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Abstract 

The present study estimates the global validity of existing constructs and serves as the basis for the development 
of the Self-Reported Study Habits for International Students (SR-SHI) used to identify at-risk students in 
international programs. One-year classroom observations, recollection of study habits though interviews with 
high performing students show that they are mainly from low-context and individualistic countries while most 
low performing students come from high-context and collectivistic countries.  

Among other aspects, high performing students give opinions based on reading material and class content, use 
the expression “I think”, ask questions in class, are on time, ask for feedback regarding assignments, take notes 
in class and while studying, look for the professor after class, seat at the front of the classroom and attend every 
class, study in silence and alone at regular times along the whole semester, read the material about two weeks 
before the exam, review notes before the exam, talk about the content with other students. On the other hand, 
low performing students remind quite the whole semester, miss at least three classes per semester, are normally 
late, sit at the back of the classroom, don’t take notes in class and never look for the professor after class-hours. 
It seems that specific training programs at the start and during the semester as well as training on cultural 
intelligence were identified are necessary. 

Keywords: academic performance, high/low-context countries, high-performing students, low-context country, 
multicultural classroom, study habits 

1. Statement of Problem 

Perhaps the greatest challenge of faculty teaching in multicultural classrooms in college is to devise teaching 
methodologies that help all students to learn and understand the subjects under discussion. This researcher 
sustains that all things being equal, what remains different in a multicultural classroom is the cultural 
background (and the implied habits) of students and teachers. Class observations and interview with 
high-performing students showed that most high and low performing students have some habits in common. 
Hence, it is considered important to know what habits college students have and, in case of low-performing 
students, which of those habits need to be changed in order to improve performance. The importance of 
improving habits lays in their relationship with attitudes, which are deemed important for achieving high 
academic performance.  

A great deal of research provides evidence that study habits and study attitudes are both significant variables, 
which determine the academic performance of students. Yet, in spite of the perceived importance of study habits 
and study attitudes to academic achievement, it seems that education institution still pay little attention to 
understanding these factors (Baquiran, 2011).  

Classroom observations show that under the same conditions, namely same professor, same subject, same 
teaching system, same administration, same enrollment criteria, same time of the day for an specific course and 
same education level, some students perform well while others do not. The question arises as to what are the 
aspects that influence this difference in performance, and what is the best way to arrange the study process of 
multicultural groups of college students, so that all learn and preform accordingly with schools’ expectations.  
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2. Relevance 

To the knowledge of the investigator, this is the first study regarding the effect of study habits on academic 
performance conducted with international students in Shanghai. Most studies up-to-date have been conducted in 
mono-cultural classrooms, where students and professors are from the same country, mainly in the west, with 
students in secondary and primary schools. Several of those studies are archival reviews of previous research. 
None of the previous studies, relevant to this investigation, found in the existing literature addresses the issue of 
the effect of study habits on academic performance from the perspective of multicultural classrooms in fully 
international programs (See subheading 3.2 below). Besides, international evidence regarding academic 
performance is becoming more and more important for China in general and Shanghai in particular, since more 
students from a wider pool of countries are entering international programs in Shanghai.  

The of the first fully English taught bachelor program for non-Chinese student in China was founded in 2009 at 
the Center of International Programs (CIP) of Donghua University, Yan’an Campus, where this investigation was 
conducted. At the moment (January, 2015) there are twenty similar programs in other mayor cities such as 
Beijing, Nanjing, Ningbo, Hangzhou, Guangzhou, Qingdao, Wuxi, Nanchang, Jinan and Zhejiang. However, CIP 
remains unique in regard to the international community of students and professors. This is evidence of the 
increasing international focus on China. Hence, the researcher predicts that more college international programs 
will be established in China.  

Education institutions as well as students and society may benefit from the results of this investigation. 
Institutions may benefit with data that may allow them to evaluate their current admission policies and 
counseling programs, teachers may find this research useful to design more suitable classroom practices and 
students may have a clearer idea of the challenges they may face based on their current study habits and hence 
prepare better to perform well during the whole study period, and finally, society may benefit by receiving young 
professionals that are better prepared for the day-to-day challenges on global working environments. 

3. Theoretical Background 

3.1 Definitions 

3.1.1 Study Habits 

Study habits are mainly external factors that facilitate the study process such as sound study routines that include 
how often a student engage in studying sessions, review the material, self-evaluate, rehears explaining the 
material, and studying in a conducive environment (Credé, 2008). 

3.1.2 Study Skills 

Study skills refer to the student’s knowledge of appropriate study strategies and methods and the ability to 
manage time and other resources to meet the demands of the academic tasks. 

3.1.3 Multicultural Classroom 

Within the framework of this investigation, multicultural classroom refers to classroom where students and 
professors are from different cultural backgrounds. 

3.1.4 International Bachelor Program 

Within the framework of this investigation, an international bachelor program refers to that where students come 
mainly from countries other than the one where the program takes place, which may or may not accept local 
students, and where all the courses are taught in English. 

3.1.5 High Performing Students 

Different education institutions form different standards to measure students’ performance. For the purpose of 
this investigation, high performing students are define as those who, based on standards of the institution where 
this research took place, reached grades of 90 or above in 100% of the required courses and in at least 80% of 
elective courses. 

3.2 Chronology of the Study of Study Habits  

Previous proposed constructs to explain low academic performance include study skills (e.g., Aaron, 1999), 
study habits (e.g., Murray, 2003), study attitudes (e.g., Zimmerman, 1977), study motivation (e.g., Melancon, 
2002), meta-cognitive skills (e.g., Zeegers, 2001), study anxiety (e.g., Miller, 1972), procrastination (e.g. Pychyl, 
2000) and depth of processing (e.g., Hall, 2001). These are individual difference factors that have been grouped 
into intellective (cognitive) and non-intellective (non-cognitive) factors (Credé, 2008). 
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Previous to this investigation, the most resent research on study habits and attitudes of college students was 
conducted by Ivan Montes in Spain (2012). Montes tracked changes in study habits in college students from the 
time they entered the program to the time of graduation (5 years). Previously to Montes, Darwing D. Yu (2011) 
conducted a study on the topic of study habits with sophomore students whose major was accounting. Luisa 
Baquiran L. A. (2011) also in the Philippines, conducted a similar study with freshman students from different 
majors. Greene, Marti and McClenney (2008) conducted a cross-cultural study focused on effort of African 
American and Hispanic college students. Gilbert Wrenn C. C. (1933) published one of the first study habits 
inventories in the United States (Brown, 1955). Wrenn C. C.’s inventory was originally designed for men, but 
was modified later for women (Wrenn, 1941). He suggested that study habits might correspond to academic 
success if ability was controlled (Thompson, 1976). All studies conducted after Wrenn C. C. and Brown W. F. 
(1972) utilized slight modifications of the existing SSHA developed by Wrenn, C. C. and later modified by 
Brown, W. F.. They all agreed that study habits significantly influence academic performance.  

Noel Entwistle (1960) reviewed existing literature and made evaluations of 22 study skills courses. He 
concluded that a study skills course will usually be followed by improvement, a course will be most beneficial 
for students desiring to take it, students wishing to take a study skills course but prevented from doing so, and 
therefore presumably of comparable motivation to those enrolled, fail to show significant improvement, and that 
any gains noted will not necessarily be related to either the content or the duration of the course. 

The Brown, W. F. Holtzman Survey of Study Habits Attitudes (SSHA) Inventory is generally acknowledged as 
one of the best study habit attitude inventories in the United States. They introduced a questionnaire concerning 
study habits and attitudes in 1953; the original inventory had 75 items. There have been several revisions (the 
most recent in 1967), and the length of the inventory is now 100 items. This inventory, which is widely used as a 
research tool, has four scales: 1) Work methods—use of effective study procedures, skill and efficiency in doing 
academic assignments. 2) Delay avoidance—promptness in completing assignments and ability to resist 
distractions. 3) Teacher approval—feelings and opinions about teachers, their classroom behavior, and their 
methods. 4) Educational acceptance—approval of educational objectives, practices and requirements (Thompson, 
1976).  

McFadden and Dart (1992), in their study of time management skills of undergraduate business students, found 
that study habits and total time spent studying do affect grades. On the other hand, Nonis and Hudson (2006) 
found that the amount of time spent studying, measured during the ninth week of a 15-week semester, has not 
direct influence on academic performance, although it interacted with academic ability to affect academic 
performance. 

Lavin (1965) conducted an extensive study regarding the prediction of academic performance (300 studies 
reviewed and analyzed), and found that ability accounts for 35 to 45 percent of the variation in grades. No other 
single factor accounts for this much variation, yet more than half remains unexplained. Among those 
yet-to-explain factors are study habits. 

Studies conducted after the 70’s make use of this construct to evaluate what habits of students at different levels 
have. The majority of studies have been conducted with students in primary and secondary education levels, 
some with junior-high school students and few with university students.  

3.3 Importance of Study Habits Constructs 

Although written tests do not necessarily express the level of understanding of the subject, they are still highly 
valued as a measure of content assimilation and academic performance. But scores from written examinations on 
their own do not provide us with a full understanding of why success or failure occurs (e.g., McCall, 1994; 
Romine & Crowell, 1981). Hence, it is important to develop constructs that may help education institutions to 
identify factors affecting performance in test, since how students prepare for exams is determined by study habits. 
This research focuses on finding how what students do to prepared mid-term and final exams. 

One of the purposes of the SSHA (Brown & Holtzman, 1967) is to identify students whose study habits and 
attitudes are different from those of students who earn high grades. The reasoning for using study methods as a 
predictive variable in college is related to the environmental differences between high school and college. 
Coming to college, students may assume that their study habits and high school success will easily translate to a 
college setting. However, students soon realize that college is very different from any other environment they 
have previously experienced (Robinson, 2010). 

The study approaches used by students also seem to be situation specific (Beattie, 1997; Biggs, 1988; Eley, 
1992). For example, a student studying for a major essay exam is likely to take a deep approach while that same 
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student might take a surface approach when studying for a regular multiple-choice exam (Nonis, 2010).  

On study skills and habits, the results from different studies vary depending on which specific study habits were 
measured. Schuman, Walsh, Olson and Etheridge (1985) examined group studying, cramming, degree of 
note-taking, review of past exams, and going over readings twice, but they concluded that none of these 
variables have been found to have a direct effect on grades. On the other hand, positive results were found when 
some combination of study behaviors such as attendance, homework turned in, and use of study guide, prior 
preparation for the class, participating in class, and coming to class on time were used (Gracia, 2003; Shaftel, 
2005; Wooten, 1998 ). Group learning activities can result to an increase in students’ deep learning approach, 
which has been known to improve analytical thinking (Hall, 2004 ). Williams and Worth (2002) conclude that 
attendance and note-taking predict performance. 

Another aspects listed by some scholars regarding what affects academic performance is time spent studying. 
When considering the relationship between study time and performance, it is not only how much time a student 
spends studying but also how effectively this time is spent that influences academic performance (Nonis, 2006). 
According to Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner (2004).  

The environment where the program takes place also seems to impact academic performance. Within a country’s 
educational system, the relevant institutions and policies include the ways in which a society finances and 
manages its schools, how a society assesses student performance, and who is empowered to make basic 
educational decisions, such as which curricula to follow, which teachers to hire, and what textbooks to purchase 
(Woesmann, 2001).  

Naumann, Bandalos and Gutkin (2003) mention another aspect, first-generation students have unique personal 
and educational experiences playing roles in their academic performance in college, and they do not typically 
have the same sources of support as second-generation students do throughout their education.  

In their study regarding academic performance of college students, Helsel and Miles (1985) found out that study 
by elaboration in college differs depending on the level of the students. Seniors students seem to use more study by 
elaboration (47%) and are able to match content with real-life scenarios better than students in lower levels, juniors 
41%, sophomore 37% and freshman 41%. According to Helsel and Miles, study by elaboration in an indicator of 
academic performance. Hence, it is difficult to precisely define at-risk students because there are so many 
different factors that could jeopardize students’ abilities to be successful in college (Lawson, 2009).  

3.4 Characteristic of High Performing Students  

Students high in metacognitive and self-regulatory abilities are thought to be characterized by active 
involvement in their own learning process, continuous planning, and carefully monitoring of the task that they 
are required to complete, their own study behaviors, and the match between task and study behavior 
(Zimmerman, 1986). In addition, self-regulated learners seek assistance from peers and teachers, possess high 
self-efficacy and effective time management skills, and are goal directed and self-motivated (Ley, 1998). 

Effective studying requires not only that the student possess knowledge of appropriate studying techniques and 
practices (study skills), but also sustained and deliberate effort (study motivation), self-regulation, ability to 
concentrate, self-monitoring (study habits), and a sense of responsibility for and value in one’s own learning 
(study attitude) (Diseth, 2003; Entwistle, 1988; Marton, 1976; Schmeck, 1979; Schmeck, 1977; Schmeck, 1982; 
Watkins, 1983).  

Other researches found that high performing students don’t put all subjects in one study session, plan when they 
will study, study at consistent times of the day/week, have specific goals for study sessions, never procrastinate a 
study session, start with the most difficult subject first, review notes before starting an assignment, avoid being 
disturb during study sessions, use study groups effectively (to study), review notes, schoolwork and other 
materials over the weekend and don’t cheat in exams (10 Habits of High Effective Students). These habits were 
observed during classroom observation in the progress of this investigation. Helsel and Miles (1985) mentioned 
that high performing students are able to make distinctions of sensitive important points during lectures. Beside 
the above aspects, the researcher lists aspects from field observation of international students that add to the 
understanding of the issue (see Figure 1). 

3.5 Characteristics of Low Performing Students 

Many circumstances may put a college student at risk of performing low in their academic life, those 
circumstances include, but are not limited to, socioeconomic status (SES), poor high school grades, lack of social 
integration, low adaptability to foreign environments, parents who never attended or graduated from college, 
attending a low performing high school, low self efficacy (Lawson, 2009). In the case of international programs, 
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low capacity to develop networks with students from different countries and cultural background may negatively 
affect academic performance. Some at-risk students come from backgrounds that include a combination of these 
issues. 

In their research on study habits of agronomic students, Helsel and Miles (1985) identified other characteristics of 
low performing students include: only 10% of students use instructional objectives before the lectures, most 
students use instructional materials only previous an exam, only 18% of students use dictionary to understand 
concepts, only 20% of students ask questions to instructors, over estimation of time of concentration, and that only 
25% of students keep pace with reading assignments.  

4. Research Methodology 

4.1 Research Framework 

 

 

Figure 1. Research framework 

 

4.2 Hypotheses 

4.2.1 Hypothesis 1: College students from different cultural backgrounds have different study habits, which may 
negatively or positively affect their academic performance. 

4.2.2 Hypothesis 2: There exist study habits of universal value that can be used to identify at-risk students 
currently enrolled or willing to enroll in international college programs. 

4.2.3 Hypothesis 3: There exist study habits of universal value that can be used to develop counseling programs 
that help low-performing students enrolled in international undergraduate programs to perform better. 

4.3 Purpose 

There is strong evidence regarding the relationship between study habits, skills and attitudes and academic 
performance (Credé, 2008). Class observations suggest that students’ habits inside and outside the classroom 
may significantly influence their academic performance. With this research, we intend to facilitate the following: 

a) A tool to assist education institution in identifying at-risk students before entering the program as well as 
at-risk existing students so that they can make better decision as to what students to accept and what supporting 
programs to offer in order to ensure high academic performance. 
b) Deeper understanding of how study habits may influence academic performance of students in multicultural 
undergraduate classrooms.  
c) Provide data that may help professors to understand students’ strengths and weakness based on their study 
habits. 
d) Provide information that may help to devise study systems that can help low performing students to 
perform better, and high performing students maintain their interest in the class. 
e) Help professors to be better prepared to fulfill their tasks thanks to understanding the factors that may affect 
students’ academic performance. 
f) Provide data that may help school counselors to develop and implement better counseling programs aiming 
at strengthening international student’s learning and understanding capabilities. 

4.4 Methodology to Carry on Classroom Observation 

We conducted class observations during spring and autumn 2014, especial attention was given to seating location 
(back or front of the classroom), class participation and interaction with other students among others. Besides 
one-to-one and group interview with high-performing students were conducted. Class observations were 
conducted during morning and afternoon classes, at the Center of International Programs of Donghua University 
in Shanghai, China. Interviews with high-performing students were conducted at a meeting room in school. 
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4.4.1 Sample 

The most suitable sample strategy for this research is Ramdon Sample Selection, since we were interested in 
studying the whole population and have within these population I wide diversity of individuals, which help for 
sampling all stages along the research process. 

4.4.2 Population 

The population for this research is N=174, composed by sophomore students dispersed in four courses: 
Macroeconomics (27 students), Business Ethics (two sections 23 and 42 students), Management Essentials (42 
students) and Organizational Behavior (two sections 25 and 15 students). This population include students 
enrolled in Business Administration and International Trade and Economics coming from thirty eight different 
countries including Korea, Indonesia, Brazil, Thailand, Republic of Congo, Russia, Poland, France, Panama, Iran, 
Iraq, Kazakhstan, Canada, Sweden, Jamaica, Germany, Mexico, Yemen, Venezuela, Zambia, Uganda, Lithuania, 
Mauritius, United Kingdom, Belgium, USA, Israel, Peru, Colombia, Italy, Nigeria, Morocco, The Netherlands, 
Chile, Turkey, Angola, Senegal, Namibia and Cote d’lvoire. Some students work and study, and some are 
business owners or work at their parents’ companies. The age range is between 18 and 26 years old. Household 
income for most students in this sample is over 100,000 USD per year.  

4.4.3 Sample for Class Observation  

We were interested in a sample as diverse as possible in terms of nationalities, age, gender and courses 
(assuming that some students may preform better in some courses that in others), hence 100% of the population 
form the sample for class observations.  

4.4.4 Sample for Interviews with High Performing Students 

However knowledge of low-performing students is important to understand reason for failure, this investigation 
focuses on finding out study habits of high performing students and on how to encourage low-performing 
students to adopt those habits. Hence interviews regarding study habits were conducted only with 
high-performing students. The selection criteria included: first, they must have 80 or higher marks on all subjects 
already they took before the time this research took place. Second, they should be willing to participate. Third, 
they should have the time to participate. The professor invited all those students that fit the first criterion. Seven 
students including one female from Russia, one female from Canada, one male from Japan, two males from 
Germany, one female from Italy and one female from Brazil form the final sample for this state and provide 
insights regarding how they arrange their study processes along the whole semester. 

4.5 Fixed Factors Affecting the Research Process 

However teaching methodology and grading systems were not designed specifically for the purpose of this 
investigation, those are fixed factors that determine the environment and regulations directly affecting the 
research process, behaviors and habits here studied. 

4.5.1 Teaching Methodology 

a) Combination of lectures, presentation by students, in-class group activities and discussions of relevant case 
studies and theory. 

b) Students were required to read the materials before class. 

c) Every effort is made for classroom environments and dynamics to be as close as possible as to those in 
working environments. One of the key aspects in organizational life is that when a new employee enters the 
organization he or she is assign a seat as well as a location within the organization and is requested to work with 
a certain group of people.  

We sustain that random or imposed group formation are very important aspects of the training in college, since in 
real organizational life, new employees have no saying in regard to whom they are willing to work with; so, 
training adaptation to unfamiliar team members and environments is crucial for undergraduates so that they may 
quickly integrate to organizational life once they start they professional life.  

d) Team presentations and written reports based on one chapter of the textbook. Results are mixed depending on 
team members. Higher number of students from high-context country developed lower quality of work. 

e) Hand in one individual written report related to the subject. Poorly done by low performing students. 

f) Students were advised that they would be responsible for their own learning, for which they should read the 
materials, ask questions and participate in discussions. Low response from low-performing students was 
observed. Self-controlled learning process is intended to prepare students for independency at work, a much 
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desirable qualification employers look for. Independency at work, together with other soft-skills ensures 
employers a quicker return of investment. High-performing students seems more capable to self-controlled 
learning processes than low performing students. 

g) No midterm exam. Highly welcomed by all the students. The professor in charge of this investigation 
concentrates in developing the students’ capacity to understand the content and its relationship with the real 
organizational issues, rather than on exact recollection of information from reading materials. 

h) Open book final exam. Highly welcomed by all students, but the results were very poor for low and high 
performing students.  

i) Class participation. Students were constantly presented with questions that may contradict the theory. Opinions 
were given by high performing students, but never by low performing students.  

j) Students were advised that the most important goal in class was to understand the applicability of the class 
content to real-life scenarios, for which they must be able to explain, rather than just repeat, key concepts. 
Low-performing students perform low in this regard. 

4.5.2 Grading System 

a) Group work 20% including presentation, written report and any other group assignment.  

b) Individual performance 80% including attendance (15%), class participation (10%), understanding of the 
content (20%), presentation (15%), other assignments (10%).  

c) Students that perform well on presentations and show to understand the content might be exempted from the 
final exam.  

d) Students who participate in class gain extra points they can use to end the semester with higher grades or 
cover for missing points in order to pass the subject.  

5. Results and Discussions 

5.1 Class Observations 

Within the context of this investigation, we observed that most high-performing students are from low-context 
and individualist countries, while most low-performing students are from high-context and collectivistic 
countries. Other aspects listed from class observations show that high performing students give opinions based 
on material and class content, use the expression “I think”, ask questions regarding concepts they don’t fully 
understand, are on time to hand in assignments, ask for feedback regarding their assignments, take notes in class, 
look for the professor after class, seat at the front of the classroom and attend every class. During presentations, 
students in this category are able to explain the concepts they present in a conversational and analytical manner. 
When facing low grades on assignments, high performing students look for the professor and utilize facts from 
the class, reading materials and personal considerations in order to get the marks they believe they deserve.  

On the other hand, low performing students remind quite the whole semester unless they are asked questions by 
the professor, but their participation is normally short and does not refer to reading materials, their participation 
is repetitive rather than analytical. Besides, low performing students miss at least three classes per semester, are 
normally late, seat at the back of the classroom, don’t take notes in class and never look for the professor after 
class-hours. During presentations they read from the presentation material rather than explain the concepts they 
present. When facing low marks they look for the professor and use expressions such as “I worked very hard”, 
“It’s not fair” or “It’s hard for me to understand the lecture” in order to get their marks they need to pass.  

Tables 1 and 2 (below) summarize what high performing students do in class and after class as compared to low 
performing students. The habits observed on both groups (high- and low-performing students don’t seem to be 
specific to certain countries, but may be affected by cultural factors such as high- and low-context 
communication patterns as well as individualistic and collectivistic dimensions. The main finding supporting this 
assumption is that, for this specific environment, course and learning system, most of high performing students 
are from low-context and mainly from individualistic countries, while most of low-performing students are from 
high-context mainly collectivistic countries, with some exception that include mainly female students. Age does 
not seem to be a factor influencing habits either.  

5.2 Interviews 

Results from interviews with the small group of high performing students show habits that are thought especially 
useful to students enrolled in international programs. Most of the aspects mentioned by the interviewees are also 
mentioned in previous studies, but perhaps the added value from these interviews is in the multicultural aspects 
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mentioned by all high performing students interviewed for this investigation. Such aspects include joining study 
groups with other high performing students from different countries and meeting socially with students from 
different countries. These two habits are important since interaction with people from different cultural 
background allows for wider ideas sharing and make adaptation to foreign environments easier, which in turn 
lowers the characteristic stress caused by the unknown.  

Besides, high performing students study in silence and alone most of the times, study at regular times along the 
whole semester, take notes in class and while studying, ask questions in class, read the material before lectures 
and about two weeks before the exam, review notes before the exam, talk about the content with other students. 
Basically these students prepare for mid and final exams all along the semester, and put an extra effort during the 
two weeks previous to the exams.  

 

Table 1. Characteristics of high- and low-performing students from classroom observations 

High performing students—Class observations Low performing students—Class observations 

1. Attend every class Miss at least three classes per semester 

2. Are on time for class Are normally late for class 

3. Are on time to hand in assignments Are normally late with assignments 

4. Follow class instructions and assignments formats
Don’t follow neither class instructions nor assignment 
formats 

5. Take notes in class Don’t take notes in class 

6. Pay attention in class 
Engage in conversations unrelated to class content 
during class 

8. Proactively give opinions 
Speak only when the professor asks them a question 
directly 

9. Their opinions are extensive including “analysis 
in progress” while speaking. 

Their answers are very general and limited to few 
words without “analysis in progress” while speaking. 
Their participation is repetitive rather than analytical 

10. Give personal opinions based on reading 
material and class content.  

Don’t give personal opinions 

11. Look for the professor after class Don’t look for the professor after class 

12. Have a legible handwriting Their handwriting is difficult to understand 

13. Seat at the front of the classroom Seat at the back of the classroom 

14. Take care of their personal appearance Don’t seem to care for their personal appearance 

15. Don’t seem to cheat in exams Cheat in exams 

16. Advance English level 
English level is low, especially speaking and listening 
comprehension 

17. Question theoretical approaches based Don’t question theory 

18. Engage in conversations regarding the topic 
under study during class discussion sessions 

Remain quite during class discussion sessions 

19. Use the expression “I think” 
Don’t use the expression “I think” or any other 
indicating that what they say comes from their own 
thinking process  

20. Ask questions regarding concepts they don’t 
fully understand 

Don’t ask questions 

21. Are able to explain the concepts they present in a 
conversational and analytical manner 

Are not able to explain the concepts they present in a 
conversational and analytical manner. They normally 
just read from presentation materials. 

22. Ask for feedback regarding their assignments Don’t ask for feedback regarding their assignments 
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23. When facing low marks, look for the professor 
and utilize facts from the class, reading materials 
and understanding of the course content in order to 
get the marks they believe they deserve 

When facing low marks, look for the professor and 
utilize expressions such as “I worked hard”, “it’s not 
fair” or “it’s hard to understand the lecture” in order to 
get the marks they believe they deserve 

24. Engage in conversations regarding the topic 
under study during class discussion sessions 

Remain quite during class discussion sessions 

Note. The content on Table 1 was created from class observation and interview with high performing students. 

 

Table 2. Characteristics of high-performing students from interview 

Interview with high performing students 

1. Read supporting materials in English and their own language 

2. Interact with students from other countries  

3. Attend group study sessions with classmates from other countries 

4. Say to feel proud if they get good grades thanks to their effort 

5. Study in silence and alone most of the times 

6. Study at regular times along the whole semester 

7. Read the material before lectures and about two weeks before the exam 

8. Review notes before the exam 

9. Talk about the content with other students 

10. Prepare for mid and final exams all along the semester  

11. Put an extra effort during the two weeks previous to the exams 

12. Are between 18 and 26 years old 

13. Have been previously exposed to China or cross-cultural environments 

Note. The content on Table 1 was created from class observation and interview with high performing students. 

 

5.3 Teaching System and Grading Systems 

An important aspect to mention regarding this investigation is the teaching and grading systems. Based on 
classroom observations, it becomes apparent that a self-directed study process does not suit students from 
high-context and collectivistic countries. It also seems that open book exams do not contribute to students’ 
efforts and hence may lower the amount of learning and understanding of the content. Exemption from the final 
exam seems to be motivating to both high and low performing students to work harder in their individual and 
group assignments. Extra points didn’t influence effort on low performing students but was taken positively by 
high performing students. 

Random group formation seems to be effective in raising students’ self-confidence, understanding of the subject 
among all students, and adaptability of students from low-context countries. Groups formed with students from 
low-context countries only seem to be more effective than groups forming with students from high-context 
countries only. Combination of students from low and high context countries seems to be the most effective 
arrangement to improve performance, but observations at this point deliver mixed results depending on the 
nationalities included in the group. 

6. The New Construct—Self-Reported Study Habits Inventory for International Students (SR-SHI)  

In order to ensure good performance of students and teachers alike, students enrolled in international programs 
should be tested regarding their study habits. Knowledge from such tests may help education institutions to plan 
programs and classroom activities that are more suitable for their corresponding audiences and environments.  

Based on previous studies, class observations and interviews with high performing students, I developed the 
Self-Reported Study Habits Inventory for International Students (SR-SHI) intended to help estimating whether or 
not a student qualifies as at-risk of having low academic performance. This construct is an adaptation to the 
Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes (Brown & Hotzman), the Paragon Student Learning Style Inventory version 
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48a, the Index of Learning Styles Questionnaire (Soloman & Felder) and the Study habits Inventory by F. F. 
Pozarto (Spanish version).  

In order to understand better the importance of this construct, I present a road map showing the line of influence 
from using this new construct to improving performance (see Figure 2) 

 

 

Figure 2. Rooadmap of influence from the utilization of the SR-SHI to enhancing or improving academic 
performance 

Note. The intention of utilizing the SR-SHI is to find out what habits students willing to enroll in international 
college programs bring with them at the pre-registration stage and determine whether or not they are at risk of 
low academic performance. With this information, education institutions may devise change study habits 
programs that, having a control system in place, may lead to change of attitude and behavior, which in turn 
would lead to new habits and hence benefiting academic performance (See Figure 2 above). 

 

6.1 Description of the Self-Reported Study Habits Inventory (SR-SHI)  

SR-SHI includes 104 aspects divided into five categories:  

1) Habit: what students do.  

Ten subcategories including process (12 aspects), body posture (2 items), resting period between study sessions 
of the same and different subjects (8 aspects), resting activities between study sessions of the same and different 
subjects (21 aspects), procrastination (3 aspects), effort (4 aspects), personal hygiene (4 aspects), Eating time as 
related to study sessions (4 aspects). 

2) Time: When and or for how long they study and rest (12 categories). 

3) Environment: Location (7 aspects), light (2 aspects), sound (4 aspects) and people (5 aspects). 

4) Motivation: Why do they study (6 aspects). 

5) English level (4 aspects). 

6.2 Justification of the Construct 

Habits: they develop as a response to long-term practices, which in turn derive from our formal and informal 
education within our specific cultural settings. Habits are observable through behavior, which are influenced by 
attitude. Once attitude is formed, it directs behavior, which in turn becomes habit after sometime. Since habits 
and behavior are on the surface, they are more accessible for modification or change. 

Study time: it is an important factor to take under consideration when evaluating academic performance since 
assimilation has much to do with when and for how long the student is exposed to learning material. Habits will 
influence how much time students spend on self-education activities. 

The environment: it includes physical space, light, noise and people; it may affect concentration and hence the 
quality of a study sessions.  

Motivational aspects: crucial in understanding students’ performance. The researcher suggests that motivation is 
instrumental for the student to engage in his or her study process. A motivated student may develop personal 
interest in learning and hence develop or acquire habits that foster high academic performance. 

English level: the level of English is important since it is the main language use in lectures and general 
communication in the international program where this research was conducted. Low English level will directly 
affect students’ understanding of the subject and hence negatively affect motivation and understanding of the 
subject, leading to lower academic performance. 
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7. Conclusions 

Study habits seem to be an important determinant of academic performance. However not bounded by country of 
origin, it seems that some cultural aspects may affect determine habits and hence negatively or positively affect 
academic performance. It becomes apparent that there exist study habits of universal value that could be taught, 
monitor and tested along the study process. In order to ensure that all students, from any country, perform well 
when enrolling in international programs, an examination of their current study habits is important and a useful 
tool to develop programs that suit multicultural classrooms. 

8. Suggestions 

International schools may fail in delivering high-standards of young professionals because their programs may 
not be suitable for a community of students from diverse countries. Freshman will always encounter problems to 
perform in foreign environments because their study habits may not suffice the new requirements, education 
systems and class dynamics. In that regard, and in order to acquire information to revise or create educational, 
counseling and change programs that fit international communities, educational institutions offering international 
programs are advised to make use of constructs such as the SR-SHI presented in this document. 

This investigator believes that education should be sustainable in terms of ensuring that students will continue to 
perform well during their study period and after they graduate, for that to happen, what matters the most is to 
change attitude. However, in order to achieve this goal, educators and counselors are advised to treat habits first. 
Figure 3 shows a proposed roadmap from the start of a change program (after utilizing the SR-SHI) to ensuring 
sustainable performance. 

 

 

Figure 3. Roadmap to ensuring sustainable academic performance 

Note. The change of habits leads to change of behavior and vice versa, which in turn may help to modify or 
change attitude and so ensuring sustainable academic performance.  
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