 
mentioned issues do not appear in our data. 

English language proficiency is described as "Difficulties 
in communicating with native speakers, understanding 
lectures, writing essays, etc." Again, this seemed challenging 
primarily in the beginning when some students had problems 
understanding and expressing themselves in English, which 
is expected in group work and seminars.  

The results in [1] are inconclusive, possibly due to the 
included studies conducted in different countries, study areas, 
etc. Still, they summarize the most salient findings: "English 
language proficiency, financial problem, academic progress 
and homesickness." 

Our results, on the other hand, mostly fall into the 
categories of academic and sociocultural issues. Particularly 
noticeable are differences in academic atmosphere and 
approaches to teaching and learning. These Sociocultural 
issues are more salient in our study. We can only speculate 
why. Since our study was performed ten years after [1], we 
propose that as the world has become more international, 
students, in general, might know more about other countries 
and cultures and thus face less stress and frustration. 
However, more research is needed to answer these questions. 

VI. DISCUSSION 
This section presents some salient differences between 

East Asian and Swedish education expressed by our students. 
Our students claim that East Asian education is more 

focused on practical application, while Swedish teachers are 
more focused on students learning how to learn. Swedish 
teachers mention a concept in class, and the rest of the 
knowledge will be acquired independently, which is also 
reflected in exams. In Asia, teachers teach various topics and 
explain all concepts, but the students do not need to 
understand them all to pass the exam. In Sweden, teachers 
will teach fewer concepts, but the student must master these 
concepts to pass the exam. 

While most students find autonomous learning and 
interaction effective in grasping abstract concepts and 
applying knowledge across various situations, they also 
perceive this learning method as exhausting and still 
reminisce about the simplicity of traditional lecture-style 
teaching. 

The international students seem to retain previous 
learning habits regardless of how long they've been in 
Sweden. For example, everyone agrees that the Swedish 
classroom atmosphere encourages questions or thoughts 
without fear of judgment from teachers and peers. However, 
most people still admit that, despite this, they are hesitant to 
ask questions or voluntarily raise their hands to express their 
ideas during class. 

VII. LIMITATIONS 
This case study includes six East Asian students studying 

at two Swedish universities, limiting the results' 
transferability. However, most results are in line with 
previous research. The new insights presented here might 
apply only to these two universities or only to students from 
East Asia.  

Further, the study focused on four themes. Other issues 
that are more meaningful to international computer science 
students studying abroad may thus not have come to light. 

VIII. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This project analyzed the experiences of six international 

students studying computer science in Sweden. We 
specifically notice differences in academic atmosphere and 
approaches to teaching and learning. 

Sweden's four periods per year often caused anxiety and 
stress among the students towards the end of the first period. 
We suggest universities offer guidance and support to 
international students on handling this, for example, by 
inviting alumni to share their learning experiences and 
provide them with insights on how to address it effectively.  

International students often face challenges related to 
language proficiency due to the discussion-oriented culture in 
Sweden's educational system. This can result in students 
displaying a more passive attitude during classroom 
discussions or group work. It is suggested that teachers give 
students additional thinking time, such as allowing other 
students to speak first and waiting for students to organize 
their thoughts before expressing themselves. Repeating 
questions once or twice or supplementing them with 
explanatory sentences can also help students engage more 
effectively in discussions. 

Regarding group assignments, students usually take three 
courses each period, often leading to 8-12 collaborative group 
assignments within two months. International students with 
limited experience in group assignments may struggle to 
adapt swiftly within a brief timeframe. In light of this, the 
universities could consider organizing voluntary activities to 
assist students in acclimatizing to this learning approach. 
Further, teachers should be aware that some students may not 
actively participate in forming groups. Still, they can address 
this by assigning groups or using class time for students to 
find suitable team members. 
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