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Abstract

:

Learning a foreign language is not easy for many students, particularly for nursing students who need to complete their internships in the hospital. However, motivation always drives them to the foreign language classrooms. The purpose of this study was to understand the motivations and reasons behind why these nursing students decided to study Mandarin Chinese as part of their personal development and enhancement beyond the curriculum. One main question and one sub-research question were written, why would nursing students decide to take Chinese as the tool for foreign language and culture development? What and why are the reasons and motivations for nursing students to take Chinese beyond their curriculum? The qualitative case study method was employed in order to investigate 36 nursing university students in the United Kingdom. The results of this study concluded that nursing students tend to study Chinese due to personal development and career goals. School leaders, department heads, government leaders, policymakers, human resources professionals, vocational trainers, and researchers may take this study as the opportunity to reform their current human resource and education plans to offer foreign language courses to university students, members of the public, learners, and interested parties for both personal development and career enhancements.
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1. Introduction


In recent decades, due to ideas of globalisation and the economic growth of Chinese business communities and markets, the Chinese language has become a popular foreign language in many schools, universities, and graduate schools internationally. According to a recent report [1], Spanish (21%), French (10%), Italian (7%), German (5%), and Japanese (3%) were ranked as the top five languages for British students to learn in the United Kingdom. More than half of the participants believed that it is important for British students to understand at least one foreign language beyond the basic conversation level, as this may increase their skills and abilities during the post-Brexit era. In 2018, one-fourth of the participants indicated that they might encourage their children to learn a foreign language at school, with Mandarin Chinese as one of the most popular targets in the United Kingdom. Besides personal growth, many previous studies indicated that Chinese markets and business environments had grown rapidly all across the globe. Therefore, the knowledge and skill in Mandarin Chinese language and culture may allow individuals to access international opportunities and promotions.



In addition to the personal enhancement of foreign language learning, the skills of Mandarin Chinese could be helpful in the United Kingdom. According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency [2], Chinese students have become the largest international student group in the United Kingdom. During the 2014/2015 academic year, 89,540 Chinese students were enrolled at schools in the United Kingdom. Based on these statistics, almost one-fifth of the international student population in the United Kingdom comprised Chinese students in 2014/2015. However, the Chinese student population has significantly increased within a few years. In the 2018/2019 academic year, 35% of the non-European Union students came from China, which represented 35% of the total international student population (120,385). Although Indian students were ranked as the second highest international student population, the overall number was significantly lower than that of Chinese students, with only 26,685 Indian students during the 2018/2019 academic year.



Internationally, according to a recent report [3], for both first language speakers and foreign language speakers, the most spoken languages worldwide are English (1268 million), followed by Mandarin Chinese (1120 million), Hindi (637 million), Spanish (538 million), French (277 million), Standard Arabic (274 million), Bengali (265 million), Russian (258 million), Portuguese (252 million), Indonesian (199 million), Urdu (171 million), Standard German (132 million), Japanese (126 million), Swahili (99 million), and Marathi (95 million). Mandarin Chinese and related languages, such as its dialects, are not merely spoken by Chinese residents but also by people in other countries and regions. In fact, residents in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Singapore generally consider the Chinese language as one of the most spoken languages in their communities. Furthermore, significant groups of the Chinese diaspora and overseas residents living in communities in different parts of the globe may use the Chinese language for daily activities. Therefore, Mandarin Chinese and related languages are significantly useful in many backgrounds and situations.



Learning a foreign language is an important developmental step for public health professionals, particularly frontline nursing professionals who encounter patients [4]. A previous study [5] indicated that English as a second language (ESL) nursing students may face cultural conflict and confusion due to both language and cultural differences. Therefore, many of them would like to learn the English language in order to provide better care and services to their patients. The current clinical environment means that services are offered not only to local patients but also to foreign patients from different countries and regions [6]. Beyond healthcare and medical skills, one of the ways for medical staff to upgrade their soft skills is to gain knowledge of a foreign language. Effective communication regarding the patients’ health and medical issues always enhances the satisfaction with and results of medical treatment [7]. Although translators and interpreters may be available in some large hospitals, patients’ rights and treatments may suffer from medical staff not knowing how to explain the steps and procedures to them. More importantly, patients in rural communities who cannot access interpreters may not be able to receive appropriate information due to the lack of language and cultural awareness of the medical staff [8].



From the perspective of cultural awareness, some previous studies indicated that nursing professionals learn foreign languages as one of their professional skills, as they would like to understand the responses and needs of their patients [9]. A previous study [10] investigated a group of 401 clinical nurses from 21 hospitals regarding their understanding of and motivation for foreign language and culture learning. The results indicated that nurses’ understanding of foreign cultures and cultural awareness are key to responding to the needs of their patients. More importantly, due to globalisation and the mass movement of people [11], current clinical environments should be upgraded to diverse and inclusive sites in order to satisfy the needs of patients from different parts of the world [12].



The current healthcare environment is facing the highly demanding situation of intercultural and international interactions between local health professionals and foreign patients. A previous study [13] assessed and compared clinical nurses’ understanding and awareness of cultural and international patients and arrangements (i.e., from the perspectives of their knowledge and acceptance of first language and second language). The result indicated that nurses without upper-level second language skills and proficiencies might feel less confident when working with patients due to their lack of cultural awareness.



1.1. Purpose of the Study


Although many previous studies [14] indicated that understanding a foreign language and gaining cultural awareness from patients are key to increasing the outcomes of treatments, many nursing schools in the United Kingdom do not implement any foreign language requirements and elements into their current plans. Current curriculum plans are responding neither to the recommendations from numbers of reports nor to the needs of patients [9].



Although department heads and school leaders cannot change the curriculum plans for nursing students due to governmental policies, some schools decide to offer additional foreign language modules and training in afterschool programmes. Based on the current diverse population and demands of Chinese speaking professionals in the United Kingdom, a large number of schools and universities are offering Mandarin Chinese language courses for their students. According to The British Association for Chinese Studies [15], there are more than 30 British universities offering Chinese language and culture courses at the degree level in the United Kingdom. Moreover, most universities provide non-degree level language courses and modules at their language centres and departments. Therefore, university students may enjoy foreign language learning and training in most school environments in the United Kingdom.



The purpose of this study was to understand the motivations and reasons behind why these nursing students decided to study Mandarin Chinese as part of their personal development and enhancement beyond the curriculum. There are two significant points for this study. First, unlike Spanish and French (i.e., two of the most popular foreign languages in the United Kingdom), Mandarin Chinese does not share significant similarities with the English language. Therefore, the researcher wanted to understand why Mandarin Chinese would be their choice. Second, nursing students’ curriculum and plans are busy and packed due to heavy workload and multiple internships and practicums. The researcher wanted to understand why nursing students would decide to take additional foreign language courses and training, in this case, Mandarin Chinese. The research was guided by two research questions (i.e., one main research question and one sub-research question), which are:




	
Why would nursing students decide to take Mandarin Chinese (i.e., rather than other foreign languages) as the tool for foreign language and culture development?




	1.1

	
What are the reasons and motivations for nursing students to take Mandarin Chinese courses and training beyond their curriculum and plans, and why?















1.2. Theoretical Framework


Motivation is one of the most important elements in foreign language learning [16]. According to Bandura [17], individuals need to have reasons for motivation and direction in order to gain new knowledge and learning, particularly for adults who need to learn new knowledge beyond the compulsory curriculum [18]. Therefore, understanding the differences between groups and students may help both teachers and students to locate the appropriate teaching and learning methods, directions, and even the foreign language itself.



In this study, the researcher employed the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21] as the theoretical framework for investigating the motivational reasons behind why nursing students decided to learn Chinese as a foreign language during their university voyage. The social cognitive career theory [19,20,21] advocated that individuals developed their career and occupation goals and directions based on the social-cultural background of their living communities. In fact, the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21] was originally developed for the occupational-oriented issues, such as the reasons and motivations why individuals decided to start or leave their career and job in a certain way or direction. However, the framework of social cognitive career theory may be employed to understand the reasons and motivations why individuals decide to study and learn different courses and skills in our global communities [22]. Therefore, the current study employed the social cognitive career theory as the tool to understand and explore the reasons, motivations, and learning behaviours of nursing students in the United Kingdom, in this case, the Mandarin Chinese language [23].



Based on many studies and results [24,25,26], researchers have concluded that both intentions (e.g., individuals’ personal beliefs, personal development, ideas, and goals) [27,28] and behaviours (e.g., movements, conducts, and practices) [29,30] may influence an individuals’ reasons and motivations. Due to the social developments and changes, the current study employed the upgraded version of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31]. The current version of the social cognitive career theory [31] was tested for a group of nursing students in the bilingual teaching and learning environment. With a similar background, the researcher advocated that it was appropriate for this study, particularly for the similar rationale. To conclude, five elements may influence the overall behaviours of the individuals, which are: financial decisions, career goals, personal developments, personal considerations, and academic achievements. To view the social cognitive career theory, please refer to Figure 1.





2. Materials and Methods


The researcher employed the qualitative research method to collect and analyse the data into themes and subthemes [32]. The current study collected data from a small group of individuals who were working on or completing their Mandarin Chinese courses as additional training beyond their curriculum (i.e., also known as the afterschool programme). As the nature of this study tended to collect data from a group of participants within a certain location and school, the researcher decided to employ the case study methodology.



2.1. Case Study


A qualitative method with the direction of a single case study research design was employed [33]. The case study approach was used because the design allowed for an in-depth understanding and exploration of the current topic about the foreign language learning in a designated site (i.e., school) and a study programme (i.e., nursing degree course). The performance of the case study allowed the researcher to understand the procedure, development, and responses of a group of participants in a particular area. Unlike phenomenological analyses, which may concern the behaviours and ideas of a large group of people in the cities, regions, and countries, a case study tends to focus on a particular site or group for in-depth understanding and investigation. In this case, since the researcher sought the reasons and motivations of a group of individuals in a particular site, this study fit the nature of the case study design.




2.2. The Afterschool Foreign Langauge Programme


Based on the current approval curriculum plan from the university and department of nursing, nursing students do not need to complete any foreign language and culture courses and training. However, the department leaders believed that nursing professional and medical staff should have a sense of cultural awareness of foreign and international patients’ behaviours. Therefore, the nursing school coordinated with the foreign language department and the language centre for the afterschool foreign language programme. Currently, besides Mandarin Chinese, the language centre offers Spanish, French, Italian, and German for students with a medical background (e.g., nursing students). As most of these learners are degree seekers in a particular subject, in this case, nursing students, the materials and knowledge of these courses are designed for specific purposes.




2.3. Participants and Recruitments


A total of 36 nursing students who are currently enrolled at one of the nursing training programmes (e.g., Bachelor of Nursing Studies) were invited to this study. These participants belong to a university in the United Kingdom. They are working on their Mandarin Chinese courses and training as an afterschool programme beyond their curriculum plan in the field of nursing. These participants are either second-year or final-year students with at least one year of Mandarin Chinese knowledge and training based on the afterschool programme.




2.4. Data Collection


The qualitative design was employed for the data collection procedure [34,35]. To increase the validity of the qualitative data, the researcher employed three sets of data collection tools, including interview sessions, focus group activities, and member checking interview sessions. Based on three different directions of the data sources, the researcher confirmed the data and responses [36].



First, the researcher started with the individual interview sessions for each participant. As most of the participants had packed schedules, the researcher offered either face-to-face interview sessions or distance-based interview sessions. All 36 participants selected the distance-based interview sessions. During the interview sessions, the researcher asked questions about their reasons and motivation for taking Mandarin Chinese as their foreign language. Each interview session lasted 48–62 min.



Second, after the researcher completed the individual interview sessions, the focus group activities started. As most of the participants agreed with the distance-based environment, the focus group activities were hosted online. Six participants were merged into one focus group activity. Therefore, six focus group activities were hosted based on student enrolment. Each focus group activity lasted 56–78 min.



Third, in order to confirm the validity of the data, the researcher sent the related data and responses to each participant for the distance-based member checking of the interview sessions. All participants read and agreed with their own responses. As a result, the research continued with agreement from the participants.



During the interview sessions and focus group activities, the researcher set up the digital recorder for data collection. All agreed that their voices and responses could be recorded for research purposes. However, visual data and videos were not captured.



During the data collection procedure, participants were allowed to use English and Mandarin Chinese for their responses and comments. As the researcher speaks both English and Mandarin Chinese, it would have been possible to translate and transcribe the voice messages from Mandarin Chinese to English. However, all participants shared their comments and opinions in English only. No translations services were needed.




2.5. Data Analysis


After the researcher collected all the essential information from the participants and different sessions, the researcher transcribed the voiced information to written transcripts. More than 300 pages of the written transcripts were created. The researcher read the data multiple times for categories and groups. First, based on the recommendation of different qualitative researchers and experts, the researcher decided to employ the open-coding technique [37,38]. The open coding technique allowed the researcher to categorise large size data and responses into systematic themes. As a result, after the employment of the open coding technique, the researcher merged 15 themes and 23 subthemes.



Qualitative researchers advocated that studies with a systematic direction should not have more than 10 themes and 10 subthemes. Therefore, after the completion of the open coding technique, the researcher employed the axial coding technique for further procedures [37,38]. Therefore, after several rounds of the techniques and studies, two themes and two subthemes were categorised.




2.6. Human Subject Protection


The personal and site protection is the most important element of this study. The researcher employed different ways to protect the privacy of all parties. Therefore, the signed agreements, voiced messages, written transcripts, contact information, email addresses, computer, data materials, and related materials were locked in a password-protected cabinet. Only the researcher had the rights to read the materials. After the researcher completed the study, the related materials were deleted and destroyed in order to protect the privacy of all parties. The site administrators indicated that the school information should be masked. Therefore, no detailed information of the site is disclosed. The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by The Section of Woosong University Academic Research Funding.





3. Results and Discussions


Although all students are studying the same bachelor’s degree programme at the same university, their family background, understanding, education, life experience, and expectations would be different. However, the reasons and motivations of learning Chinese as a foreign language bring all of them together into a learning cohort. Through the lens of social cognitive career theory, the researcher yielded two themes and two subthemes based on the responses of the participants. There were two research questions (i.e., one main research question and one sub-research question). Please refer to Table 1 for the themes and subthemes.



3.1. Mandarin Chinese as One of the Strongest Languages for Global Development


According to recent research [39] about the motivation for learning Chinese as a foreign language in the European Union, Chinese has become one of the popular foreign languages alongside English, Italian, and French. A previous study [40] also indicated that Chinese organisations and businesses are investing a lot in the European Union, increasing the demand for Chinese language and cultural awareness due to the increasing Chinese-speaking population. Based on the financial and economic development and influence of Chinese organisations in Europe, many participants decided to enrol in Chinese language courses and training in order to serve potential patients in the region. Two participants said,




… there are many Chinese organisations and investments in Europe … it is a global trend to understand Chinese language and the related cultural behaviours … I would like to learn Chinese because I may enter the global business development in the future …



(Participant #5, individual interview)






… there are many Chinese investments in the United Kingdom and Europe … if I can speak Chinese, I may join the developing workforce in the East Asian region … the economy in the United Kingdom is very negative … if I can speak Chinese, I may have better opportunities …



(Participant #28, focus group)





3.1.1. Personal Development and Potential International Promotion


Based on the lens of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31], besides regional development opportunities, many participants explained that seeking language proficiency and cultural awareness of Chinese language and culture may upgrade their soft skills and personal development. First, almost all indicated that they would like to learn a unique language and culture that is not the same as what others learn. For example, many stated that Spanish and French language proficiencies do not provide them with uniqueness among others. Several participants explained,




… there are too many people who can speak Spanish and French on the street … but there are many Chinese and East Asian patients who beg for help in Mandarin Chinese … I think if I can speak the language … it may be a great opportunity for personal development …



(Participant #11, individual interview)






… I want to learn Chinese because I want to have a unique development … We have a lot of Chinese friends and residents in the United Kingdom … but most of the Mandarin Chinese speakers are Chinese or East Asian residents … I want to speak the Mandarin Chinese language as a non-East Asian … this experience is unique and will be beneficial to my personal enhancement …



(Participant #13, individual interview)






… Chinese culture is not only fun … but also meaningful and excited … each Chinese character represents a historical story … unlike the current English words and sentences … Chinese is unique … I want to learn and enjoy this history in the Asian region …



(Participant #16, individual interview)





With the reflection of a previous study [41], the current finding indicated that in addition to the university education and vocational skills, traditional-age students have the curiosity to explore different opportunities and chances for personal development. Based on the lens of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31], the element of personal development may be positioned in this direction.



Second, a great number of participants indicated that Mandarin Chinese might be connected to some alternative treatments [42]. Several indicated that for pain symptoms, some medical professionals are recommending the cupping treatment based on traditional Chinese medicine. Such oriental treatments, therefore, increased their interests in understanding Chinese language and culture. One participant remarked,




Some alternative and oriental treatments are very useful for pain management … as I would like to learn more ideas from these alternative treatments, I learn to learn the roots of these … as many of the treatments are from the traditional Chinese medicine … I want to gain the language and cultural proficiency …



(Participant #36, focus group)





Third, more than half of the participants indicated that they want to travel or work overseas after their graduation from university. Based on the lens of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31] and the element of career goals, in order to increase their chances of international promotions and opportunities, many of these scholarships and grants may require foreign language proficiency. Several participants said,




There are many scholarships, and international development programmes are hosted by the Chinese agencies … I want to gain the scholarships and work in China for international development … so I want to learn Chinese … to prepare myself …



(Participant #8, focus group)






In the future, I want to do some international charity works … there are many opportunities in the Chinese speaking regions, such as mainland China or some rural communities in Malaysia … they want to have some Chinese speaking volunteers … I want to be prepared for this international opportunities …



(Participant #19, focus group)





In short, almost all participants believed that Chinese language proficiency and cultural awareness would bring them various types of personal development and career opportunities. Based on the lens of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31], the results of these themes and subthemes indicated that young nursing professionals would like to expand their horizons with various scholarships and opportunities to other countries and regions. The elements of personal development and career goals therefore nominated the reasons and motivations of learning Chinese as a foreign language among this group of nursing students. Unlike individuals who completed their university education and training several decades ago, youths tend to use their vocational skills and language proficiencies as tools to expand their horizons to different opportunities [43].





3.2. The Multitude of Mandarin Chinese-Speaking Patients


According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency [2], the international student population in the United Kingdom has been increasing rapidly. Currently, nearly 25% of the international student population is Chinese. Although there are no contemporary statistics (i.e., the current governmental census was established almost a decade ago) regarding how many Chinese residents are living in the United Kingdom, the government indicated that there were 393,141 ethnically Chinese people living in England and Wales in 2011 [44]. However, based on the growing population from the Higher Education Statistics Agency [2], it is expected that Mandarin Chinese speakers have increased over the past decade. Reflecting the results of a previous study, nurses and medical staff tend to seek understanding of additional foreign languages and cultures in order to provide excellent services to their patients. Several participants explained,




Besides vocational and medical skill training, I think the medical staff in the United Kingdom should be trained as bilingual and bicultural professionals in order to meet the needs of our patients …



(Participant #3, individual interview)






… If I can speak Chinese … I can serve not only Chinese patients but also many patients from the East Asian region as many speak Chinese … I can help a greater number of people …



(Participant #31, focus group)






… Chinese residents are one of the important groups of people in our community … if I can speak the language, I can provide additional help and care to more people …



(Participant #23, individual interview)





3.2.1. Cultural Awareness of the Mandarin Chinese Language: Cultural Understanding and Practices beyond Chinese People


Many previous studies [45] indicated that cultural awareness and intercultural understanding serve as some of the keys to patient care, as they allow medical staff to understand why and how patients behave in certain ways [46]. Many schools in the United Kingdom offer cultural sensitivity training programmes in order to increase the open-mindedness and cultural awareness of both pre-service and in-service medical staff for multicultural interaction.



From the perspective of the social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31] and the element of career goals, based on the findings of this study, students are taking foreign language courses with cultural awareness training (i.e., in this case, Mandarin Chinese) in order to increase their understanding of multiculturalism [47]. Almost all participants expressed that the language courses in Mandarin Chinese increased their oral and communication skills and proficiencies in interacting with patients with East Asian backgrounds. Two participants described,




… just the word painful … there are several different levels and explanation … before I joined the nursing school, I could not explain the level in detail … so the Chinese patients … I can serve as the tool to interpret the symptoms of my patients …



(Participant #34, focus group)






… cultural exchanging and interaction are important in patient communication … many hospitals need to hire interpreters … but if we can speak the language, the overall process and duration will be reduced …



(Participant #22, individual interview)





Besides ideas about communication, many indicated that cultural differences regarding care are important. Based on the current findings and those of a previous study [45], the participants have the motivation to learn language, cultural understanding, and communication skills from their foreign language courses (i.e., in Mandarin Chinese) in order to gain cultural competencies.



Moreover, under the themes and subthemes of this study, the researcher concluded that personal development and career goals highly influence the participants’ reasons and motivation of learning Chinese as a foreign language. More importantly, all participants expressed that they are willing to learn additional cultural competencies in order to offer additional services to their patients. Many have changed their minds about cultural awareness, groups’ behaviours, and personal decisions after the completion of their foreign language training.






4. Limitations and Future Research Directions


Each study should have its own limitations. However, each limitation allows for further future developments. The researcher identified three limitations. First, one of the directions for the current study was concerned about the reasons and motivations of nursing students. However, other students, programmes, and departments may have a similar problem for their students and programmes. Therefore, future researchers may take this study as an opportunity for their own departments and programmes.



Second, the current study has a focus on a particular university’s nursing degree programme. However, a further study with a larger focus, such as regional studies and national studies, may be conducted. Therefore, future researchers may develop a study with the national data collection procedure.



Third, there are multiple foreign language courses and training programmes at the university level. In this case, the researcher focused on training in the field of Mandarin Chinese language and culture knowledge. Future researchers may take this study as the opportunity to study other foreign languages, particularly minority languages in the United Kingdom.




5. Conclusions


Learning a foreign language is not an easy step for many individuals and students, particularly for nursing students who need to study and complete their internships in the hospital. However, motivation always drives them to the foreign language classrooms. In this study, based on the lens of social cognitive career theory [19,20,21,31], the results of this study concluded that nursing students tend to study their Mandarin Chinese courses and training due to the reasons and motivations of personal development and career goals.



Throughout the study, the researcher concluded that participants sought to learn Mandarin Chinese due to the global development, personal development, and international promotion and for Mandarin Chinese-speaking patients, the cultural understanding, and practices of the Chinese people. It is worth noting that personal development and career goals nominated the reasons and motivations of learning Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language among this group of nursing students. The responses and comments were intensive and rich, which met the directions and ideas of the theoretical framework.



Based on the responses and comments from the users of the programme (i.e., nursing students in this case), school leaders, department heads, government leaders, policymakers, human resources professionals, vocational trainers, and researchers may take this study as the opportunity to polish and reform their current human resources and education plans in order to offer foreign language courses and training to university students, members of the public, learners, and interested parties for both personal development and career enhancements. Without a doubt, foreign language skills are one of the most important factors for pre-service and in-service nursing professionals. If the universities provide effective training and courses for our medical professionals during their university voyage, our medical staff’s communicational and interactive skills will be increased effectively. Patients without established foreign language skills will be beneficial to the development of these types of foreign language programmes for medical professionals.
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Figure 1. The social cognitive career theory. 
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Table 1. Themes and subthemes of the study.
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