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Abstract 

This study examined the influence of supervisor support, self-efficacy, and language competence on the 
academic adaptation of international graduate students. Quantitative data were collected from a sample of 410 
international graduate students at five universities in central China. Correlation and multiple regression analyses 
were conducted and results showed that supervisor support, self-efficacy, English competence were the 
significant predictors for the academic adaptation of the international students. Contrary to prediction, the host 
language (Chinese) did not predict their academic adaptation and possible reasons were discussed. These 
findings contribute to the growing knowledge in the field of international education, supporting main previous 
studies. The observed predicting roles of the identified factors imply intriguing considerations for higher 
education institutions in China to provide interventions for international students with the aim of facilitating 
smooth adaptation to the new academic context. 
Keywords: academic adaptation, international students, language competence, self-efficacy, supervisor support 
1. Introduction 

One of the main goals of leading higher education institutions across the world is “to prepare culturally 
competent individuals with the ability to work effectively with people from different backgrounds” (Zhao et al., 
2005). Over the past two decades, globally, the number of students pursuing their tertiary level education out of 
their home countries has seen a dramatic rise from around 2 million in 2000 to more than 6 million in 2019, a 
more than threefold increase (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2021). The increasing presence of international 
students on campuses of higher education institutions can bring considerable advantages such as cultural 
diversity, pluralism and adequate opportunities for learning in the multicultural environment (Willer, 1992) but 
this continuous growth of international student body is demanding systemic observation for their needs and how 
to help them successfully adapt to the new academic environment. 
With the economic upturn, China has been commonly described as a leading nation of outward student mobility 
rather than as a leading nation of inward student mobility (Barnett et al., 2016; King & Raghuram, 2013; Wu, 
2019). However, China has become the second-largest country in the world for hosting international students, 
after the USA (European Association for International Education, 2020). Despite the increasing enrollment of the 
international students, researches undertaken in the academic aspects of international students at Chinese 
universities is „lagging far behind‟ (Wen et al., 2018) and more studies on their academic experience are in need 
(Khuram et al., 2021). 
There remain limited studies examining the international graduate students‟ academic experience behind the 
facts and figures of this population in China. In response, this study aimed to fill this research gap in the 
evidence with international graduate students attending five universities in central China and applying the 
proposition of Berry‟s (1997) Cross-culture Adaptation Framework and Schlossberg‟s Transition Model (1995). 
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the relationship between the independent variables (supervisor support, 
self-efficacy, language competence) and academic adaptation of graduate students in Central China and to 
determine which factors predict their academic adaptation among supervisor support, self-efficacy, language 
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competence. 
2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Background 
According to Berry (2005), adaptation can be generally defined as “the relatively stable changes that take place 
in an individual or group in response to external demands” and it is also “multifaceted” (p.709). Based on the 
prior studies, Yu and Wright (2016) identified four domains of adaptation problems experienced by international 
students: environmental; socio-cultural; academic; and psychological. Berry (1997) also maintains that language 
competence and support from the host society such as supervisor support from the host academic community can 
influence individual international student‟s academic adaptation process. Schlossberg, et al. (1995) postulates 
that four potential resources, namely, situation, self, support and strategies are contributing factors the 
individual‟s behavioral and learning change. Hence, Berry‟s (1997) Cross-culture Adaptation Framework and 
Schlossberg‟s Transition Model (1995) suggest that international students‟ academic adaptation can be 
influenced by supervisor support, self-efficacy, and language competence. 
2.2 Supervisor Support 
Supervisor support can be defined as the support provided to research candidates by supervisors in terms of 
experience and mentoring skills (De Clercq et al., 2019; Hadi & Muhammad, 2019). Previous studies have 
provided some evidences that substantiate the relationship between supervisor support and academic adaptation 
(e.g., Elliot & Kobayashi, 2019; Hussain & Shen, 2019; Khuram et al., 2021; Wisker, 2005; Yu, & Wright, 2016). 
Regarding the empirical studies on supervisor support and academic adaptation, Yu and Wright (2016) explored 
the socio-cultural adaptation, academic adaptation and satisfaction of international research students in Australia, 
using qualitative approaches. They reported that relationship and communication with supervisors was a core 
challenge for international graduate students‟ academic adaptation and success. In addition, more than half of the 
participants revealed that they obtained inadequate supervisor support to assist them for their academic 
adaptation. In addition, Elliot and Kobayashi (2019) conducted a qualitative study and highlighted that 
supervisor support plays an essential role in facilitating international doctoral students‟ adaptation into the new 
academic context. Correspondingly, some scholars (Hussain & Ali, 2019; Hussain & Shen, 2019) illustrated that 
supervisor‟s guidance as part of university support helped students cope with academic barriers, resulting in 
successful academic adaptation of international students in China. 
2.3 Self-efficacy 
Self-efficacy generally refers to evaluation by individuals about their capability to reach their ultimate goals 
(Bandura, 1977, 1997, 2012). Self-efficacy is one of the psychological characteristics that contributes to the 
student adaptation to a new academic context (Anderson et al., 2012). Previous studies pointed out that 
self-efficacy played a key role in influencing students' potential for academic adaptation (For instance, Abood et 
al., 2020; Cordeiro & Lobo, 2016; Thomas et al., 2009; Valenti & Faraci, 2021; Yang & Lee, 2017). Thomas, et 
al. (2009) examined the association among self-efficacy, motivation, and academic adaptation of African 
American female students studying in the U.S. Findings revealed that self-efficacy significantly and positively 
predicted academic adaptation. Likewise, Cordeiro and Lobo (2016) found the positive relationship between 
self-efficacy and academic adaptation. Similar findings were reported by Yang and Lee (2017) who determined 
the association between the perceived creative learning self-efficacy and career maturity with the mediating role 
of academic adaptation. The results indicated that self-efficacy was significantly correlated with academic 
adaptation. 
2.4 Language Competence 
A growing body of literature has illuminated language competence as one of the barriers to international students 
for smooth adaptation to the host academic culture (Berry, 1997; Robertson et al., 2000; Kim, 2001; Yu & Wright, 
2017). In the current age of globalization, English language competence has been considered as a basic 
requirement for pursing tertiary education abroad as most of the leading universities worldwide offer 
English-medium degree programs for international students (Dentakos et al., 2017; Hsu, 2011; Son & Park, 
2014).  
Unquestionably, one of the most supporting factors for successful communication with the receiving community 
is the host language competence (Masgoret, 2006). Many studies have agreed that one‟s level of host language 
competence is associated with overall adaptation to the new society (Cheung, 2013; Galloway & Jenkins, 2005; 
Masgoret, 2006; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Yu, 2016). For example, Cheung (2013) investigated language, 
socio-cultural, academic and financial adjustments of mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong. The results 
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reported that language is the major barrier for them, and they experienced English language difficulties in the 
academic context and host language (Cantonese) difficulties in the social setting. It is noted that competence in 
English and the host language is required for smooth adaptation to the new environment. 
2.5 The Current Study 
To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between the independent variables (supervisor support, 
self-efficacy, language competence) and academic adaptation of graduate students has not been examined in a 
unique study sample of international graduate students in the context of China. Grounded in the proposition of 
Berry‟s (1997) Cross-culture Adaptation Framework and Schlossberg‟s Transition Model (1995), and based on 
the prior empirical findings, the present study aims at testing the hypotheses as follows: 
Hypothesis 1 (H1): There is a positive relationship between the independent variables (supervisor support, 
self-efficacy, language competence) and academic adaptation of international graduate students. 
Hypothesis 2 (H2): Supervisor support, self-efficacy, language competence significantly predict the academic 
adaptation of international graduate students. 
3. Method 

3.1 Participants and Setting 
The sample comprised 410 international graduate students enrolled in five universities in Wuhan, China: Central 
China Normal University, China University of Geosciences, Wuhan; Huazhong University of Science and 
Technology, Wuhan University, and Wuhan University of Technology. Sample characteristics were male (52%) 
and female (48%); age range (25 to 41 and above); master‟s students (30%) and doctoral students (70%). The 
participants were from the following regions: East and South Asia (69%); Africa (20%); Middle East (5%); 
Europe (4%); America (0.5%) and missing data (1%). Study fields of these students were Science, Engineering & 
Technology (52%), and Humanities & Social Sciences (48 %). In addition, 81% of the participants enrolled in 
English-medium degree programs and 19% in Chinese-medium programs. Regarding year of study, 10% of them 
are in their first year, 29% in second year, 36% in third year and 25% in fourth year and above. 
3.2 Measures 
3.2.1 Supervisor Support 
We utilized the 9-item Supervisor Support Scale developed by Hadi and Muhammad (2019) based on the 
previous researches (e.g., Abdullah & Evans, 2011; Arabaci & Ersozlu, 2010; Hadi & Muhammad, 2017), being 
reported as a reliable and valid scale. Sample items include: “My supervisor regularly gives feedback on my 
performance.”; and “My supervisor has the skills and necessary subject knowledge to adequately support my 
research.” In the present study, scores from this scale achieved a Cronbach‟s α of 0.93. 
3.2.2 Self-efficacy  
We employed the 9-item Self-efficacy Scale developed by Hadi and Muhammad (2019) based on the previous 
researches (e.g., Abdullah & Evans, 2011; Arabaci & Ersozlu, 2010; Hadi & Muhammad, 2017), being reported 
as a reliable and valid scale. Sample items include: “I can always manage to solve difficult problems if try hard 
enough.”; and “I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events.” In the present study, scores 
from this scale achieved a Cronbach‟s α of 0.74. 
3.2.3 Language Competence 
Participants evaluated their overall English and the host language (Chinese) level via one self-reported item for 
each language, ranging from 1 = „Very Weak‟ to 5 = „Excellent‟. 
3.2.4 Academic Adaptation 
Academic Adaptation Scale (α = .82 in Cemalcilar et al., 2005) and (α = 0.86 in Hsu, 2011) involves eight items 
to measure international students‟ Academic Adaptation, being reported as a reliable and valid scale. Sample 
items include: “I have good communication with faculty and with fellow students in my program.”; and “I feel 
that my grades accurately show my academic ability in this program.” In the present study, scores from this scale 
achieved a Cronbach‟s α of 0.86. 
3.3 Procedure 
International graduate students who have lived and studied in China for at least one semester were invited to 
participate in the online survey via international student WeChat groups of five universities in central China. The 
individual participants provided online written consent. They received an online cover letter, accompanying the 
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survey, stating the purpose of the research, and assuring them that their information would be confidential and 
anonymous utilized only for academic purposes. 
3.4 Data Analysis 
Preliminary analyses for outliers and influential cases, normality, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity were 
performed before the main analysis. This assessment brought down the valid response number from 422 to 410. 
Descriptive analysis was done for each instrument to investigate the levels of the observed factors. The 
correlation analysis was performed using Pearson product-moment to examine the relationship between the 
independent variables and the outcome variable. After that, a multiple regression analysis was computed to 
assess how well supervisor support, self-efficacy, and language competence predicted the level of academic 
adaptation of graduate students. Data analyses were conducted by using IBM SPSS (version 26). 
4. Results 

Prior to the main data analysis, the outliers and influential cases were identified and removed from the data using 
box-and-whisker plots. After that, all the measured variables were checked for skewness. The skewness values 
for the study variables are less than +/- 1 so the data can be assumed normally distributed as stated by Morgan 
and colleagues (2019). Multicollinearity can be a problem if the VIF values of predictor variables are more than 
10 (Myers, 1990) but in this study, the VIF scores for all the independent variables were in the acceptable range. 
Homoscedasticity was examined using bivariate scatter plot matrices before performing the statistical analyses 
and the assumption was met. 
4.1 Relationship between the Independent Variables and Academic Adaptation 
Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation, Skewness and Correlation Analysis of Study Variables 

Variable M SD Skewness 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Academic Adaptation 3.79 .82 -.44 - .45*** .50*** .03 .16*** 
2. Supervisor Support 4.00 .84 -.65  - .22*** -.09 -.08 
3. Self-efficacy 3.89 .79 -.13   - -.03 .19*** 
4. Chinese Competence 2.77 .99 .03    - .22*** 
5. English Competence 4.10 .78 -.62     - 

Note. *** = p < .001. 
 
The correlation analysis was performed using Pearson product-moment to determine the relationship between the 
independent variables (supervisor support, self-efficacy, language competence) and academic adaptation of 
international graduate students. Table 1 shows that among the four independent variable, supervisor support, 
self-efficacy, and English competence were significantly correlated with academic adaptation (r = .45, r = .50, r 
= .16 respectively). However, there was no significant relationship between Chinese competence and academic 
adaptation. So, these results partially support Hypothesis 1. 
 
4.2 Factors Predicting Academic Adaptation 
Table 2. Simultaneous Multiple Regression Analysis Summary for Supervisor Support, Self-efficacy, Chinese 
Competence, and English Competence Predicting Academic Adaptation (N = 410) 

Variable B SEB  
Supervisor Support .29 .03 .38*** 
Self-efficacy .48 .05 .40*** 
Chinese Competence .23 .19 .05 
English Competence .63 .25 .10* 
Constant 1.63 1.92  

Note. 𝑅2 = .38; F(4,405) = 63.53, p < .001 
*** = p < .001, * = p < .05. 
 
Multiple regression was computed to examine the best linear combination of supervisor support, self-efficacy, 
Chinese competence, and English competence for predicting academic adaptation. This combination of variables 
significantly predicted academic adaptation, F(4,405) = 63.53, p<.001, with all variables significantly 
contributing to the prediction except Chinese competence. The adjusted R squared value was .38. This indicates 
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that 38% of the variance in academic adaptation was explained by the model. This is a large effect as suggested 
by Cohen (1988). According to Table 2, it is suggested that self-efficacy contributes most to predicting academic 
adaptation and that receiving high level of support from supervisors and having high level of English 
competence also contribute to this prediction. As supervisor support, self-efficacy, and English competence were 
significant predictors for academic adaptation so Hypothesis 2 was partially supported.  
5. Discussion 

The current study investigated the relationship between the independent variables (supervisor support, 
self-efficacy, language competence) and academic adaptation, and determined the possible predictors for 
academic adaptation. The findings supported the proposed hypotheses, except for the correlation and predicting 
effect of Chinese competence on academic adaptation.  
In the present study, a strong positive correlation was found between supervisor support and academic adaptation, 
and additionally, this support factor positively and significantly predicted the academic adaptation. These results 
are in line with previous studies (Elliot & Kobayashi, 2019; Hussain & Shen, 2019; Wisker, 2005; Yu, & Wright, 
2016). Theses researchers observed that good relationship with and support from supervisors were extremely 
important for international students‟ adaptation to a new academic culture. Yu and Wright (2016) reported that 
around half of the participants in their qualitative study received insufficient support from their supervisors and 
this type of support was given the greatest weight for their successful academic adaptation. Furthermore, the 
research by Elliot and Kobayashi (2019) strongly endorsed that supervisors‟ positive outlook of their role in 
bridging academic cultures can substantially contribute to students‟ academic adaptation, leading to academic 
fulfillment and success. 
In compliance with our expectation, self-efficacy was found to have a positively strong association with academic 
adaptation and it was the best predictor for the academic adaptation among the four contributing factors. These 
findings are aligned with the previous researches (Cordeiro & Lobo, 2016; Thomas et al., 2009; Valenti & Faraci, 
2021; Yang & Lee, 2017). Valenti and Faraci (2021) assume that self-efficacy is likely to enormously influence 
university adjustment including the facet of academic adjustment because students with a high level of 
self-efficacy incline to feel able to resolve difficulties with low stress level. 
With regard to language competence, positive and significance correlation was found between English competence 
and academic adaptation. In addition, English competence significantly predicted academic adaptation which is in 
conformity with the prior studies (Berry, 1997; Robertson et al., 2000; Yu & Wright, 2017). In a similar view, 
Cheung (2013) concluded that limited English competence creates academic difficulties for international 
mainland Chinese students at the initial stage of their study in Hong Kong. However, in the present study, most 
of the participants were in their second year of graduate studies and above, and English competence was found to 
predict the academic adaptation. Furthermore, Hussain and Shen (2019) who qualitatively explored the academic 
adaptation of international students reported that these students faced difficulties in academic writing in English 
in the context of China. 
Surprisingly, Chinese competence did not report the statistically significant correlation and prediction on academic 
adaptation although some scholars have proved that an individual‟s level of competence in the language of the 
receiving community is associated with overall adaptation to the new context (Galloway & Jenkins, 2005; 
Masgoret, 2006; Yu, 2016). This may be because most of the participants in this study enrolled in the 
English-medium degree programs at Chinese universities. Therefore, English competence seems to impact their 
academic adaptation rather than Chinese proficiency. In addition, this study emphasizes the academic aspect of the 
adaptation and if it investigated the role of the host language in the socio-cultural adaptation, the findings may have 
been different. 
Regarding practical implication, interventions should be developed, specifically targeting international students' 
sense of their ability to reach their academic goals as the findings revealed that self-efficacy was the best predictor 
for academic adaptation. In accordance with self-efficacy theory (Bandura & Adams, 1977), offering opportunities 
for students to be involved in goal-setting activities via workshops and seminars may assist them to strengthen 
their self-efficacy beliefs. With the encouragement of setting attainable short-term or proximal goals, their 
self-efficacy beliefs are likely to be increased and then academic adaptation. Striving for and reaching such 
achievable goals may help students attain their long-term goal of academic accomplishment, and then the ultimate 
goal of degree completion. Behavioral modeling and the emotional support from peers and supervisors can help 
them develop their self-efficacy and succeed academically (Thomas et al., 2009). 
As supervisor support was found to largely contribute to students‟ academic adaptation, Chinese higher education 
institutions should set their focus on providing supervisor training in student support in terms of mentoring and 



http://hes.ccsenet.org Higher Education Studies Vol. 12, No. 2; 2022 

6 
 

intercultural skills like “understanding alternative rationale for other ideas, intentions and behaviors” (Elliot & 
Kobayashi, 2019). In addition, supervisor support is of benefit for graduate students who can obtain some 
constructive suggestions from supervisors such as how to publish in peer reviewed journals and how to 
successfully complete their graduate degree (O‟Keeffe, 2020). Moreover, Hussain and Ali (2019) reported that 
international doctoral students expected close interaction between supervisors and supervisees, constructive 
feedback, careful guidance and team work to be supported by their supervisors. 
The next factor that influences the academic adaptation of international students is English language competence. 
Given this result, offering institutional support programs and services on English language skills may be a way to 
enhance the English proficiency and ultimately increase the academic adaptation. Furthermore, English support 
programs for international students in specific fields of study (e.g., engineering, natural science, and social 
sciences) should be operated apart from general English language support services (Martirosyan, 2019). 
5.1 Limitation and Suggestions for Further Study 
The current study has some shortcomings that need to be addressed in future studies. Firstly, the study data were 
cross-sectional so longitudinal data would offer intriguing insights into how to improve academic adaptation of 
international students across time. Secondly, the findings are generated from self-reported data, which may 
include social desirability of the participants. Thirdly, this study did not consider further factors such as cultural 
backgrounds, socio-economic status, and academic performance of the participants. Hence, it is recommended 
that future researches should include these factors to predict academic adaptation of international students. 
6. Conclusion 

The present study reflects a further understanding of academic adaptation among international graduate students 
studying at Chinese universities, making a contribution to the existing literature on identifying influencing 
factors for academic adaptation in the field of international education. Taking into account four variables as 
possible predictors, the findings revealed that supervisor support, self-efficacy and English competence were 
positively correlated with and predicted academic adaptation. These findings shed light that high level of support 
from supervisor, individuals‟ beliefs in their own capabilities to reach targets, and high level of English 
competence predict how well international students can adapt to a new academic culture. 
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