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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study explores the motivational drives and barriers experienced by Mainland Chinese students
learning English during a one-month exchange program in Malaysia. Drawing on semi-structured focus group
interviews with ten participants, the research investigates how factors such as career aspirations, personal growth,
and aspirations for global communication motivate English learning, while language anxiety, cultural adaptation
challenges, and communication difficulties pose significant barriers. The findings reveal that language anxiety
manifested through fear of making mistakes and oral communication apprehension seriously hampers students’
participation and performance. Additionally, cultural dissonance and unfamiliar accents exacerbate these
challenges, contributing to feelings of isolation. Participants employ various coping strategies, including peer
support and mindfulness techniques, to manage their anxiety. The study underscores the importance of culturally
responsive teaching, supportive learning environments, and structured language support programs to alleviate
anxiety and enhance motivation among international students. Recommendations for educators and
policymakers aim to optimize English learning experiences for Chinese students in multicultural contexts.
Limitations related to sample size and program duration suggest avenues for future longitudinal and comparative
research. This study contributes to understanding the complex interplay between motivation and anxiety in EFL
learning within international education settings.

INTRODUCTION

The study of English as a global language has become increasingly significant, especially for Chinese students
who are navigating an international education landscape. English is not only the primary medium of
communication in global business, science, and technology but also serves as a bridge for cultural exchange and
understanding (Crystal, 2020). For Chinese students, proficiency in English has become essential for academic
success and career advancement, particularly as China continues to expand its global influence (Wang & Zhang,
2021). As such, the ability to communicate effectively in English is increasingly viewed as a vital skill that can
open doors to international opportunities.

Understanding the dynamics of motivation and anxiety in learning English as a foreign language (EFL) is crucial
for enhancing educational outcomes. Motivation has been identified as a key factor influencing language
acquisition, with research suggesting that intrinsic motivation such as personal interest and enjoyment can lead
to more effective learning experiences (Ddrnyei & Ushioda, 2021; Liu et al., 2022). Conversely, language
anxiety can impede learning by creating barriers to participation and communication. Studies indicate that
anxiety related to speaking in English often stems from fear of making mistakes or being judged by peers
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(Maclntyre & Gregersen, 2020). Therefore, exploring these emotional dimensions is essential for understanding
how Mainland Chinese students adapt to learning English in foreign contexts.

Background of the Study

Mainland Chinese students face specific challenges when learning English in environments like Malaysia. These
challenges include cultural differences that affect communication styles and classroom interactions, as well as
varying educational expectations that may differ significantly from their experiences back home (Chen &
Starosta, 2023). Additionally, language anxiety can be exacerbated by unfamiliar accents and dialects
encountered in Malaysia, further complicating their learning experiences (Zhang et al., 2022). The unique
context of studying abroad presents both opportunities and obstacles that must be carefully examined to better
support these students.

The relevance of English as a global language cannot be overstated for Chinese students. By studying the
motivations and anxieties associated with EFL learning, particularly in foreign settings like Malaysia, this
research aims to shed light on the complexities of their educational journeys and provide insights into how best
to support them.

Problem Statement

This study highlights critical gaps in the current understanding of the experiences of Mainland Chinese students
participating in exchange programs while learning English in Malaysia. Despite the increasing number of
Chinese students pursuing international education, there is limited research specifically addressing their unique
challenges and experiences in this context. Existing studies have primarily focused on language learning within
China or have generalized findings without considering the specific dynamics faced by students abroad (Chen
& Starosta, 2023; Liu et al., 2022). This lack of targeted research leaves a significant void in understanding how
these students navigate their English learning journeys in a foreign environment.

Moreover, it is essential to explore how both motivational factors and language anxiety shape the learning
experiences of these students. Motivation plays a vital role in language acquisition, influencing students'
engagement and persistence in overcoming obstacles (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2021). However, language anxiety
often acts as a barrier that can inhibit effective communication and learning (Maclntyre & Gregersen, 2020).
The interplay between motivation and anxiety has not been sufficiently investigated within the context of
Chinese students studying in Malaysia. Understanding this relationship is crucial for developing effective
pedagogical strategies that can enhance their learning experiences and outcomes.

In summary, the lack of comprehensive research on the experiences of Mainland Chinese students in exchange
programs highlights an urgent need to examine how motivational factors and language anxiety interact to
influence their English learning. Addressing this gap will not only contribute to the academic discourse but also
provide practical insights for educators and policymakers aiming to support these students more effectively.

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this study is to explore the barriers and motivational drives that influence the learning
of English among Mainland Chinese students participating in exchange programs in Malaysia. Specifically, the
research aims to:

Identify Barriers: Examine the various obstacles that these students encounter while learning English,
including language anxiety, communication difficulties, and cultural differences. Understanding these barriers is
crucial for developing strategies to facilitate more effective learning environments.

Explore Motivational Drives: Investigate the motivational factors that propel these students to learn English,
such as aspirations for career prospects, personal development, and the desire for global communication.
Recognizing these drives can help educators tailor their approaches to better engage students.
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Analyse Interactions: Assess how the identified barriers and motivational factors interact to shape the overall
learning experiences of Chinese students in Malaysia. This analysis will provide insights into how positive
motivations can mitigate the impact of anxiety and other challenges.

Research Questions
To achieve these objectives, the following research questions will guide the study:

i.  What are the key motivational factors influencing Chinese students’ English learning in Malaysia?
ii. What barriers do Chinese students face while learning English in a foreign environment?
iii. How do these barriers and motivational factors interact to affect their learning outcomes?

By addressing these questions, this research aims to contribute valuable insights into the complexities of English
language learning among Mainland Chinese students in a multicultural setting, ultimately informing educational
practices and policies that support their academic success.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theories of Motivation in Language Learning

Understanding the motivational dynamics in language learning is critical for enhancing educational outcomes,
particularly for students learning English as a foreign language (EFL). Two prominent theories that have shaped
the discourse on motivation in language acquisition are Gardner’s Socio-Educational Model and Doérnyei's
Motivational Framework.

Gardner’s Socio-Educational Model posits that motivation is influenced by social and educational contexts.
According to Gardner (1985), integrative motivation where learners seek to connect with the culture of the
language they are learning plays a significant role in language acquisition. This model emphasizes the
importance of attitudes toward the language community and the desire to integrate into that community. Recent
studies have reaffirmed Gardner’s assertions, indicating that students who exhibit strong integrative motivation
tend to achieve higher proficiency levels in English (Khan & Ali, 2023). For Mainland Chinese students, this
can manifest in their aspirations to engage with global cultures and enhance their career prospects through
English proficiency.

Dornyei's Motivational Framework, on the other hand, expands on Gardner’s model by introducing a more
comprehensive structure that includes three levels of motivation: the language level, the learner level, and the
learning situation level. Dornyei (2001) argues that these levels interact dynamically, influencing learners'
attitudes and behaviours. Recent research has demonstrated that factors such as classroom dynamics, teacher
support, and peer relationships significantly impact students' motivation to learn English (Zhang et al., 2022).
This framework is particularly relevant for understanding the experiences of Chinese students in Malaysia, where
cultural and educational differences may affect their motivation.

In addition to these foundational theories, recent literature has explored how contextual factors such as studying
abroad can further shape motivational dynamics. For instance, Chen et al. (2024) found that studying in a foreign
environment can enhance intrinsic motivation by providing authentic language use opportunities and exposure
to diverse cultural perspectives. This aligns with Dornyei's emphasis on the learning situation level, highlighting
how external factors can bolster or diminish motivation.

Moreover, understanding the interplay between motivational factors and language anxiety is crucial. Maclntyre
and Gregersen (2020) suggest that high levels of anxiety can undermine motivation, creating a cycle where fear
of failure inhibits engagement in language learning activities. This relationship is particularly pertinent for
Chinese students studying in Malaysia, where unfamiliar linguistic environments may exacerbate feelings of
anxiety.

In summary, both Gardner’s Socio-Educational Model and Dornyei's Motivational Framework provide valuable
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insights into the motivations driving language learning among students. By integrating these theories with
contemporary research findings, this study aims to explore how these motivational factors interact with barriers
such as language anxiety among Mainland Chinese students learning English in Malaysia.

Language Anxiety in EFL Contexts

Language anxiety is a pervasive issue that significantly impacts the learning experiences of non-native speakers,
particularly in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context. This anxiety can manifest in various forms,
including fear of speaking, apprehension about making mistakes, and discomfort in social interactions.
Understanding the nuances of language anxiety is essential for developing effective pedagogical strategies that
can alleviate these fears and enhance learning outcomes.

Language anxiety is often characterized by feelings of nervousness and apprehension when using a foreign
language. MacIntyre and Gregersen (2020) describe it as a multifaceted construct that can lead to avoidance
behaviours, impacting students' willingness to engage in language learning activities. Their research highlights
that anxiety can significantly hinder communication effectiveness and overall language acquisition, particularly
among learners in foreign environments where they feel exposed to judgment.

One of the most prevalent forms of language anxiety is the fear of speaking, which can be particularly acute for
non-native speakers. Liu et al. (2021) found that students often experience heightened anxiety during oral
communication tasks, leading to a reluctance to participate in class discussions or engage with peers. This fear
is exacerbated in foreign settings, where unfamiliar accents and cultural nuances may further complicate
communication efforts (Zhang et al., 2023). The study emphasizes the need for supportive classroom
environments that encourage risk-taking and reduce performance pressure.

The cultural context in which language learning occurs plays a crucial role in shaping students' experiences of
anxiety. Chen and Starosta (2023) explored how cultural differences between Chinese students and their
Malaysian peers contributed to feelings of isolation and anxiety during their exchange program. Their findings
indicate that cultural misunderstandings can amplify language anxiety, making it imperative for educators to
foster intercultural competence among students to mitigate these effects.

Research has also focused on coping strategies that learners employ to manage language anxiety. Wang et al.
(2022) identified various techniques, such as peer support systems, mindfulness practices, and structured
language practice sessions, that have proven effective in reducing anxiety levels among EFL learners. Their
study underscores the importance of creating supportive learning environments where students feel safe to
express themselves without fear of negative evaluation.

Finally, the relationship between motivation and language anxiety has been a focal point in recent studies.
Dornyei et al. (2022) argue that while high motivation can help mitigate feelings of anxiety, the presence of
significant barriers such as fear of making mistakes can still hinder progress. Their research suggests that
understanding this interplay is crucial for developing interventions aimed at enhancing both motivation and
confidence among EFL learners.

Further research by Alharbi (2023) emphasizes the role of teacher support in alleviating language anxiety among
EFL learners. The study found that positive reinforcement from teachers significantly reduces students' fears
associated with speaking English in class, fostering a more conducive learning environment.

Moreover, a study by Tran et al. (2024) explored the impact of peer interactions on language anxiety levels
among international students. The findings indicated that collaborative learning experiences could help reduce
anxiety by providing opportunities for practice and mutual support.

Recent research by Lai et al. (2024) specifically investigates the influence of language anxiety on English oral
performance among Mainland Chinese postgraduates studying at a Malaysian public university. The study
identifies key factors contributing to language anxiety, including cultural adaptation difficulties, fear of negative
evaluation, and limited opportunities for English-speaking practice. The findings reveal that language anxiety
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significantly hinders oral performance, leading to speech hesitations, avoidance behaviours, and communication
errors.

In summary, language anxiety remains a critical issue for non-native speakers learning English in foreign
contexts. By examining its various dimensions ranging from fear of speaking to cultural influences, this literature
review highlights the need for targeted strategies that address these challenges while fostering a supportive
learning environment.

Language Anxiety in EFL Contexts

One of the most significant factors affecting Mainland Chinese students' English learning is language anxiety.
Research by Lai et al. (2024) assessed how language anxiety impacts English oral performance among Chinese
postgraduates studying in Malaysia. The study identified key contributors to this anxiety, including cultural
adaptation difficulties, fear of negative evaluation, and limited opportunities for English-speaking practice. The
findings indicated that language anxiety significantly hinders students' oral performance, leading to speech
hesitations and avoidance behaviours. This aligns with previous studies that have documented similar
experiences among Chinese learners in various contexts (Liu et al., 2021; Zheng & Cheng, 2021).

Cultural adaptation is another critical aspect influencing the experiences of Chinese students learning English
abroad. Zhou and Todman (2020) emphasize that adapting to a new cultural environment often involves
navigating unfamiliar social norms and communication styles. For Mainland Chinese students in Malaysia, the
cultural dissonance between their home culture and the local environment can intensify anxiety during English-
speaking tasks (Wang et al., 2021). This cultural mismatch can create barriers to effective communication and
limit opportunities for practice, further exacerbating language anxiety.

The construction of multilingual identities among Chinese students studying abroad has also been a focus of
recent research. Fan et al. (2023) explored how studying abroad shapes the multilingual identity of Chinese
university students. Their findings revealed that this evolving identity often brings heightened awareness of
language competence, which can exacerbate anxiety when speaking English. The study highlights the complex
interplay between identity formation and language learning, emphasizing that as students navigate their
multilingual identities, they may experience increased pressure to perform well in English.

The COVID-19 pandemic has added another layer of complexity to the experiences of Chinese students learning
English abroad. Liu et al. (2022) conducted a study revealing that the pandemic intensified pre-existing
challenges while introducing new stressors, such as health concerns and social isolation. These stressors likely
compounded language anxiety, making it even more difficult for students to engage confidently in English oral
communication. Xiong et al. (2024) further examined how pandemic-related stress impacted students' intentions
to study abroad, indicating a decline in applications due to concerns about performing in English-speaking
environments.

Research by Zhu et al. (2021) investigated challenges faced by Chinese students in English-medium instruction
(EMI) programs, identifying language proficiency and academic cultural differences as significant barriers.
These findings underscore the necessity for universities to provide targeted language support to help Chinese
students thrive in EMI settings.

Mainland Chinese students face multifaceted challenges when learning English both in China and abroad.
Language anxiety remains a critical issue that affects their oral performance and social integration. Cultural
adaptation difficulties and identity formation processes further complicate their experiences. Additionally, the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has introduced new stressors that exacerbate these challenges. Understanding
these dynamics is essential for developing effective support strategies tailored to enhance the educational
experiences of Mainland Chinese students in various contexts.

Chinese Students’ Experiences Learning English: Insights from Recent Research

The experiences of Mainland Chinese students learning English, both in China and abroad, have been the subject
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of extensive research in recent years. This body of work highlights the complexities of language acquisition
within the context of student exchange programs, particularly focusing on the cross-cultural challenges these
students face in foreign language environments.

Student exchange programs have been shown to significantly impact language acquisition among Chinese
students. Such programs provide immersive environments where students are required to use English in everyday
situations, which can enhance their language skills. However, they also introduce various challenges, including
cultural adaptation and language anxiety.

Cultural adaptation is a major hurdle for Mainland Chinese students studying abroad. Zhou and Todman (2020)
emphasize that adapting to a new cultural environment involves navigating unfamiliar social norms and
communication styles. For students in Malaysia, cultural dissonance can heighten anxiety during English-
speaking tasks, as they may fear violating unspoken cultural rules or being misunderstood (Wang et al., 2021).
This cultural mismatch can create barriers to effective communication, leading to reluctance in engaging in
English oral activities, thus limiting opportunities for practice and improvement.

Language anxiety is a significant barrier affecting the learning experiences of Chinese students abroad. Lai et al.
(2024) found that language anxiety considerably hinders oral performance among Mainland Chinese
postgraduates in Malaysia. Key factors contributing to this anxiety include fear of negative evaluation, cultural
adaptation difficulties, and limited opportunities for English-speaking practice. The findings reveal that such
anxieties lead to speech hesitations and avoidance behaviours, further impairing communication effectiveness.

The psychological toll of language anxiety on students cannot be overstated. Liu et al. (2022) revealed that the
COVID-19 pandemic intensified existing challenges for Chinese international students, introducing stressors
such as health concerns and social isolation. These stressors compounded language anxiety, making it even more
difficult for students to engage confidently in English oral communication.

Additionally, Fan et al. (2023) explored how studying abroad shapes the multilingual identity of Chinese
university students. Their findings indicate that this evolving identity often brings heightened awareness of
language competence, which can exacerbate anxiety when speaking English. As students navigate their
multilingual identities, they may feel increased pressure to perform well in English-speaking environments.

Research has also examined the role of institutional support in mitigating language anxiety among Chinese
students. Zhu et al. (2021) found that targeted language support programs can significantly enhance students'
confidence and performance in English-medium instruction (EMI) settings. However, many Chinese students
report insufficient institutional support when studying abroad (Wang et al., 2021).

Coping strategies employed by students are crucial for managing language anxiety. Peng and Woodrow (2022)
identified peer support systems and mindfulness practices as effective techniques for reducing anxiety levels
among EFL learners. These strategies emphasize the importance of creating supportive learning environments
where students feel safe to express themselves without fear of negative evaluation.

Recent research underscores the multifaceted experiences of Mainland Chinese students learning English both
in China and abroad. While student exchange programs offer valuable opportunities for language acquisition,
they also present significant challenges related to cultural adaptation and language anxiety. Understanding these
dynamics is essential for developing effective support strategies tailored to enhance the educational experiences
of Chinese students in various contexts.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study aims to explore the key motivational factors influencing Chinese students' English learning in
Malaysia, the barriers they face while learning English in a foreign environment, and how these barriers and
motivational factors interact to affect their learning outcomes. A qualitative research design was employed,
utilizing semi-structured focus group interviews to gather in-depth insights from participants.
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Research Design

A qualitative approach was selected for this study to capture the complexities of students' experiences related to
motivation and language learning barriers. Focus group interviews were deemed appropriate for this research as
they facilitate open dialogue among participants, allowing for the exploration of shared experiences and
perspectives (Denscombe, 2007; Krueger, 2002). This method enables researchers to gather rich qualitative data
that can provide a deeper understanding of the factors influencing language acquisition.

Participants

The participants in this study consisted of ten Mainland Chinese students from Guangxi Minzu Normal
University who were participating in a one-month exchange program at Universiti Teknologi MARA Cawangan
Kelantan (UITMCK), Malaysia.

DATA COLLECTION

Focus Group Interview Protocol

A single semi-structured focus group interview was conducted with all of the participants. The interview lasted
approximately 90 minutes and took place in a quiet room at U'TMCK to ensure confidentiality and comfort. The
interview was guided by predetermined questions that explored the following discussion topics:

i.  Motivational factors influencing their English learning.
ii. Barriers faced while learning English in a foreign environment.
iii.  Interactions between these barriers and motivational factors affecting their learning outcomes.

The focus group setting allowed for dynamic interactions among participants, facilitating a richer exploration of
their shared experiences.

Data Analysis

A word cloud was created to visually represent the most frequently mentioned terms and phrases from the focus
group interviews. This method provides an immediate visual summary of key concepts and themes that emerged
during the discussions. The word cloud was generated using text analysis software, which processed the
transcriptions of the focus group interviews to identify high-frequency words related to language anxiety,
motivational factors, and barriers faced by participants.

Following the creation of the word cloud, a thematic analysis was conducted on the transcribed focus group
interviews. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method that involves identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). This approach was particularly suitable for
this study as it allowed for an in-depth exploration of participants' experiences with language anxiety and its
effects on their English oral performance.

Thematic analysis not only provided a structured way to interpret qualitative data but also allowed researchers
to uncover deeper insights into how language anxiety interacts with motivational factors and barriers faced by
Chinese students studying in Malaysia.

By employing both word cloud generation and thematic analysis, this study aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the factors influencing language anxiety among Mainland Chinese postgraduate students in
Malaysia, ultimately informing strategies for enhancing their English learning experiences.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the research process. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants prior to the interviews, ensuring they understood the purpose of the study and their right to withdraw
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at any time without consequence. Confidentiality was maintained by anonymizing participant data and securely
storing all recordings and transcripts. Participants were assured that their identities would remain confidential in
any published findings.

Summary

Aspect Description

1 Research Design . Qualitative approach using semi-structured focus group interviews

2 Participants . Ten Mainland Chinese students from Guangxi Minzu Normal
University participating in a one-month exchange program at U TMCK.

3 Demographics o Ages 21-24
o Ten females
. Major in English Language and Education Studies

4 Data Collection . One focus group interview lasting approximately 90 minutes
o Conducted in a quiet room at Ui'TMCK.

5 Discussion Topics . Motivational factors
o Barriers faced while learning English
o Interactions between barriers and motivational factors.

6 Data Analysis . Word Cloud: Visual representation of frequently mentioned terms from
focus group interviews; highlights key themes.
o Thematic Analysis: Systematic process of coding and identifying
themes from transcribed interviews; provides in-depth insights into
participants' experiences.

7 Ethical Considerations | e Informed consent
o Confidentiality
o Right to withdraw.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The focus group interviews revealed several key themes related to language anxiety among Mainland Chinese
postgraduate students at Universiti Teknologi MARA Cawangan Kelantan (UiITMCK). Each theme highlights
distinct aspects of their experiences and provides insights into the complexities of language learning in a foreign
environment.

Word Cloud

The word cloud generated from the discussion on language anxiety among Mainland Chinese students at
Universiti Teknologi MARA Cawangan Kelantan (UI'TMCK) highlights several key themes. Prominent words
such as “motivation,” “anxiety,” “barriers,” and “strategies” indicate the central focus areas of the study. The
emphasis on “career,” “communication,” and “personal growth” underscores the students’ intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations for learning English. These motivations are crucial for their academic success and future career
opportunities, reflecting the broader trend of English as a global lingua franca. However, the presence of words
like “fear,” “mistakes,” and “avoidance” points to the significant challenges these students face, particularly
related to language anxiety and the fear of negative evaluation.

99 ¢¢

29 <6

Additionally, the word cloud reveals the importance of “support,” “resilience,” and “cultural” aspects in
managing language anxiety. The students’ experiences of cultural dissonance and environmental challenges are
evident, highlighting the need for targeted support from educational institutions. Strategies such as peer support,
language practice groups, and personal resilience are essential in overcoming these barriers. The findings suggest
that while motivational drives are vital for language acquisition, addressing the psychological and cultural
challenges is equally important to enhance the educational experiences of international students in a multicultural
setting.
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The word cloud serves as a visual tool that highlights the most frequently mentioned words and themes from the
discussion, making it easier for researchers to identify key areas of focus. For instance, the prominence of words
like “motivation,” “career,” “communication,” and “personal growth” directly points to the first theme, which
revolves around the motivational drives for learning English. These words indicate the students’ intrinsic and
extrinsic motivations, aligning with the findings that career opportunities and personal development are

significant factors.
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Similarly, the frequent appearance of words such as “anxiety,” “fear,” “mistakes,” and “avoidance” helps in
identifying the second theme related to barriers associated with language anxiety. The word cloud also highlights
terms like “cultural,” “environmental,” and “support,” which are crucial for understanding the third theme about
cultural and environmental challenges. Finally, words like “strategies,” “resilience,” and “peer support” point
towards the fourth theme, which discusses the strategies employed by students to overcome these barriers. By

visually representing these key terms, the word cloud aids researchers in quickly pinpointing the central themes
and their interconnectedness within the study.
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THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Theme 1: Motivational Drives for Learning English

Participants identified future career opportunities, global communication, personal growth, and academic
success as key motivating factors for learning English. Many expressed that proficiency in English is essential
for their career aspirations, particularly in fields that require global communication. Additionally, students noted
that mastering English contributes to their personal development and confidence.

These findings align with Ddrnyei's (2001) motivational framework, which emphasizes intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations in language learning. The desire for career advancement and personal growth resonates with
previous studies highlighting the importance of motivation in language acquisition (Zhao et al., 2013).
Furthermore, the participants' emphasis on global communication reflects a broader trend among international
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students who recognize the value of English as a lingua franca. However, it is crucial to consider how these
motivational drives can be undermined by the barriers they face, particularly language anxiety.

Theme 2: Barriers Related to Language Anxiety

The interviews highlighted various barriers associated with language anxiety, including fear of making mistakes,
anxiety in oral communication, and difficulty understanding accents and cultural references. Participants
reported a significant fear of making errors during oral communication, leading to avoidance behaviours.

The barriers identified are consistent with existing literature on language anxiety among EFL learners. Liu et al.
(2021) noted that fear of negative evaluation significantly impacts students' willingness to engage in oral tasks.
The participants' experiences of heightened anxiety when required to speak in English are indicative of a broader
phenomenon where language learners often feel vulnerable in foreign settings (Zhang et al., 2022). This fear can
create a cycle of avoidance that ultimately hinders their language acquisition and academic performance.

Theme 3: Cultural and Environmental Challenges

Participants faced several cultural and environmental challenges during their exchange program, including
adjusting to the Malaysian learning environment, coping with different cultural contexts, and dealing with
homesickness. Many students expressed feelings of isolation due to cultural dissonance.

These cultural challenges echo findings from Zhou and Todman (2020), who emphasized the difficulties
international students face when adapting to new cultural environments. For Mainland Chinese students in
Malaysia, the cultural mismatch can exacerbate feelings of anxiety and hinder effective communication. This
aligns with Wang et al. (2021), who found that cultural dissonance can create barriers to engagement in academic
settings. Addressing these challenges requires targeted support from educational institutions to facilitate
smoother cultural transitions.

Theme 4: Strategies to Overcome Barriers

Participants shared various strategies employed to manage language anxiety, including support systems such as
peer support and language practice groups, personal resilience, and coping mechanisms like mindfulness
techniques.

The strategies identified by participants reflect a proactive approach to overcoming barriers associated with
language anxiety. Peer support has been shown to be effective in reducing anxiety levels among EFL learners
(Peng & Woodrow, 2022). The emphasis on personal resilience highlights the importance of individual agency
in navigating challenges. However, while these strategies are beneficial, they also underscore the need for
institutional support systems that can provide structured opportunities for practice and engagement in English-
speaking environments.

In conclusion, the findings from this study provide valuable insights into the experiences of Mainland Chinese
students regarding motivational factors and barriers affecting their English learning during their exchange
program in Malaysia. By linking these findings to existing literature, it becomes evident that while motivational
drives play a crucial role in fostering language acquisition, barriers such as language anxiety and cultural
adaptation challenges can significantly impede progress. Understanding these dynamics is essential for
developing effective support strategies tailored to enhance the educational experiences of international students
in multicultural settings.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the experiences of Mainland Chinese postgraduate students regarding their English learning
in Malaysia, focusing on the motivational drives and barriers they encounter, particularly language anxiety. The
findings reveal critical insights into how these factors interact and shape their overall learning experience.
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Summary of Key Findings

The study identified four main themes affecting the English learning experiences of Chinese students in Malaysia.
First, participants highlighted motivational drives such as future career opportunities, global communication,
personal growth, and academic success as primary motivators for learning English. These factors play a crucial
role in fostering a positive attitude toward language acquisition. Second, significant barriers related to language
anxiety were identified, including fear of making mistakes, anxiety in oral communication, and difficulty
understanding local accents and cultural references. These barriers often hindered students' participation in
academic discussions and presentations. Third, students faced several cultural and environmental challenges
during their exchange program, including adjusting to the Malaysian learning environment, coping with different
cultural contexts, and dealing with homesickness. Many students expressed feelings of isolation due to cultural
dissonance. Lastly, participants shared various strategies to overcome barriers, such as peer support systems,
personal resilience, and coping mechanisms like mindfulness techniques.

Implications for Language Learning and Teaching

The findings have several implications for educators working withinternational students. First, addressing
language anxiety is essential; educators should create a supportive classroom environment that encourages risk-
taking and reduces the fear of negative evaluation. This can be achieved through positive reinforcement and
constructive feedback. Second, understanding the motivational drives of students can help educators design
engaging curricula that align with students' career aspirations and personal goals. Incorporating real-world
applications of English can enhance motivation. Third, educators should be aware of cultural differences that
may affect learning behaviours and anxiety levels. Implementing culturally responsive teaching practices can
help bridge gaps between students' backgrounds and the new academic environment.

Recommendations for Student Exchange Programs

To enhance English learning experiences for international students, particularly those participating in exchange
programs, several recommendations arise from this study. First, universities should offer structured language
support programs that provide opportunities for practice in real-life situations, such as conversation clubs or
language exchange partnerships. Second, implementing orientation programs that address cultural differences
and provide strategies for adapting to new environments can help ease the transition for international students.
Lastly, establishing peer mentorship programs where more experienced students guide newcomers can foster a
sense of community and reduce feelings of isolation.

Limitations of the Study
While this study provides valuable insights, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. The small sample

size involved only five participants from one university, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to
a broader population of Mainland Chinese students studying abroad. Additionally, the one-month duration of the
exchange program may not capture the full range of experiences related to language anxiety or cultural
adaptation. Longitudinal studies could provide deeper insights into how these factors evolve over time.

In conclusion, this research highlights the complex interplay between motivation, language anxiety, and cultural
adaptation among Mainland Chinese postgraduate students in Malaysia. By addressing these dynamics through
targeted educational strategies and support systems, institutions can better facilitate successful language
acquisition and enhance the overall academic experience for international students.

Future Research Suggestions

Based on the findings and discussions of this study, several avenues for future research are recommended to
further explore the complexities of language anxiety and its impact on English learning among Mainland Chinese
students in Malaysia and similar contexts.
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First, conducting further research on a larger scale would be beneficial. A broader sample size that includes more
diverse participants from various universities across Malaysia could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the experiences of Chinese students in different academic settings. This would help to identify
whether the findings are consistent across various institutions or if unique challenges exist in specific contexts.

Second, extending the duration of the exchange programs studied could yield valuable insights. Longitudinal
studies that track changes in language anxiety and its effects on English proficiency over time would provide a
deeper understanding of how these dynamics evolve. Such research could help identify critical periods during
which students experience heightened anxiety and determine effective interventions that can be implemented at
various stages of their academic journey.

Additionally, exploring the experiences of students from other cultural backgrounds participating in similar
exchange programs could enrich the literature on language anxiety. Comparative studies could highlight unique
cultural factors that influence language learning experiences and anxiety levels, thereby informing more tailored
support strategies for diverse student populations.

Lastly, examining the effectiveness of specific interventions designed to reduce language anxiety and enhance
motivation would be valuable. Research could focus on evaluating programs such as peer mentorship, language
practice groups, and culturally responsive teaching methods. Understanding which strategies are most effective
in different contexts will help educators develop targeted approaches to support international students in
overcoming language barriers.

In summary, expanding the scope of research to include larger samples, longer durations, diverse cultural
backgrounds, and specific interventions will contribute significantly to our understanding of language anxiety
and its impact on English learning among international students. These efforts will ultimately support the
development of effective educational practices that foster successful language acquisition and enhance the
overall academic experience for students studying abroad.
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