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Abstract
Teacher–student relationship (TSR) is, despite its importance, an under-researched 
area in higher education, and this is particularly the case with TSR between interna-
tional students and their teachers at the host institutions. Past research has found that 
social integration plays an important role in university students’ academic perfor-
mance and in international students’ satisfaction with their overseas experience. By 
using rich interview data, this study examined the TSRs Chinese international stu-
dents experienced on 2+2 tertiary joint programs between Chinese institutions and 
an Australian university. Three major themes emerged from this study: Students’ 
experiences of TSR at their Chinese home institutions, their experiences of TSR at 
the Australian university, and the student-initiated reasons for cross-cultural differ-
ences. This study contributes to the literature by calling the attention of policy mak-
ers and program managers of 2+2 joint programs (and other joint tertiary programs) 
to the important issues of intercultural communication and intercultural awareness.

Keywords  Intercultural teacher–student relationship · Joint tertiary education 
programs · Chinese international students · Transnational higher education · 
Intercultural awareness

Introduction

“An important and under-researched” (Hagenauer and Volet 2014, p. 371) topic in 
higher education is the teacher–student relationship (TSR). According to Karpouza 
and Emvalotis (2019), only nine empirical research studies that explicitly focus on 
TSR in higher education could be located. Although there is a large body of studies on 
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faculty–student interaction, they argue that TSR and faculty–student interaction are dif-
ferent in that the latter is only a necessary condition for TSR but does not guarantee the 
building and quality of TSR. TSR is important because improved TSR may be able to 
facilitate university retention, students’ motivation and learning outcomes, give univer-
sity academics a sense of belonging, and enhance university learning and teaching (e.g. 
Owen and Zwahr-Castro 2007; Sibii 2010; Hagenauer and Volet 2014). While TSR at 
the university level is an ignored area of research (Hagenauer and Volet 2014), even 
less explicit attention has been given to the TSR between undergraduate international 
students and their teachers at the host institutions, despite the large enrolment numbers 
of undergraduate students at universities of receiving countries (Vu and Doyle 2014).

The unprecedented influx of international students into Western countries such as 
the United States (the U. S.), the United Kingdom (the U. K.), and Australia makes 
international education one of the top export earners for these countries (Tran and Vu 
2016). Australia, like other popular destinations for international Chinese students, 
offers multi-faceted benefits. One of these is the opportunity to experience a different 
culture. As a result, international students’ satisfaction with their overseas experiences 
is derived not only from receiving high-quality education (Rahimi et al. 2017) but also 
from feeling a sense of belonging (Baumeister and Leary 1995) in the new country, a 
deep-level social interaction with the local culture and local people. Teachers are one 
of those groups of people with whom international students have most social contact, 
and quality interactions with teachers are conducive to TSR building (Karpouza and 
Emvalotis 2019) which will in turn benefit students’ learning and adjustment (Tinto 
1993). Given that limited research has explicitly focussed on international students’ 
experiences with their host university teachers, this study intended to fill the research 
gap by examining the teacher–student relationships experienced by Chinese interna-
tional students studying on 2+2 partnership programs.

Since the turn of the century, China has established more than 800 joint educa-
tion programs with foreign universities at the bachelor and above level (MOE 2019). 
In Australia alone, the joint program numbered 108 in 2018 (Australian Government 
2018). With these joint programs, students combined their home study and overseas 
study, and 2+2 is one of the most popular modes of collaboration where students 
spend two years in each partner institution to complete their degree. In our study, 
the student participants of such programs compared and contrasted their experiences 
of the TSRs at their home institutions in China and the Australian host university. 
By examining their experiences of the cross-cultural TSRs, this study contributes to 
the literature by calling for the attention of policy makers and program managers in 
institutions holding present and future 2+2 joint programs (and other joint tertiary 
programs) to enhance students’ overseas learning experiences by developing their 
intercultural awareness and competence.

Literature review

As the purpose of this study was to compare and contrast participants’ experiences 
of the teacher–student relationships at the students’ home universities in China 
and the host institution in Australia, the literature review provides a cross-cultural 
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discussion of some major conceptions of TSR from the perspectives of how they 
are perceived in the Chinese and the Western traditions. Also reviewed is some lit-
erature on workplace policies adopted by Australian and Chinese universities which 
may also have a bearing on the TSRs practised in the two systems.

Perceptions of teachers in Chinese traditions

Teachers as parents and moral models

This can mean two things: one is students’ respect for teachers, and the other is the 
responsibility of teachers towards students (Wang and Du 2014). In the Chinese lan-
guage, there is an old saying: “Being a teacher for only one day entitles one to life-
long respect from the students that befits his father” (Hu 2001, p. 34). Teachers in 
China have been traditionally regarded with respect because they are believed to be 
bearers and authorities of knowledge that has been passed down from ancient saints 
and scholars such as Confucius. Many Chinese classrooms are characterised with 
teacher-fronted and teacher-centred teaching with students displaying “diligence, 
dedication and discipline” (Jin and Cortazzi 2008, p. 3). On the other hand, teachers 
seem to assume parental duties towards their students. They are not only expected to 
teach students knowledge and skills, but also have the obligation to make sure their 
students learn and grasp what is taught. In addition, as teachers in China have the 
responsibility to cultivate students’ moral characters and teach them to be morally 
responsible social beings, most often they need to act as ethical role models to their 
students (Jin and Cortazzi 2006) so that they befit the society’s expectation of them: 
“weirenshibiao” (being a role model to students in moral character). To sum up, a 
well-regarded teacher in the Chinese culture is expected to jiaoshuyuren: not only 
look after their students’ academic achievements but also take care of students’ good 
moral character formation. This notion of teachers has been supported by empirical 
findings from Chinese university students’ perceptions about good (tertiary) teach-
ers (Zhang and Watkins 2007).

Teachers as friends as well as teachers

In the Chinese language, an idiom Liangshiyiyou describes a desirable type of 
teacher who is both a good teacher and a helpful/supportive friend (Yang 2008). 
Teachers of such kind not only pass on knowledge but also provide their students 
with moral and emotional support when needed. That explains why the equivalent 
of Liangshiyiyou in English is “mentor”. While the hierarchical TSR, especially in 
the Chinese classroom, seems to be much researched (e.g. Jin and Cortazzi 2008), 
the TSR denoted by Liangshiyiyou has not attracted much research attention, maybe 
because it emphasises a more equal relationship between adults mostly outside for-
mal educational contexts. However, as China opens up and is increasingly influ-
enced by Western educational ideas, Liangshiyiyou has also taken on the meaning 
of teachers who, instead of assuming a dominant role when dealing with students, 
especially minors, try to understand and respect their students, treating them as their 



410	 L. Bai, Y. X. Wang 

1 3

equals as well as providing help when needed. Indeed, a random browse of some 
Chinese universities’ codes of conduct shows that Liangshiyiyou is the highly pro-
moted TSR in China (e.g. Beijing University 2016; University of International Busi-
ness and Economics 2018; Renmin University of China 2019).

Perceptions of teachers in Western traditions

Teachers as pastoral carers

In the preface of his book “The Idea of a University”, Cardinal Newman (1957) 
pointed out that a university’s primary function is teaching universal knowledge. 
With teaching as the central mission of a university, teachers should not only teach 
students academic knowledge, but also provide moral guidance, pastoral care, and 
mentoring (Newman 1957; Anderson 2010). Taking good care of students and offer-
ing them a home away from home was very important for Newman. Following this 
idea of the university, the English universities adopted the tutor system in which the 
tutor assumed a role of a caretaker of the students, emphasising more strongly the 
student and tutor interaction (Deem 2006).

Teachers as facilitators

Inheriting the Socratic dialogic learning tradition, teaching in the Western world 
encourages students’ intellectual input by adopting the inductive teaching method 
(Holmes 2006). That is, teaching involves eliciting answers from students (knowl-
edge discovery), and the classroom is where interactions such as question raising, 
debates, and collaborative problem-solving happen (Holmes 2004). Thus, classroom 
activities should be interactive, collaborative, and student-centred, and students are 
expected to actively participate in their own learning (Holms 2006). As developing 
students’ analytical and critical thinking skills for lifelong learning is the ultimate 
goal of education, assessment of students is more than just knowledge regurgitation, 
but includes a great deal of reading, writing, and oral presentations. The relationship 
between teachers and students in line with such a tradition is one where teachers are 
facilitators of students’ learning, and students are expected to be active agents of 
their own learning (Holmes 2006).

Workplace policies affecting TSRs in Australian and Chinese universities

University academics in the West and China are operating in different educational 
systems whose workplace policies may also play a significant role in shaping TSRs 
currently practised. In Australia, as in other Western countries, teachers receive spe-
cial induction and training about their rights and their responsibilities. In addition, 
teachers in every Australian university can access a whole raft of university policy 
statements, including employee enterprise agreements about rights and responsibili-
ties (e.g. Melbourne University 2009; Monash University 2020). While academics 
are encouraged to understand their rights and assert them when necessary, they are 
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also expected to be accountable for their conduct, since Australian universities like 
other institutions in the West are functioning in an “audit society” or “audit culture” 
where personal and institutional accountability is accorded paramount importance 
(Shore 2008). To exercise accountable TSR in Australia’s universities, academics 
must follow the set code of conduct and maintain professional boundaries in their 
dealings and communications with students. For example, university teachers are 
warned, among other things, to keep an appropriate physical and emotional distance 
from students, use university email accounts to communicate with students and 
avoid using social media or personal phone or contact details, and avoid contacting 
students after hours, and leave pastoral care to those who have been allocated such a 
duty (Monarch University 2020).

In contrast with Australian universities whose policies about teachers’ behaviour 
towards students have a good proportion focussing on preventing possible risks in 
TSR, statements made by universities in China on their teachers’ responsibilities and 
code of conduct emphasise building and maintaining an emotionally close TSR. The 
common rhetoric used by China’s universities include dedicate tirelessly to students, 
genuinely love and care for students, and be students’ good teachers and helpful 
friends (e.g. Beijing University 2016; Renmin University of China 2019; University 
of International Trade and Business 2018). The pervasive use of the language echo-
ing the formal guidelines from China’s Education Ministry for university teachers 
(MOE 2012) shows that the dual role of a teacher as a parent or a friend is officially 
expected and endorsed. However, such dual role may be considered as boundary 
violation in the Australian educational context (Graham, Bahr, Truscott & Powell 
2018) because engaging in a dual role with their students is outside a teacher’s pri-
mary professional relationship.

Methodology

Research context

This research was conducted at an Australian university which has joint 2+2 pro-
grams with a number of Chinese institutions. Most of these joint programs between 
the Australian university and Chinese universities are business-oriented, that is, stu-
dents enrolled in the programs are business students from Chinese partner institu-
tions. A 2+2 program in this study refers to a joint program between universities 
from two different countries, in this case, between China and Australia. The struc-
ture of these programs is that students spend two years being prepared in English 
language and disciplinary foundation courses in China before they enter the Austral-
ian host university to continue their studies in the remaining two years in a chosen 
business discipline. The credits they have earned at the Chinese institutions from the 
foundation business courses are recognised by the Australian university and count 
as one-year equivalent of the Australian university’s three-year bachelor’s degree. 
Depending on whether they need to do a language course at the Australian univer-
sity as a result of passing or not passing the language proficiency test required for 
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direct entry, students usually spend 2 or 2.5 years in the Australian host university to 
complete their bachelor’s degree.

Participants

After the ethical clearance was obtained from the Australian host university, email 
invitations were sent to 2+2 students at the Australian host university with the assis-
tance of the Business School Dean’s office. The participants needed to have com-
pleted at least one semester of study in their chosen major in the Australian univer-
sity to be eligible for the study, as the interview questions involved comparisons 
between various aspects of TSR at the students’ home institutions and the Australian 
host university. A sample question was: “Do you find any differences in the teacher-
student relationship between your home institution and the Australian university?” 
Twenty-two eligible students agreed to participate in the research project and each 
signed a consent form. Of the 22 students, six were female and 16 male. Eleven were 
finance majors, six marketing, three accounting, one advertising, and one interna-
tional business. Twelve were in their third year (final year) and 11 were in their sec-
ond year in the degree program. They came from four Chinese partner institutions.

Data collection and analysis

Qualitative face-to-face interviews were adopted because instead of finding aggre-
gate patterns of the TSRs practised at home and host institutions, this study intended 
to gain an in-depth understanding of students’ lived experiences of TSR from the 
participants’ perspectives with “a rich and “thick” description” (Merriam 1998, p. 
29). One-to-one interviews allowed the researcher to probe interesting themes that 
emerged on the spot by asking follow-up questions. In this way, an understanding 
of the TSR issue from the insiders’ perspectives was achieved (Merriam 1998). As 
some of the interview questions could be sensitive, a focus group interview could 
lead to unreliable data or the participants’ unwillingness to express negative views. 
In addition, focus group participants are susceptible to group influence. All the 
above reasons led to the decision to use one-to-one interviews as the most effective 
way to elicit information from Chinese international students to address the research 
questions.

As the study examined Chinese students’ perceptions of the teacher–student rela-
tionship, the interview questions focussed on similarities and differences in TSRs 
between the Chinese and the Australian universities as experienced by students on 
their 2+2 joint programs. Due to the different meanings of “teacher’ in Chinese 
(Cen 2013), the teachers we focussed on when asking the interview questions were 
academic staff. A semi-structured 45–60-minute one-to-one interview was con-
ducted with each participant at one of the researchers’ offices. The interviews were 
conducted in Mandarin Chinese for ease of communication and capture of nuances 
of meaning. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Thematic data analysis was adopted in analysing the interview transcripts, fol-
lowing Creswell’s (2008) qualitative data analysis model. First, we read through the 
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transcripts and divided it into text segments guided by the interview questions. A 
code label was assigned to each segment, using the interviewee’s words or a collec-
tion of commonly used phrases. For example, one of the interview questions was 
what is your experience of TSRs in your home university and the Australian univer-
sity? The participants compared and contrasted the TSRs in the two institutions. At 
this stage, the preliminary codes from students’ responses included not only their 
general comments about the differences in closeness, but also the reasons that they 
believed could explain these differences such as class size, sharing the same lan-
guage and culture, and teacher’s young age. We examined these codes derived from 
students’ answers to the above interview question by listing them to check overlap 
and redundancy. We eliminated the redundant codes and collapsed similar codes 
so that the many codes we constructed at the early stage were narrowed down to 
a broader theme: Students’ general perceptions about the TSRs. Second, we exam-
ined the new list of code words to determine whether these codes recorded common 
themes and recurring patterns. Finally, we read all the transcripts again to make sure 
that themes were appropriate, and no text segments were overlooked.

Findings

Our interview questions focussed mainly on the participants’ experiences of the dif-
ferences and similarities in teacher–student relationship at their home institutions 
and the Australian host university. Three major themes emerged from the interviews: 
students’ experiences of TSRs in China, students’ experiences of TSRs in Australia, 
and the reasons that students offered for the different TSRs across the two systems. 
Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect the participants’ identity.

Experiences of TSRs in the Chinese universities

The overall TSR depicted by 15 participants from all four Chinese universities 
was “close” (the actual word used by quite a few participants) compared with 
that at the Australian university. However, this closeness was felt differently by 
different students. Four students from one university highlighted the friend-like 
close relationship: “I feel that at home the teachers are more like friends, and we 
are closer. Here [in Australia], though, the teachers have nothing to do with you 
after class, but this is how it works in Australia” (Guo). Six participants from 
three universities noted the rapport that was established by their Chinese teach-
ers with students at home: “They [Chinese teachers] would remember every stu-
dent; they would know your name. This is not the case with Australian teachers 
unless you go to a lot of consultations with them” (Niu). The rapport was not only 
reciprocal but solid, reflecting a kind of interpersonal relationship that is mostly 
found in a close-knit community: “The teachers and students’ knowledge about 
each other was beyond names. The teachers knew well what a certain student was 
like” (Zhang). Other participants’ descriptions about this closeness sounded like 
parent–child relationship: “I feel that Chinese teachers show more concern [to 
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their students]. They would tell you to work hard. Teachers in Australia are more 
relaxed and actually do not care that much about you” (Jin). This corroborates 
some students’ conceptions of good university teachers in Zhang and Watkins 
(2007) and Liu (2020): showing love to their students. Jin, however, also com-
mented that too much care would put pressure on students. This pressure derived 
from the teachers’ parental role was negatively felt by Ma: “At home, some teach-
ers could get impatient and scold you before they answered your questions: ‘Why 
didn’t you listen attentively in class?’” (Ma). Shen supported Ma’s remark about 
the power relation between teachers and students in China and concluded: “So, as 
a student, you can rarely become a good friend with your teachers” (Shen).

The above observations from the participants seem to indicate that generally 
Chinese students felt close to their teachers at home institutions. Students found 
it easier to approach and interact with their Chinese teachers than their Austral-
ian counterparts. However, sometimes a tone of power imbalance was embedded 
in this closeness: Students could be treated as dependent minors instead of inde-
pendent social beings.

Experiences of TSRs in Australia

Participants’ experiences of the TSR at the Australian university also varied. 
Twelve students highlighted the unfamiliarity and formal relationship they had 
with teachers in their degree program, especially those who taught large lec-
tures: “We are not very familiar with the teachers here [in Australia], not to that 
extent. We feel they are just teachers” (Xu); “The relationship with an Australia 
teacher is only limited to the [formal] TSR in that particular course. The rela-
tionship ended when we completed the course” (Wen). Wen’s remark reveals an 
idealised teacher–student relationship in the Chinese cultural tradition: a lifelong 
one. Teachers who are role models both morally and professionally to students 
are revered, remembered, and thanked by students even years after the latter have 
finished study. Although a distance between the students and teachers teaching 
large classes was also perceived at their home institutions, the feeling of this pro-
fessional distance from their Australian teachers was more acute: “[In China], 
even if we had large lectures, the lecturers were willing to answer your questions 
[immediately after class]. You would not need to make an appointment for the 
lecturers to answer your questions” (Liu).

Australian teachers’ formal way of interacting with students was perceived as dis-
tant by some participants. Interestingly, such negative comments were made mostly 
by second-year students. In the following quote, Liu depicted how his Australian 
teachers laid emphasis on their personal space:

The teachers here [in Australia] also said to us: “Do not ring me or send me 
text messages after class because that is my private time”. That’s why peo-
ple here all like emails, I think. [They would say] “I won’t leave my personal 
phone number to you, as I don’t wish you to ring me or text me. Email me if 
you have any questions”. (Liu)
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To other students, though, Australian teachers’ manner in dealing with students 
was business-like, less judgemental and showed an equal TSR. For example, the 
same student who reported being scolded by his Chinese teacher preferred the way 
Australian teachers answered his questions: “They would spend what they believe 
was an appropriate length of time explaining to the students…. They would not 
care whether you have paid attention or not in class, but just answer your questions” 
(Ma). The business-like manner of Australian teachers was also revealed in playing 
their role as a facilitator and learning supporter: “I feel that there is more interaction 
between teachers and students in class. …Teachers are all willing to help” (Feng).

By an interesting contrast, seven participants reported positive TSR experiences 
with tutors in their degree programs and with teachers in EAP (English for Aca-
demic Purposes) and Diploma programs at the Australian university: “I feel most 
tutors treat every student equally, no discrimination whatsoever. Whenever you ask 
them questions, they would always answer you” (Zhang); “In Diploma, we had a 
very tight class schedule. That is, we had class every day and spent a long time in 
the teaching building, … the teachers got along well with us and we were close” 
(An).

Dissimilar from students’ experiences of TSRs at the Chinese universities with 
“closeness” as the key word, their experiences of TSRs in the Australian context 
seemed to be more centred around “equality”, with EAP and Diploma teachers and 
tutors being equal and close, and large-lecture teachers in the degree program being 
equal but distant.

Reported reasons for different experiences of TSRs in China and Australia

While students reported their TSR experiences, they also provided reasons they 
believed contributed to the various different types of TSR: physical proximity 
between teachers and students, social communication preferences, class size, and 
language and culture. Firstly, students from one university reported that the teachers 
they had most interactions with in their first two years in China were teachers who 
were “in their 20s and some got married only after we came to Australia” (Jin) and 
“they lived in the same building [university-provided dormitory building on cam-
pus] with us” (Guo). Having no family to look after and living close to students 
appeared to provide more potential opportunities for a closer TSR. The boarding 
system in Chinese universities also made students feel they were close to their teach-
ers: “Then [when in China] we ate and lived on campus. If we can’t say we were 
close [affectively], just in terms of physical distance we were closer than here. When 
we got here, we felt fairly isolated” (Dong). In contrast, Australian lecturers and 
tutors may live far away from campus and have far less opportunities to mingle with 
students, and socialising with students outside class is mainly restricted to some uni-
versity/faculty/school-based events.

Secondly, socialising with students in the Chinese context, according to the par-
ticipants, could mean that Chinese teachers chat with students on social media and 
go for a cup of tea with students. Xu recalled the TSR he experienced in China:
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Teachers at home were easier to communicate with, and we feel we were closer 
to them because using social media made it easier to contact the teachers. … 
Our class had a WeChat1 group and our teachers were in the group. (Xu)

What stands out here is that the preferred ways of communication between stu-
dents and teachers in the Chinese institutions tended to make their interactions more 
verbal, direct, informal and instantaneous. Chinese students could reach their teach-
ers by phone or WeChat or they could simply drop in their teacher’s office: “Before 
the exam if you had any questions, you could ask the teachers any time. We could 
text them, send a WeChat message, or ring them. We could get immediate answers, 
so we would not feel panicky” (Liu). However, Australian teachers in general prefer 
email communication with students and some participants felt frustrated with the 
Australian practice: “You can only communicate with Australian teachers [outside 
class] with email. You may add them as your friend on Facebook, but you get no 
response. Then you wait for their email reply and it takes ages” (Bai).

Thirdly, class sizes and contact frequency appeared to have played an important 
role in building teacher–student relationships. It seems that the smaller the class 
size, the more frequent contact, the more intimate the teacher–student relationship 
can become: “At our home institution, probably due to small class size, the teacher 
knew every student. Even after work hours we would contact our teachers and 
chat with them.” (Liu). Supporting Liu’s point, Cao contrasted contact frequency 
between China and Australia: “We had class every day in China. But in Australia, 
if you choose four courses in one semester, you only have [a total of] eight face-to-
face contacts with [all] your teachers in a week: Once with each lecturer and tutor”. 
At Chinese universities, students are usually taught in a roll class of 30–50 students 
for most subjects as there is no distinction between lectures and tutorials as at Aus-
tralian universities. In addition, for most compulsory disciplinary subjects, students 
and teachers meet about four hours or at least twice a week. With class attendance 
required and limited use of online teaching, a closer relationship between teachers 
and students seems natural.

That the class size matters was also supported by students’ positive comments 
about their Australian tutors who usually handle a much smaller class: “The only 
staff [at the Australian university] who have closer relationship with students may 
be tutors because there are less students in a tutorial. … Tutors are quite friendly” 
(Shen). Such a close relationship at the Australian host university was also experi-
enced at the EAP and Diploma programs where there was a small number of stu-
dents in each class and more frequent face-to-face contact between students and 
teachers: “In Diploma, there were around 20 students [in our class] and the teachers 
were very nice. They would remember you even if you did not answer questions [in 
class]. They remembered us when taking our rolls” (Ouyang).

Fourthly, language and culture were also reported as a contributing factor in 
the teacher–student interactions. Sharing the same language and culture facilitated 

1  WeChat  is a Chinese multi-purpose messaging, social media and mobile payment app developed by 
Tencent.
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the communication between the students and their teachers at the home universi-
ties: “With teachers in China, probably because we share the same language, we 
had a better relationship” (Cao). The quote below is more illustrative of the cultural 
association:

The teachers in China were closer to students, and chatted more with us. How-
ever, Australian teachers just teach, without chatting with you about anything 
non-academic. ([For example], if you did not pay attention in class, a Chinese 
teacher would talk with you after class: ‘What was the matter?’, but an Aus-
tralian teacher usually does not care why you did not pay attention.) … This is 
probably because they think differently from us. (He)

Both teachers and students in China accept the concept of teachers as parents. 
This shared cultural notion makes it appropriate for teachers to care about students’ 
non-academic or personal matters. Such a parental role as reported here by students 
was indeed what Chinese teachers felt they were expected to perform as revealed in 
Wang and Du’s (2014) study. However, such a role may not be expected of teach-
ers in the Australian higher education context: “We only feel they are our teachers; 
whether they are tutors or professors, they don’t chat with you [about personal stuff] 
unless you run into those really chatty ones” (Jin).

Discussion

In this study, the Chinese international students on 2+2 Australian–Chinese joint 
programs reported their experiences about the teacher–student relationships at both 
their Chinese home universities and Australian host institution. The findings indi-
cate that while in neither the Australian nor the Chinese setting was there a single 
type of TSR, most students experienced more differences than similarities in cross-
cultural TSRs. The reasons behind these differences and similarities seem both con-
textual and cultural.

Cross‑cultural TSRs

The findings show that there is no single type of TSR in either the Chinese insti-
tutions or the Australian university. However, most participants experienced some 
distinct differences in TSR across the two contexts. Our data suggest that TSRs that 
emerged from this study may be best captured on two-dimensional coordinates: the 
close-distant dimension and hierarchical-equal dimension (Fig. 1).

Type 1 TSR in the first quadrant stands for that between Chinese students with 
young Chinese teachers: both close and equal. Type 3 in the same quadrant portrays 
students’ relationship with their Australian teachers in the Diploma/EAP programs 
and tutors in their degree program: equal and close although not as close as what the 
first type describes. Type 2 TSR captures students’ relationship with some Chinese 
teachers, which is close but can be hierarchical. Type 4 in Quadrant 4 symbolises 
students’ relationship with their Australian teachers teaching large lectures: equal 
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but can be distant. It seems that the TSRs with Chinese teachers are more along 
the closeness dimension, whereas those with Australian teachers sit more along the 
equality dimension. The diagrammatical representation of various TSRs found in 
this study echoes most of the TSRs discussed in the literature review: the teacher 
as a friend (type 1) or as a parent (type 2) in the Chinese tradition, as well as the 
teacher as a facilitator (types 3 and 4) in the Western tradition. However, our data 
did not seem to show students experienced much pastoral care with the Australian 
university teachers. Although students also felt close to the Australian tutors and 
EAP/diploma teachers, this closeness seems to distinguish itself from the closeness 
they received from Chinese teachers: the former came from within the classroom 
whereas the latter from beyond it.

Explanations for the differences in TSR

Some obvious contextual differences in the two education systems seem able to 
plausibly explain the different cross-cultural TSRs: physical proximity, communi-
cation preferences, class size, and sharing/not sharing the same language and cul-
ture. For example, most university students live on campus in China, whereas only 
15% Australian university students do so (Radloff 2010). The physical proximity 
between teachers and students increases the chances and frequency of their inter-
actions, which in turn may lead to more positive experiences of TSR (Astin 1984; 
Hagenauer and Volet 2014). More contact hours with their teachers back home and 
smaller class size also seem to have contributed to the higher frequency of interac-
tion, and therefore to this closeness (Hagenauer and Volet 2014). Apart from these 
contextual factors, we believe cultural values also played an important role. While 
this is not necessarily true for all members, the Chinese collective culture tends to 
value interpersonal relationships and in-group harmony (Holmes 2006). Therefore, 

Fig. 1   The different TSRs that emerged from the interviews
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having a close and harmonious teacher–student relationship is usually valued and 
pursued by both Chinese university teachers and students. In addition, the Chinese 
higher education context tends to promote a sense-of-family atmosphere (Wang and 
Du 2014), so teachers, who are usually the older members in the “family” of class 
can feel “obligated” to look after their students. Younger teachers may assume the 
older brother/sister role (caring and equal) in the family, and older teachers on the 
other hand may assume the more powerful “parental” role: in addition to care and 
love, they feel the responsibility to cultivate students’ moral character (caring but 
hierarchal). The assumed kinship terms (using kinship terms to address those who 
are not blood relations) in Chinese testify to such a “family” concept among Chi-
nese people living or working in a community (Chang and Holt 1991). Moreover, 
Chinese interpersonal relationships, according to Chang and Holt (1991, p. 255), 
are “attuned to human feeling” and “any interaction that is lacking in human feeling 
is subject to severe criticism”. This seems to be able to account for our finding that 
Chinese teachers and students tended to be more emotionally involved in building a 
relationship.

In the Australian educational context, however, the TSRs seem more equal, but 
move along the continuum of closeness-distance. There may be two reasons behind 
such a finding. First, in the Western educational contexts, the teacher–student close-
ness that Chinese participants desired (such as building friendship with teachers) 
can be considered inappropriate, and therefore discouraged (Aultman et  al. 2009; 
Sibii 2010). Western researchers call for a balance between being friendly and 
becoming a friend in the TSR, and maintenance of a professional distance between 
students and teachers (Hagenauer and Volet 2014) due to the inherent power imbal-
ance between students and teachers. While China’s higher education system also has 
administrative and ethical restrictions for teachers to follow, they are in many ways 
different from those outlined by Australian universities as illustrated in the literature 
review. This is due to the Chinese traditional culture about the interpersonal rela-
tionship in general and the teacher–student relationship in particular which still exert 
a dominant influence on how TSR is expected by students and handled as indicated 
in this study and other studies (Liu 2018). Indeed, compared with teachers’ discipli-
nary knowledge, teaching methodology, and creation of a positive classroom learn-
ing environment, the degree of care that teachers show to students is rated by Chi-
nese students as the most important factor in TSR (Liu 2020).

Second, the managerial reforms in and marketisation of higher education over 
the past 25 years have changed universities into higher education service provid-
ers (Law and Fiedler 2012; Liu 2018). Accordingly, the relationship between 
higher education institutions and students has been transformed into that of ser-
vice providers and customers. Our findings suggest that Australian teachers are 
more service-minded, treating their relationship with students more as between 
professionals and clients than their Chinese counterparts although Chinese uni-
versities are taking up the service notion (Liu 2018). Such a shift in TSR together 
with the concern about university staff misconduct with students leads some Aus-
tralian researchers to call for the same strict professional standards in higher edu-
cation as those in health care professions in managing TSR (Cuthbert and Zammit 
2017). Although pastoral care of students is still practised in Western universities, 
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for instance in student security (Sawir et al. 2009), the mounting pressure from 
the research, teaching, and service roles makes academics less willing or capa-
ble to invest time into providing such care to students without acknowledgement 
by the universities and with the stress that building such a relationship could 
cause them (Laws and Fiedler 2012). Moreover, the caution of academics about 
boundary crossing and the possible legal consequences of an inappropriate close 
relationship with students also deter them from actively engaging in providing 
pastoral care. The different perceptions about university students across the two 
cultures (adults in the West vs minors in China) seem to be another factor con-
tributing to the different scopes of pastoral care provided.

Most of the Chinese students’ negative sentiments about TSR in the Australian 
context were about the frustrating communication with their Australian teachers. 
The students’ preferred style of communication was at odds with the practice at 
the Australian university. Specifically, the finding reveals a tension between ver-
bal communication vs written communication, immediate responses vs delayed 
responses, and spontaneous communication vs scheduled communication. Chi-
nese students prefer verbal, immediate and spontaneous communication because 
that was the type of communication they had experienced daily and were accus-
tomed to in their home Chinese universities. Such communication experiences are 
very much a reflection of the TSR in Chinese culture and Chinese education sys-
tem as outlined early in this Discussion. In the Chinese culture, university teach-
ers perceive themselves as both students’ teachers and parents/older siblings who 
should show care and love by helping students when they see students in need. In 
addition, teachers endeavour to meet the public and the university expectation of 
them being a liangshiyiyou (a good teacher and helpful friend). As a result, they 
usually allow their students to contact them in person, through a phone call, or on 
WeChat, even after hours, to meet the latter’s learning and sometimes emotional 
needs. Compared with Australian TSR, Chinese TSR attaches greater importance 
to human feeling, the core to interpersonal relationships in Chinese culture (Liu 
2018), and the style of communication in the Chinese TSR is a manifestation of 
such feeling.

For Chinese students who have been used to the above-mentioned communica-
tion practice in Chinese universities, Australian teachers, who request written and 
scheduled communication, may appear more formal, business-like and therefore 
less caring in the Chinese students’ eyes. Such a communication style in TSR at 
Australian (and other Western) universities, however, has its origin in the Aus-
tralian (and Western) workplace culture. It is expected and viewed as desirable 
that an employee, an academic or professional, makes a distinction between work 
hours and after hours. If an academic allows themselves to be contacted by stu-
dents as is practised in China, they would feel their personal space intruded upon 
and entitled rights compromised. Asking students to send their inquiries through 
emails also allows the teacher to better organise their working hours. In addition, 
communicating through the university email system rather than on social media/
personal phone is not only following the code of ethics for Australian teachers but 
is also a way of ensuring accountability (Monash University 2020).
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Conclusion, limitation, and further research

With more than half a million international students seeking education in Australia 
and many more in other countries such as the United States and the United King-
dom, students’ satisfaction with overseas experience, including their interactions 
with the local culture and people, is crucial to host universities and governments. 
This qualitative interview study examined the teacher–student relationships experi-
enced by students in Sino-Australian 2+2 joint programs.

This study is one of the first that particularly focusses on students’ lived expe-
riences of cross-cultural TSRs and provides important insights into cross-cultural 
TSR. Such insights are instrumental to improving cross-cultural experiences of 
international students on these and other similar transnational joint programs. This 
study revealed a mismatch between students’ expectations about the TSR and com-
munication with teachers, and the TSR practices and communication preferences 
in the Australian higher education context. The findings indicate that these joint 
program students may have experienced less frustration had they been prepared by 
their home institutions in cross-cultural awareness. The host university, on the other 
hand, should also provide induction to international students to further develop their 
awareness and understanding about the TSR and the communication styles that are 
practised differently at the host university.

Future research on TSR may be both qualitative and quantitative, using surveys 
as well as interviews and including a larger student sample and teachers from dif-
ferent cultures. This further research may lead to deeper insights into TSR between 
cross-border higher education institutions, which may in turn lead to higher satisfac-
tion of international students.

Funding  This research was supported by Women in Research Grant Scheme of Queensland University of 
Technology, Brisbane, Australia (2017).
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