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Preface

Preface

Arapidly increasing number of Chinese students have chosen to pursue their PhD
degrees in Germany in recent years, providing a large number of German supervi-
sors with the experience of supervising Chinese PhD students. However, there is
always a cultural gap that may hinder the cooperation and communication between
them, because of differences between the two countries in communication style,
working manners, philosophy, and culture. This book is based on the first author’s
personal experiences at the University of Konstanz. This contribution describes
problems and misunderstandings that Chinese PhD beginners and German super-
visors frequently encounter, accessible explanations for these problems, and useful

advice as well.

Four chapters are included in this book, which follows a character, Ming, as an
exemplar of a Chinese doctoral student in Germany. Chapter 1 explains why Chinese
students love to come to Germany and how they acquire funds (e.g., the funding
system in China). Chapter 2 focuses on typical problems that students may encoun-
ter when they begin their studies in Germany. The following chapter offers tips for
students to solve these problems and to help familiarize them with the German way
of life and work. In order to help supervisors better understand their Chinese PhD
students, tips based on Chinese culture and philosophy are provided for German
supervisors in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 1 How Did Ming Get to Germany

Chapter 1
How Did Ming Get to Germany

1.1 Opportunity

Ming’s original career plan after he received a master’s degree in psychology was
to find a job rather than study abroad. Ming was not confident in his ability to do
research because of his carelessness and impatience, which are obvious weak-
nesses when it comes to research. Furthermore he had no income to pay for the
living expenses abroad and his parents had already spent all of their savings on
his studies at university. In Ming’s case, studying abroad would place a great bur-
den on his family, while finding a job would support them.

However, while in his master’s program, Ming’s mind began to change. Ming’s
supervisor in China worked on a joint cross-cultural research project with a
German professor about risk decision-making, which gave Ming the opportunity
to join this research in 2010. As the project went on, Ming got acquainted with the
research field and the interests of this German professor, and Ming’s interest in
doing research increased. When the joint project was successfully accomplished
due to Ming’s proactive efforts, his supervisor in China asked him if he would like
to go to Germany to do a PhD as soon as he was done conducting the project.
He said that if Ming wanted to go, he would recommend him to his colleague in
Germany. Ming had not yet decided whether or not he would like to study abroad,
because he was fully aware that studying abroad would be a great opportunity
but would also be costly. Therefore, he told his supervisor that he was interested
in going abroad but had not made his final decision yet.

Chapter 1 How Did Ming Get to Germany

When it came to the last semester of his master’s program, Ming had to make an
important decision: should he find a job or go to Germany? It took Ming half of a
year to consider these two choices and to make a decision. But then it was time to
give an answer to both supervisors. His optimistic and risk-seeking personality led
him to choose an unknown direction: he finally decided to go to Germany, even
though he knew this might be a path full of difficulties.

“Towo yoads diverged in yellow wood
And sorvy I could not travel both.-”
D
GERMANY

1
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1.2 Loans

For Chinese students who want to pursue a PhD in Germany, there are at least three
ways to obtain financial support. The most popular way is to apply for a scholar-
ship from the Chinese Scholarship Council (CSC). There is also the option to apply
for a scholarship or a research position in Germany (e.g., DAAD) or Europe (e.g.,
ERASMUS) and the third way is self-financing.

In recent years, the Education Ministry of the Chinese government has sent about
6000 Chinese students abroad for PhD studies each year, with a scholarship of
1200 Euro/month per person, which is 200 Euro a month more than a DAAD
scholarship for PhD students. Moreover, the competition for applying fora CSC
scholarship is not as fierce as that for a DAAD scholarship, because the CSC schol-
arship applies a quota system, so that most of the scholarship opportunities are
distributed to applicants from key universities (e.g., “211” and “985” universities
in China) who have received excellent scores at their universities. In contrast, one
type of DAAD scholarship selects researchers from developing countries to go to
Germany for further studies, and every year no more than 100 applicants from China
can be successful with their applications. Since the amount of money and the
number of successful applicantions for a CSC scholarship exceed those for a DAAD
scholarship, many Chinese students with a CSC scholarship come to Germany.
For example, the number of successful applicants for a CSC scholarship in a key
university (e.g., Peking University) could be more than that of all of the DAAD
scholarships in China.

Another difference between the CSC scholarship and the DAAD scholarship is
that the recipients of the DAAD scholarship have to go back to China after getting
their PhD degree to work in China for at least two years. This might be a limitation
for students who want to develop their research career abroad.

Self-financing one’s education is a much more difficult option compared with
receiving a scholarship. Ming did not realize until he came to Germany that Ger-
man students tend to only consider doing a PhD when they are sponsored or have

13
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Chapter 1 How Did Ming Get to Germany

scholarships, as it is almost impossible for them to be self-financed. In China, on
the other hand, self-financing is quite common as many students go abroad for
further study with their parents’ money, although not every family can afford such

alarge sum.

In Germany, the basic yearly living expense is about 100,000 RMB. As students
could apply to only one of either a CSC or a DAAD scholarship in 2011, Ming
chose the CSC scholarship, but his application was unsuccessful, due to the fact
that his university was not a key university in China. Therefore, Ming had to raise
the money himself to finance his overseas studies. In order to raise enough money
for the first year, which had to amount to at least 100,000 RMB, Ming called his
father one night.

Ming: Dad, | got the chance to go to Germany for further studies, but it takes
about 100,000 RMB.

Dad: 100,000...(This was an amount of money that his father had never
thought about in his life.)

Ming: VYes.

Dad: | need tothink about that.

Their conversation lasted for no more than half a minute, but it caused Ming’s father
a lot of anxiety.

At 2 o’clock in the morning, Ming’s father, who could not fall asleep, called Ming
for the first time in his life and said, “ do not have so much money ... You have to
give up the chance...”

Hearing his father’s choked and anxious voice, Ming felt extremely guilty.

He immediately consoled his father by saying, “Don’t worry, Dad. | will figure it out.”
Actually, Ming felt really anxious and helpless. He felt so worried that he could not
fall asleep either that night. So he got up, turned on his laptop, and wrote about the

Chapter 1 How Did Ming Get to Germany

problem and his feelings in great detail on his blog. To his surprise, he received
numerous phone calls from his relatives and friends the next morning. After reading
his blog they were all touched by his experience and willing to help him as much as
they could. Finally, with their help, Ming successfully raised the 100,000 RMB for
going abroad.

15
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1.3 Arrival in Germany

Ming boarded the plane for Germany in October 2011. In the roughly 10 hours since
he had boarded the plane, not only had time and space changed, but also Ming’s
mindset. At times he felt worried and scared, but he also felt excited and was
looking forward to his trip. Ming’s thoughts and moods were going up and down
like the plane. What was waiting for him was an unfamiliar and novel country.

Ming had a lot of questions going through his mind. “Will | manage to find the univer-
sity? How should | contact the superintendent of my apartment? Will Germans be
able to understand my English?” He did not expect that his new research group was
well prepared for his arrival and had even planned a few surprises. The first surprise
was that a research assistant picked Ming up at the Zurich Airport by car. Therefore
Ming arrived in Konstanz successfully and easily. He only found out how lucky he
had been when he later talked about it with his Chinese friends who went through
a lot of twists and turns before they finally arrived at the university on their own. On
his way to Konstanz, Ming enjoyed the views from the car window with great interest.
He was touched by this thoughtful arrangement from his chair and the beautiful
scenery on the way to Konstanz made him forget his fatigue.

The second surprise was that two colleagues of his chair had already arranged his
accommodation and everything was ready for him. They had picked up the keys for
his dorm, and brought him a quilt and even some food and gifts from the research
group, so that Ming would feel neither hungry nor cold. Afterwards, his colleagues
showed him around and he got to know the supermarkets nearby.

The third surprise was that on the same day Ming arrived in Konstanz, the research
group threw a welcome party for him and all the group members showed up. At that
party, Ming got to know everybody. Besides, there was a discussion about picking

Chapter 1 How Did Ming Get to Germany

a German name for Ming. Based on the group members’ opinions and Ming’s
agreement, he was finally named Felix, which indicates optimism and there-
fore matches his character. From then on, he has had a German name. The
thoughtful and warm welcome from his research group touched Ming and he
was looking forward to the cooperation with his research group.
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Chapter 2
Lost

2.1 Conflicts

Ming’s study, work, and life were all settled after he had been in Germany for half
ayear. However, due to the differences in culture and habits, he was often involved
in conflicts.

Conflict 1: “Foreigner”

Ming was used to the hustle and bustle in China and various activities in college.
However, he was a “foreigner” among foreigners now. Without Chinese or English
as primary languages in Germany, he felt like he had lost control over his life. When
most of the other people enjoyed their conversations in German, he could not
understand what they were talking about. Even when he was able to understand a
few German words, he was still not sure if he got it right. When Ming mentioned to
his colleagues that he did not understand what they were talking about, they
sometimes tried to explain it to him in English, but he was concerned about bur-
dening them. After a lot of hesitation, Ming chose to merely nod to show his
friendliness even when he was not able follow the conversation completely. The
previously cheerful and optimistic Ming became silent and careful, because he
was afraid of saying or doing something wrong. He would rather huddle up in his
small world like a snail and only rarely stretch his feelers to probe the outside.

Conflict 2: To ask for help from colleagues or not

Ming and other members of the research group met every week to talk about their
work, to chat, and to have lunch. His colleagues cared about him very much.

They asked about his work and his life regularly and Ming usually told them that
everything was going well, although that was not the truth. Especially in his first
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few months in Germany, most of the time when he was confronted with problems at
work, he did not know with whom he could discuss them or whom he could ask for
help. Ming was afraid that if he told his colleagues about his problems, they would
think he liked to complain and might even see him as a burden.

In the research group, Ming was responsible for a research project and at one point
he had a problem with statistics. He had to solve it in a limited amount of time,
although he had never dealt with this kind of problem before and his knowledge
in this field was quite limited. Ming wanted to ask for help from the postdoctoral
researcher, with whom he shared an office and could probably give him some
suggestions, but he hesitated, as he feared that this might lead to additional work
for his colleague. So he began to study basic knowledge relevant to his question.
After a week, he still had not found a solution. Eventually he still had to ask his
colleague. It only took the postdoctoral researcher 10 minutes to suggest a pos-
sible solution, and this help enabled Ming to solve the problem successfully. This
experience prompted Ming to reconsider his independent working style. If he kept
trying to find solutions for problems on his own, everything would be too difficult
and the whole project might get hindered. But if he talked to his colleagues and
asked for suggestions and help, his work would be more effective. Most colleagues
have had relevant experiences and might be able to give suggestions. Of course,
the preconditions for asking for help from colleagues is that beforehand he has to
make an effort to solve the problems on his own. If possible, this kind of help could
be developed into a formal cooperation that benefits both parties, e.g., working
together in writing a paper, instead of staying at the stage of asking for and offering
help.
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2.2 Confusion

Before Ming came to Germany, he had heard that the way of doing a PhD at a
German university is significantly different from how it is done in China. In Germany,
a PhD student is responsible for his or her own project and the supervisor does not
getinvolved much. In contrast, in China, the supervisor will tell a PhD student what
research should be conducted, and sometimes even give instructions for the pro-
cess of the whole project in detail.

Originally, Ming thought that he could plan an excellent research project on his own,
so he plunged into reading all kinds of papers and analyzing data. His satisfaction
came from his pursuit of knowledge and the fun originated from the generation of
research ideas. However, his satisfaction diminished in the following months,
because he lacked an aim and could not see the big picture of his different research
interests. He felt there was no progress in his work. In fact, he even felt the opposite,
because as he read more and more papers without an aim, his research idea became
messier and messier.

At that time, Ming badly needed a guide who could lead him out of the mire. The first
person that came to his mind was his supervisor, with whom he met every two weeks
to discuss his research. During these discussions, Ming occasionally mentioned
minor problems with his work to his supervisor, but he seldom talked about general
problems with his research ideas or his overall research approach. Ming often
dwelled on the question of whether he should tell his supervisor about his confusion
surrounding his research ideas or not. If he told him, would the supervisor doubt his
research abilites or see him as incapable? After a long internal struggle, he chose
to avoid these potential problems and not tell his supervisor.

During this time of unease, Ming frequently made small mistakes in his work.
Furthermore, he experienced misunderstandings with his supervisor. For example,
when Ming did not understand the work assigned to him, he did not ask his super-
visor for clarification, which led to problems. When his supervisor realized the pre-
dicament Ming was in, he asked Ming what really happened.
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Finally Ming told him about his confusion. After everything was adequately explained,
Ming felt immensely relieved. His supervisor offered some suggestions concerning
his questions about his overall research plan and finally said, “It is my duty to give
you instructions. So when you are confronted with problems in research, just tell me
instead of worrying about what | will think about you.” With tremendous relief, Ming
said, “Thank you for your suggestions. If | had told you about my confusion earlier,

I would not have been struggling for such a long time.”
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2.3 Financial Problems

Both of Ming’s applications for a scholarship in China and a scholarship or working
contract in Germany failed, therefore he had to raise the money by himself. But
the money he had was only enough for one year. Only a few months after Ming
arrived in Germany, he realized the severity of the problem, because he realized
how difficult it is to apply for scholarships and obtain working opportunities once
in Germany. Even if he would like to get a part-time job, his lack of proficiency in
the German language was a major limitation. Besides, part-time jobs demanded
time and energy, which would definitely slow down his research.

Half a year after coming to Germany, the financal problem became a thorn in Ming’s
mind. If he could not find any sort of sponsorship, he could not extend his visa when
it expired, which meant that he would be unable to continue his studies and would
have to go back to China. This would be unbearable for him. The anxiety resulting

from this situation affected his work, because he worried about it every single day.

After two more months, when all his efforts had been in vain, Ming realized that he
was not able to solve his financial problem by himself. So he told his colleagues and
supervisor about his situation and asked for his colleagues’ suggestions and for his
supervisor’s support. His colleagues provided him with various possible solutions.
His supervisor, gradually getting to know what Ming was confronted with, put for-
ward two solutions: The first was that the research group could offer him an
emergent contract to meet his need for visa extension; the long-term solution was
to apply for a scholarship from the German Universities Excellence Initiative. In
the end, Ming got a three-month work contract to satisfy his visa requirements.
Afterwards, with the recommendation of his supervisor, Ming applied for a scholar-
ship from the German Universities Excellence Initiative and succeeded. He finally
did not have to worry about financial issues anymore.

Having gone through all of this, Ming would like to share the following lessons he’s
learned with those who plan to come to Germany for further studies:

Chapter 2 Lost

— Ifthere is a chance for a scholarship or job before you come to Germany, seize it;
then you will have the solid financial backing which, to a large extent, ensures

your research progress.

— If you are self-financed, prepare an amount of money that is enough for you to
finish your PhD studies, or get ready to face the fact that you will have to search
for all kinds of opportunities, like scholarships or jobs, to finance your studies.
There is the risk that you might not be able to continue your studies if you run

out of money.

— When you face a big financial problem, you should ask for support from your
colleagues and your supervisor as long as it is still possible. Giving a clear expla-
nation about your current situation is very helpful in the process of solving your

problem.
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2.4 Isolation and Homesickness

Isolation is a feeling that most overseas students have to face, especially when they
have been abroad for months and the novelty of it has worn off. Travelling between
the university and his apartment each day and going to supermarkets only on the
weekends to buy food for next week, Ming became acutely aware of his isolation.
Ming enjoyed feeling the temporary bustle in supermarkets, but on his way back to
the apartment, he was alone again. He watched the flow of people, but he felt like
they had nothing to do with him. Sometimes he listened to the people around him,
trying to get some information relevant to him. When there were Chinese people
around, he longed for a sense of belonging.

Along with isolation came homesickness. Thinking about his family, friends, and the
life in his homeland became a great solace to Ming. Ming loves chili peppers, so he
brought apacket of pepper powder from China. This was the only specialty of his
hometown that Ming brought to Germany, so he put a little of it into his dishes every
day, but not much, because he really cherished it. The taste reminded him of the
laughter at his family dinners and made him feel at home.

Every weekend, Ming would call his family via Skype. Although the topics in these
calls were more or less the same, these conversations, seemingly boring, always

cheered him up and he would be delighted with them for days. When talking to his
family, hearing their voices was more important to him than what they talked about.

After having gone through along phase of loneliness, Ming gradually learned how
to deal with it and how to make his life colorful again. On weekends, he, along with
some Chinese friends, played football with German friends, joined a choir organized
by his German colleagues, and occasionally went to bars with friends. Perhaps it
was the isolation and homesickness that encouraged him to actively get to know his
colleagues, to make friends and to blend in with his environment. He started rebuil-
ding a social network step by step and thereby regained his optimism.
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Chapter 3
How Is Ming Doing: Tips for Beginning PhD

3.1 Business Is Business

Professor:  Why did you not make an appointment with me to discuss the
problems with your project in advance?

Ming: I thought you were so busy the last two weeks and | did not want to
bother you.

Professor: Butitis my job to supervise you, and of course to give you feedback
on your work.

Ming: Then what do you think about my work?
Professor: [t differs. Sometimes it is of high quality, but other times it is not.

Ming: Personally, are you disappointed in me when | do not do my job
quite well?

Professor: Oh, no, you misunderstood me. Business is business. My feedback
is just upon your work, and it has nothing to do with your personality
or abilities. It is quite normal that | give you critical feedback, because
I think it will help you more.

The text above is one example of a conversation between Ming and his supervisor.

Ming’s understanding of communication comes from China, where feedback from
one’s supervisor is always not only about the student’s work but also the supervisor’s
attitude towards him or her. In China, when a student receives negative feedback
from his or her supervisor, the student may take it as an overall comment on him or
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her, concerning not only the work, but his or her personality as well. When Ming was
told by his supervisor for the first time that business is business, he was slightly
shocked and his previous perception of communication with supervisors was
reversed. It took him at least half a year to accept and get used to this form of
feedback.

Now Ming is able to take feedback from his supervisor objectively, even though this
feedback is sometimes very critical. He understands that the comments only con-
cern his work and not his personality, therefore he reacts accordingly to them. First
Ming will analyze the problem and think about whether the feedback from his super-
visor is suitable or not. Then he will try his best to solve the problem. Compared with
before, Ming is relieved to some extent of a psychological burden as he does not
need to worry about whether his supervisor negatively comments on him personally
or not.

No no no. You misundersteod
me. BUSINASS IS BUSINESS.
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3.2 Be Professional

PhD students in Germany are not just students, they often are also researchers and
employees at universities. On the one hand, they need to finish their scientific pro-
jects independently; on the other hand, they have to teach courses that are assigned
by the university or their research groups and they have to do daily organizational
work as well. All these tasks require professional qualities. In each research group,
every member performs his or her duties according to their contracts. The perfor-
mance of each member primarily affects his or her own reputation and then also
the reputation of the whole research group.

Professional performance is above all demonstrated with capacity for work. Excel-
lent working capacities not only include a solid professional foundation, which is the
basis of their research, but also include strong learning motivation and learning abi-
lities. When conducting research, there are constantly new problems that demand
continuous learning about theories and methods to solve these problems. The repe-
titive process of “finding problem — solving problem” is a test of learning motiva-

tion and learning ability. The level of motivation and learning ability both influence

the process of learning new knowledge.

One’s professionalism in terms of one’s demeaner and one’s fit into the workplace
culture is also important, although this is sometimes neglected. Whether the work is
finished on time or not, whether the form is normative or not, and whether communi-
cation with one’s supervisor is appropriate or not, and so on, can directly influence
the quality of the work.

At the beginning of his PhD, Ming had no plan or agenda at all when he talked to his
supervisor, which resulted in aimless and inefficient discussions. After being remin-
ded by the supervisor, Ming began to write agendas for their discussions, but they
were always extensive instead of being brief, which made it a laborious task for the
supervisor to read. Then the supervisor taught Ming to use bullet points, i.e., to list
every question or issue that needs to be discussed with a word or a short phrase.
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From then on, Ming’s discussions with his supervisor finally became clear and
focused. During this progress, Ming gradually realized the importance of the form
of his work, so he began to keep remind himself to be professional, precise, and to
avoid mistakes in expression and format, especially when he deals with important
documents or applications.

BE
PROFESSION.
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3.3 Obey or Argue

Ming has always been a “good student” who listened to his teachers in middle
school as well as in college. In his opinion, teachers are always right, so he obeyed
them even when he did not fully agree with them or when he had other ideas.

In Germany, Ming has weekly meetings with his supervisor for academic discus-
sions, which usually take one hour. During this time, Ming has to give a brief report
on his recent work, and then he and his supervisor focus on the problems that he
has encountered.

When someone is doing a research project during a PhD, he or she knows this pro-
ject best and therefore should take the leading role and ultimate responsibility.

As the research goes on, it is possible that the supervisor can no longer fully under-
stand all the details and can therefore not make informed decisions. In the first
semester of Ming’s PhD program, he always agreed with his supervisor in their dis-
cussions, instead of arguing over academic issues, which resulted in his frequent
doubt and rejection of his own ideas. Even worse, Ming began to lose confidence,
which resulted in his research not going well. Therefore, Ming began to change his
approach to discussions with his supervisor. Before their meetings, he would read
various publications to support his ideas, so that when he had different opinions
than his supervisor, he could make his own points and give evidence in support of
his ideas. In this way, problems were usually solved after several discussions. Even
if the problems could not be solved, Ming and his supervisor could usually define
them and figure out a way to approach them. Through constant discussions, Ming
gradually learned when he should obey his supervisor and when he should argue.
Ming’s supervisor was very happy when he noticed that the way Ming approached
his work had changed and therefore said, “German universities train PhD students
to think independently and critically.”
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3.4 Reporting Bad News

It seems to be a norm for Chinese students to “report only the good news but not
the bad news” when they talk to their supervisors, as reporting bad news could be
seen as complaining. In Germany, reporting bad news is as important as reporting
good ones. Reporting bad news is not seen as complaining, but as frankly telling
others about the problems in life and work. At first, Ming seldom gave his opinion
frankly and usually only reported good news, especially in the discussions with his
supervisor. This manner built a barrier between him, his colleagues, and his super-
visor as they did not know when Ming was faced with problems, so they could not
understand what he was going through, let alone help him.

When Ming had to face his financial problems and ran the risk of not being able to
continue his residence at the end of his first year, he only approached his colleagues
and supervisor when the situation was already very urgent. Although in the end all
problems were solved satisfactorily, Ming was merely lucky. His supervisor asked
Ming many times why he did not talk about his problems earlier. If he had known
Ming’s difficulties earlier, there might have been a better solution.

When one studies and works in Germany, it is necessary not only to report good
news but also to learn to report bad news. When you face major problems that can
not be solved by yourself, efficient communication with colleagues, especially
supervisors, will be of great help.
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3.5 Learning German

Learning German is inevitable for all Chinese students in Germany, because the
German language is everywhere. It's present in everyday life, study, and work. If you
do not speak the language, you will be held back from communication, the enjoy-
ment of experiencing German life and culture, and integration into German society.

Ming did not learn any German before he came to Germany, so at first he did not
speak any German at all. In his first year in Germany, he took German language
courses at the university, which took three hours each week. Still Ming’s German
language competence was limited to very simple dialogue and he could not see any
improvement, so he gave up these language courses and chose self-study. At first,
he spent 20 minutes every day on German language learning, however, after a few
weeks, his study became irregular. Even now, Ming has been in Germany for four
years and he is still a beginner when it comes to the German language. His colle-
agues often tell each other jokes in German, and everybody laughs, except Ming.
Ming realized that he has missed out on a lot due to linguistic constraints. For
example, sometimes there are workshops or symposia in Germany that are conduc-
ted in German. In these contexts, most of people speak German while Ming, just like
an outsider, can only understand the main points but no details. Most of the time, he
can only keep silent and look at his colleagues discussing important issues. This is
actually torture for him.

Learning German is not easy, and it takes time. Therefore, it would be best to learn
German as early as possible. In Germany, the language of instruction in German
language courses is usually German, so starting to learn German from scratch can
be so frustrating that many students give up mid-way. Therefore, learning German
before coming to Germany would be helpful for a student’s further study of this
language. If a student has some knowledge of German, the language shock would
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not be that big when he or she arrives in Germany and this basic knowledge could
make it easier for him or her to adapt to the environment. Moreover, some people

say that the passion to learn German dramatically decreases after being in Germany
for ayear or two, and thus it might be more difficult to restart learning German after
giving up mid-way.

Das Leben ist zu kurz, um Deutsch zu lenen,
- QOscar Wilde
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3.6 When in Germany, Do as the Germans Do

In Germany, there are some conventions and norms to be followed. If you disobey
the rules, even small ones, you will be “judged” by the local people. But if you obey
the rules, it will be much easier for you to integrate into the local society.

Appointments

Living in Germany, the first rule that must to be observed is to make an appointment
for almost everything. For example, Ming sometimes visits his supervisor at home
for scheduled meetings. When his phone rings, the supervisor keeps talking to Ming
instead of answering the phone. Surprise visits are also impolite in Germany, since
they might disrupt someone’s plans. When calling supervisors and colleagues, one
has to keep in mind that a phone call might interrupt their work. In China, students
can always walk into their supervisors’ offices or call them at anytime to tell them
what they want. This does not work in Germany because usually your supervisor will
tell you that he/she has an appointment at the moment and will ask you to make an
appointment to come back later.

Emails

In Germany, ringing phones are not often heard. The number of ringing phones that
Ming hears in ayear in Germany are no more than the number he hears in a single
day in China. In China, phone calls are preferred over emails since they are more
direct and efficient. However, in Germany, emails are usually preferable, unless a
phone call is the only possible way to communicate. German people think that there
are three major advantages of emails. First, emails are more precise, which leads
to fewer misunderstandings. Secondly, emails can be saved and retrieved if there is
a problem. Lastly, emails are not abrupt, so they allow people to reasonably arrange
their work instead of being interrupted and exhausted with phone calls.



50

Chapter 3 How Is Ming Doing: Tips for Beginning PhD

Queuing

“First come, first served” is a rule in Germany. Visible queues are everywhere: at a
bus stop, in a supermarket, at a bank, etc. If there is enough space, it is best to
keep some distance from the people queuing in front of you. Jumping the queue is
intolerable. There are also invisible queues which include appointments and emails.

Garbage separation

Garbage separation is really strict in Germany and it efficiently protects the environ-
ment. All people new to Germany have to learn how to separate garbage as it is
compulsory. If a mistake is made in separating garbage, roommates and neighbours
might complain and you could even get a fine from the garbage company.

Ming has learned and obeyed various rules in his work and life in Germany. He does
not regard these rules as rigid, but as an integral part of the real German life as
these rules regulate the German society.
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3.7 Keeping a Balance between Chinese and German Friends

Ming’s first semester in Germany was filled with loneliness. Although he met a lot
of people every day, most of them were strangers to him. But having friends is like
being a migratory bird in a flock, as it ensures the safety of the journey. At that time
in his life, Ming felt like a lonely bird that desperately needed to join a group that
could give him a sense of belonging. He realized the great value of a friend in a for-
eign land — friends are not only the ones you can contact for help when you are in
trouble, but also those that make you part of a group and give you a sense of cultural
identification. The identification with your original group of friends and culture and
your identification with a new group and culture are not in conflict. When you are
with your new Chinese friends abroad, the familiar language, culture, and behavior
create a feeling of closeness which will help you to deal with your homesickness. As
the time passed, Ming started to feel at home when he was with Chinese friends in
Germany. Whenever he told them good news or his difficulties, he received consola-
tion from them.

However, in Germany, Ming could not limit his social life to merely Chinese friends;
it was a foreign country after all. It was a new world that had to be explored and
there were new people that had to be met. A cup of coffee with German friends
and colleagues or a beer during his leisure time always supports Ming’s understan-
ding of German life and culture, which can not be obtained from books alone. His
German friends were born and raised in Germany and therefore know more about
the German way of life and work, as well as how to solve problems efficiently.

They gave Ming, someone who was new in Germany, a lot of very useful suggestions.
Even when Ming did not tell them about all his issues, he could still benefit from
them by merely listening when they talked about their work and life.

Ming still keeps in touch with his Chinese friends and shares his feelings with
them, which helps him to battle his loneliness. At the same time, Ming now also
has German friends and he tries to keep an open mind for new experiences.

Both groups of friends are important to Ming, and his circle of friends keeps growing
proportionally to the fun he is having.
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3.8 Training Metacognition

Metacognition is the knowledge about the process of how people see themselves
and the ability to adjust this process. The essence of this ability is self-awareness
and self-regulation of cognitive activities; for example, before one conducts an
experiment, he or she needs to know how to do it and how to adjust the experimen-
tal procedure and one’s own behavior when there is a problem. It is not easy to start
a new work and life in an unfamiliar country, since the environment might be totally
different from one’s experiences and expectations. Therefore we need to train our
metacognitive skills.

In his first few months in Germany, Ming felt like an observer, looking at his colle-
agues and friends who were always busy with an amount of work that seemed to
never end, while he did not know what to do or how to learn. Over time, he started
to panic. When his supervisor and colleagues asked him how his research was
going, he usually nodded and replied, “It's OK.” But actually he did not even know
if his research idea was good or if his experimental design was appropriate. Without
any clue, he started reading papers and analyzing his messy data, hoping to cover
up his panic by keeping himself busy.

After half a year of chaotic work, Ming looked back and saw that he had achieved
nothing. It took him some time to think about why he didn’t get anywhere with his
research in those days, and he gradually realized that he had taken a wrong path at
the very beginning. The first thing he should have done was to clarify the questions
he wanted to investigate and how he wanted to do it, no matter if it was an experi-
ment, data analysis, or thesis writing. If the basic questions were not clear, the
investments made for the experiment and data analysis would go down the drain.
This behavior showed a lack of self-regulation in his approach to his academic work.

Half a year later, Ming tried to regulate his work and improve his metacognitive skills
in the following ways:

Chapter 3 How Is Ming Doing: Tips for Beginning PhD

Communicating with his supervisor and receiving guidance

Ming frequently communicated with his supervisor, telling him about his previous
work and his plans for the next stages. Each time he talked to his supervisor, he put
forward the problems that he had failed to solve on his own, as well as any confusion
he had concerning research. In this way, Ming did not only make it clear to himself
what he had done and what problems he was confronted with, but also his super-
visor got to know more about his research status and was able to give him more
suggestions as well.

Communicating with his research group and receiving feedback
from colleagues

Ming tried to report his research plan and his achievements to his research group
every semester. Every time he had a new research idea, he did not rush into starting
this project, but briefly told his research group about it and asked for his colleagues’
feedback and suggestions. When an experiment was done, he often discussed the
results with his colleagues and friends or attended academic conferences to
present his findings in order to obtain as much feedback as possible.

Making a research plan to ensure working quality and quantity

Moreover, Ming made short-term work plans for one week, one month, and several
months. These plans suited his situation and habits as it could be either brief or
detailed. Before he made a new plan, he would review his previous work to see
whether the workload and the quality of work had met his expectations and whether
his approach was working; he then used this information to plan what to do next.

For a Chinese PhD student who is new in Germany, the most important thing to learn
is to be responsible for one’s own research project. Students should be prepared
for the fact that in many projects, nobody will tell them what to study or how, instead,
they need to explore their options on their own.
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How Can a German Supervisor Understand
a Chinese PhD Student?

4.1 Using a Clear Standard

When a German supervisor decides to accept a Chinese PhD student, he or she has
to keep in mind that this student comes from a cultural and educational background
that is distinct from the German one. Compared with supervising PhD students from
Germany or other European countries, the supervisor has to expect that a Chinese
student is used to a different way of supervising and has had different experiences,
which may lead to different working styles and communication methods, especially
in his or her first year.

The supervisor has to consider how to evaluate the Chinese PhD student’s work —
can a German supervisor use the same standard applied to German PhD students
or a different one? Ming and his Chinese friends frequently talked about how their
supervisors evaluated their work and they were often confused about how to meet
supversiors’ blurry standards. Although Chinese PhD students should eventually be
able to live up to the standards of other German PhD students by observing them

and learning from them, this is a slow process because the German standards are
not clearly laid out for new students.

In the end, regardless of whether the supervisor uses the same standard or not, the
student’s ultimate goal is to finish the doctoral program. During this process, it is
extremely important that supervisors set detailed standards for their Chinese stu-
dents, especially in the first year, because this prevents them from getting lost at
the very beginning.
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From the second year on, the supervisor might only need to give general objectives
and allow the student to finish the work independently. It is notable that Chinese

PhD students are usually expecting a clear standard at each stage of their research,
whether it is about a research project as a whole or about a minor detail; this saves
them from wasting time on trying to guess what the supervisor expects from them.
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4.2 Business Is Not Just Business

In Ming’s first year, there were many times when the supervisor gave him negative
feedback and Ming replied, “Sorry. | am very sorry. | did not do it well. Probably |
am stupid.”

The first time the supervisor heard him say this, he was surprised, because he could
not understand why a discussion about work would lead to a student’s self-evalu-
ation in this manner. It was even more surprising to the supervisor that every time
he gave negative feedback, the student always answered him in the same way or
made similar attributions, which was embarrassing to the supervisor. Critical feed-
back from supervisors tends to be a heavy burden for Chinese students as they feel
like they are not living up to their supervisors’ expectations, which prohibits them
from focusing on how to solve problems in the first place.

The embarrassment arises from the fact that Chinese PhD students do not realize
that the supervisor’s feedback is just about their work, and not about their general
abilities or even their personalities. On the other hand, the supervisor does not know
that Chinese PhD students typically take their supervisors’ judgments and criticisms
as allusions to something else, because in Chinese culture, business is not just
business.
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4.3 A“Yes” Person

In Ming’s original conception of social norms and manners, it is very impolite to dis-
agree with the opinions of a supervisor or colleagues or to reject work arrangements
that a supervisor has made. In his first few months in Germany, Ming was always
passive when discussing work with his supervisor or colleagues. No matter what
opinion they put forward, Ming would always nod and agree, although sometimes he
did not entirely agree. He did not know that he could disagree with others’ proposals
or even reject them. His supervisor could not understand why Ming always accepted
and obeyed others’ suggestions instead of responding with his own opinions.

Besides, Ming had been accepting all of his supervisor’s arrangements for work,
although sometimes he might not have had an interest in the assigned work or
could not finish it in time. Ming wanted to prove his abilities by finishing the work
that his supervisor assigned to him, however, the situation turned out to be just the
opposite of his wish and there were negative consequences; for example, he was
sometimes not able to finish the work in time or the quality of the work suffered.
Ming was trapped in this vicious circle for more than half a year and his psycholo-
gical burden accumulated accordingly. In the meantime, his supervisor became
increasingly confused and wondered why Ming had not thought about whether he
could finish each task or not before accepting it, and why he had not declined to
take a job or asked for an extension if he was not able to finish it in time.

Half a year later, Ming finally learned to discuss reasonable arrangements for his
work with his supervisor and he eventually understood that, with a good reason, he
could disagree with his supervisor’s arrangements. In the meantime, Ming’s super-
visor encouraged him to express his viewpoint instead of merely accepting and
obeying, which helped Ming to think independently and to get better at selectively
choosing and fulfilling his research tasks.
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4.4 A Heavier Load than Expected

One of Ming’s colleagues decided to quit the PhD program one year after he

had started. Even though his supervisor earnestly asked him to reconsider this
choice, he insisted on quitting because he did not like his research topic and
wanted to study art which he had always loved. Ming was astonished and admired
his colleague’s courage and determination. He asked himself whether he would
have the courage to give up if he was in the same position. However, the result of
his careful consideration was that he could never give up, because he had already
invested too much. The first thing he sacrificed in order to be able to come to
Germany for further studies was a number of job opportunities in China. Further-
more, he borrowed money to cover his living expenses of about 10,000 Euro for
his first year. Moreover, the time investment, compared with the monetary invest-
ment, was even more striking, since it takes 3 to 5 years on average to finish a
PhD program (as it depends on the discipline, e.g., Psychology vs. Biology).

Besides, a Chinese PhD student shoulders the high expectations of his family,
and even his extended family. This can be a positive motivation, but it often is a
source of tremendous pressure as well.

All of these factors made it impossible for Ming to make a decision merely based on
his own interests as his colleague did. Although he envied the colleague for his free-
dom and decisiveness, he himself could not give up, because he had more respon-
sibilies and obligations.

69



70

SR oy AR — Ao [

4.4 7RKIH EARTIUYIA B8 E ) G 4H

ANIIE A R SRR RO R, IR R A, (B A IR
R gk, HHRBER U IREA R B D8N, BTG H OB 1
EREN NI S AR IV, PO i R SR 5 SR . A ERER
Wi E D, WRAATRUMELN, B OREHAXME B, A0ERR
A BAMEIER T AOLRWMMEATTREEE, BOvi e TR
%, MhprHEARMENH K

TN E B AR R, Mo SR VAT R AR TS, RS
WG T AU BRI SS — SRS B, XA R IR R 5 IR . T34k — T
BB ], FETEE TS 2 A KR 2E3.6 - 4.64F, REE KM
AN BN I 5.

e, AP E B S A AR A SR A S A SO R —— A R
R NHIE MR B 221, XL T DO i 4R 8 5 18 0, AT REK
N AR KR

TS 6 R 6 /I 0 90 T 1 8 e
P SR T MR, i E SR TR AT, R EA
1 TR R

Chapter 4 How Can a German Supervisor Understand a Chinese PhD Student?

4.5 The “Boss” Is the Most Important

Compared with German PhD students, Chinese PhD students face greater pres-
sure and higher risks, especially in their first year when they are transitioning to a
new environment. Therefore, they need support from others, in particular from their
supervisors. They usually regard their supervisors as the most important people
during their studies abroad.

Why would Ming regard his supervisor as the most important person concerning
his studies? One reason is that his supervisor is the direct overseer of his research
and it is Ming’s major objective to finish the PhD program, a task that is impossible
to complete without his supervisor’s help. Another reason is that his supervisor is
his real “boss” and thus his source of income and support in both research and life.

If these two reasons alone were the only reasons his supervisor means so much to
Ming, his attitude towards his supervisor would be the same as the German PhD
students. However, there is a traditional saying in China, “a teacher for one day is
a father of a lifetime”, which reflects the importance of the teacher for students.
Ming, who is used to the way of life in China, respects his supervisor as a senior in
his studies and life. Ming cherishes every chance to communicate with his super-

visor and he particularly cares about the supervisor’s expectations and feedback.
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4.6 Always Busy

If there is a Chinese PhD student in your research group, you will find he or she is
always busy, from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. and from Monday to Sunday. This Chinese student
will seldom take vacations and it seems that his or her work is never done. You might
not understand why he or she is always too busy to take a rest. Here are some pos-
sible reasons:

Continuity of knowledge

Compared to the workload in China, the one in Germany multiplies. Coming to
Germany for a PhD degree, Chinese PhD students usually have to work twice as
hard as German students, because what they have learned in China might not be
the exact knowledge they need for the work in Germany, whereas the knowledge
German students have usually matches the requirements. Therefore, Chinese PhD
students probably need to learn more relevant knowledge from the very beginning
before they can fulfill a task. If this happens frequently in research, his or her work-
load multiplies.

Difference in study habits

From primary school to college, studying is the most important task for Chinese
students. As a long-term result, studying equals life and life equals studying for
most Chinese students. For German students, however, studying is just studying
and life is, afterall, life. Therefore, Chinese students, who combine studying and
life, are always busy.

Difference in lifestyles

In China, people’s lives are made colorful by the presence of their many friends in

their free time. However, in Germany, people are more independent. Everybody has
his or her own life and makes arrangements for their own leisure time. But for new
arrivals in Germany, this is not easy to do. Even if they have vacations, they do not

know where and with whom they could go. If a vacation is like this, they prefer wor-
king in the office.
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Chapter 4 How Can a German Supervisor Understand a Chinese PhD Student?

4.7 Work Relationships and Personal Friendships

Among colleagues in Germany, there are work relationships. It takes a long time
to develop work relationships into personal relationships. In other words, among
colleagues, a good work relationship is the precondition for a personal relationship.

In China, people are used to maintaining relationships at multiple levels, both at a
work level and a personal level. Personal relationships are preferred over working
relationships, because keeping in touch in one’s private life makes relationships
closer.

One year later, Ming gradually realized that in Germany, there are mainly working
relationships between a PhD student and his supervisor and colleagues. German
people are cautious with personal relationships, so the establishment and develop-
ment of personal relationships is slower than in China.

Having realized these differences, Ming learned to adapt to the new environment.
He tried to maintain positive work relationships with his colleagues, and his colle-
agues gradually got to know and accept him. Besides, Ming often met up with his
colleagues for coffee or movies and occasionally invited his supervisor and colle-
agues for Chinese food at his home. All of these activities facilitated their commu-
nication and understanding.

It is a good first step for a Chinese PhD student to try to have contact outside of
work with his supervisor and colleagues. But a personal friendship, instead of being
utilitarian, should come naturally.
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Epilogue

Epilogue

Higher education in Germany is famous for its rigorous research, endless innova-
tions, advancing globalization, and the government’s vigorous support, which
attracts hundreds of Chinese students to come each year in pursuit of their aca-
demic dreams. The soaring number of Chinese students has brought cultural col-
lision, communication, cultivation, and fusion.

Based on the authors’ and their friends’ study experiences in Germany, this book
summarizes the possible difficulties that Chinese PhD students may be confronted
with when they arrive in Germany, with a focus on the problems that the German
supervisors and Chinese PhD students may have at the initial stages of their col-
laboration. By focusing on the different communication styles and work habits, as
well as cultural backgrounds, this book gives suggestions to German supervisors
to help them better understand Chinese PhD students, in order to promote their
cooperation; meanwhile, this book serves as a reference for Chinese students who
have newly come to Germany, hoping to help them to adapt to the new environment
and integrate in a short time.
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