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Abstract: The tendency for internationalization of higher education in many Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) around the world, including those of Malaysia, is increasing with the current wave
of globalization; however, the main challenge of international HEIs is how to manage intercultural
diversity and overcome intercultural learning challenges that affect international students’ learning
outcomes and learning sustainability. Hence, the aim of this study was to investigate intercultural
learning challenges that affect international students’ learning sustainability through a proposed
measurement model. The data were collected from 273 international students in Malaysian HEIs
through a survey and were analyzed using variance-based structural equation modeling (i.e.,
PLS-SEM). The results showed that intercultural challenges did not have a significant effect on students’
learning sustainability. Nevertheless, language challenges, academic challenges, and research
challenges were found to have a significant negative impact on the learning sustainability of
international students. The study concluded that intercultural learning barriers are considered to be
intercultural learning challenges, which have a negative effect on international students’ learning
sustainability even though international students might overcome such challenges with the passage
of time. In addition, the study identified different factors pertaining to international students’
learning sustainability, such as students’ language and learning skills, Higher Education Institutions’
educational systems, and lecturers. Based on the finding of the study, Higher Education Institutions
need to create a clear framework that encompasses these factors to improve learning sustainability
among international students.

Keywords: learning sustainability; Malaysian HEIs; international students; intercultural challenges;
English language challenges; academic challenges; research challenges

1. Introduction

Nowadays, people live under the umbrella of globalization, which has erased the boundaries
between cultures and made the aspects of each culture relatively well-known to other people [1,2].
Students are part and parcel of this experience, since they have their own choices to study in any
other country. Intercultural learning increases benefits and awareness for international students [3,4],
and moving to any country has its influences on the lives of students due to cultural differences. Hence,
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intercultural adjustment of international students is an essential global topic because of its reflection
on their personal behaviors and academic achievements [5,6].

The relationship between intercultural adaptation and learning sustainability is essential,
since intercultural barriers might hinder international students from gaining sustainable learning.
International students move beyond borders to improve their knowledge and skills, and the chances
for them to participate in sustainable development (SD) are high since they might be decision-makers,
and they might participate in the education of future generations in their countries [7]. This perspective
makes it important for higher education institutions (HEIs) to not only provide a high-quality learning
experience for international students but also assist them to overcome intercultural learning challenges
that might stand between them and their achievement of sustainable learning. This is also related to
intercultural education, which requires adaptation of international students to the host culture as well
as mastery of different elements such as language skills and academic gaining [8].

The number of international students is increasing in different countries every year [9,10].
In Malaysia, the number of international students in HEIs is escalating as recent statistics have
demonstrated that there were 80,750 international students that joined Malaysian HEIs in 2009, and this
number reached 111,939 in 2011 [11]. Internationalization of learning contributes 4% of Malaysian
Gross National Income (GNI), and it was expected that this figure would be doubled in 2020 [12].
These statistics put more demand on education in Malaysian HEIs to go globally and compete through
providing sustainable learning experiences to international students.

The main challenging issue is that international students are known for having different cultural
and educational backgrounds, and different experiences; hence, managing diversity in higher education
is not an easy task [13]. The increasing wave of globalization and internationalization of education
might render the learning sustainability of international students as not only a current issue but also a
constant emerging issue.

Moreover, international students experience different challenges, including general living
adaptation, academic challenges, and adjusting to the new educational and cultural systems in
the host country [6,14–16]. This makes studies on intercultural learning valuable for scholars and HEIs
in mitigating intercultural learning barriers, fostering education, and improving students’ sustainable
learning [17,18].

Previous literature has investigated education sustainability from different perspectives such as
education, technology, employment, teachers, and curriculums [19–23]. However, there is a gap in
the literature in the investigation of intercultural learning challenges that affect international students’
sustainable learning. The current study attempts to bridge this gap by focusing on intercultural learning
challenges, namely intercultural challenges, language challenges, academic challenges, and research
challenges, which might hinder international students’ learning sustainability in the Malaysian context.
The items under every construct are linked not only to international students but also to HEIs in terms
of education systems, lecturers, and facilities. This will give a clear overview for the interlink between
students, lecturers, and HEIs to improve learning sustainability.

Previous literature has revealed different intercultural learning challenges, which are encountered
by international students in different contexts. One of these challenges is communication with lecturers
and local students [24–26]. Such intercultural communication challenges are due to students’ English
language proficiency. In addition, international students find it difficult to understand spoken English
used inside the class, which might be attributed to students’ limited vocabulary and speech pace of
the lecturers [27–29]. Language barriers are not related to communication only because international
students encounter similar challenges in writing and reading in English as well [30]. Such challenges
have a negative effect on their adaptation to the new educational system of HEIs in the host country [6].

Sometimes, language proficiency tests might not help learners in their smooth and successful
communication with native speakers. International students may study the English language in their
home countries, but using it in real communicative situations might still be a barrier for them [31,32].
Long and Yan [33] pointed out that even though Chinese students travel to study in the USA after
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getting high scores in the TOEFL and GRE exams, they find it difficult to communicate with their
lecturers and other students due to issues with intonation and pace of speech.

Other factors behind international students’ language challenges are misunderstanding for the
conventional cultural codes, idioms, and terms used in particular host settings [26,34,35]. This suggests
that cultural differences create a gap between international students and their teachers, and hinders their
assimilation to the host culture. For example, a student might be familiar with question-asking during
the classes, yet he/she may not be able to do so in the class in some cultural contexts [36–38]. Besides,
Mehdizadeh and Scott [39] argued that international students are challenged by how to successfully
interpret non-verbal cultural codes during communication with others in the host culture [40–42].
This, therefore, affects their intercultural adaptation, and raises the question about the ability of the
international students to gain sustainable learning in host HEIs.

Other challenges include those related to international students learning due to education systems,
which differ from those in in their home countries. Hence, international students might not be able to
perform well because of their failure or inability to meet the requirements of the new educational system
in the host culture [39,43]. For instance, Li and Campbell [44] investigated the cultural adjustment
of Asian learners in New Zealand, and the study revealed that international students face several
challenges varying from their patterns of classroom interaction and lack of academic norms and
conventions to inadequate support inside the classroom. These challenges negatively affect the process
of learning among international students. Another study by bin Basri [16] in Malaysia revealed that the
research-oriented educational system represents a challenging issue for many international students.
However, this is seen as a benefit rather than a barrier because from students’ perspectives, they can
gain sustainable education related to knowledge and academic research skills.

Moreover, other factors that can affect international students’ learning could unexpected academic
achievements that are valued by students. However, an inability to achieve such academic goals
may create anxiety and sense of lacking self-confidence, and may also affect the funding which the
learners receive from their families. Further, learners might lose their incentive towards study and
motivation to study hard and spend more time in studying when they do not achieve their academic
goals [40,45–48].

In addition, the educational quality of host institutions can be inferred from the learning
experiences of international students and their satisfaction with their knowledge gaining [49,50].
Attention, therefore, should be given to the quality of education in addition to assistance in order
to enable international students to overcome intercultural learning barriers. This shows the role of
intercultural competency in HEIs in order to provide sustainable learning to international students [8].
According to Lu and Mundorf [51], Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) might not be easy
to achieve, as their findings showed that Chinese students in the US lack building sustainable skills
due to their low adaptation to learning discussions in the classroom, but they could learn how to get
such sustainable skills through informal communication and interactions with other people in the
host country.

In addition, the term “learning sustainability”, which is discussed under Sustainable Development
(SD), is often understood within the context of solving environmental issues. However, education is a
key element in this context, and it is generally referred to as Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD). Moreover, education sustainability is one of the goals of the United Nations (UN) to be
achieved during the period 2016–2030, and the goal focuses on providing quality and life-long
learning to all people worldwide (United Nations, 2015). According to Samuelsson and Park [52],
the UN General Secretary Ban proposed the initiative called “Education for all” in 2012 to shift the
process of education towards learning, which puts more emphasis on learners. The shift of focus
in terms of education sustainability to learning highlights the significant role of HEIs in providing
sustainable learning to all students, including international students. Scholars have investigated
education sustainability in HEIs from different perspectives such as focusing on educational systems,
employment, curriculums, teachers, and technology [19–21,23]. Nevertheless, learners’ achievements,
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knowledge, and skills are still discussed under the term education sustainability [53]. Hence, the term
learning sustainability in this study is used to refer to students’ abilities to obtain sustainable learning
and improve their knowledge, and academic and research skills, all of which are required by their
future occupations [7,53,54].

Moreover, the globalization wave has directed many countries and HEIs to focus on the
internationalization of education. This trend shows that intercultural education or learning aims to attain
sustainable development, including the intercultural competency of students [8]. Intercultural education
goes beyond the general description of education systems to promote the individual learning experience
of students, which is a challenge for HEIs to include these goals in their strategies and goals [8,18,55].

The focus on international students through providing intercultural education has become the goal
of many prominent HEIs in different parts of the world. The eventual aim is to provide international
students with the necessary skills in assimilating and adapting to the host culture and attaining the
required knowledge and skills that enable them to actively participate in the sustainable development
of their societies. According to Hatipoglu and Ertuna [55], ESD requires focusing on education
quality and providing practical training to ensure sustainable development among learners. That is,
ESD required a systemic or connected view of sustainability which might link different HEIs “glocally”
in order to transform the educational experience of students towards sustainable outcomes [56]. In the
Malaysian context, major universities seem aware of the significance of education sustainability, and,
therefore, they have incorporated such goals in their strategies, visions, and missions [57].

To summarize, international students encounter different intercultural learning barriers such
as intercultural adaptation and language, academic, and research barriers. Providing education for
sustainable development is still a major concern for HEIs worldwide. Moreover, the promotion of
learning among international students requires improving their learning experience and skills; however,
such intercultural learning barriers might negatively affect this endeavor. Therefore, the current study
focuses on intercultural learning barriers among international students in Malaysian HEIs as factors that
might have a negative impact on learning sustainability, and it aims to answer the following questions:

a. What are the intercultural adaptation challenges for international students in Malaysian HEIs?
b. What are the intercultural learning challenges (academic, language and research) for international

students in Malaysian HEIs?

A research hypothesis is a “logically conjectured relationship between two or more variables
expressed in the form of a testable statement” [58]. Based on the research questions above, the study
has developed four research hypotheses, which are presented below.

a. Intercultural Challenges

The term “intercultural challenges” is related to adaptation barriers, which international students
encounter when they move to study in a new culture. Intercultural challenges have been investigated
by different studies, which showed that such challenges have a negative effect on students’ learning
and academic achievements [6,59]. The negative effect of intercultural challenges might have a
negative effect on international students’ learning outcomes, which is related to gaining sustainable
learning [7,53,54]. Therefore, it is hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Intercultural challenges affect the learning sustainability of international students.

b. Language Challenges

English language proficiency is a main requirement of international HEIs, and international
students therefore cannot join these HEIs unless they have mastered the English language.
Previous literature showed that international students gain English proficiency before traveling
to study abroad, but they face language barriers, which has a negative influence on their academic
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achievement [6,29,33,51]. Hence, this might affect their opportunity to engage in sustainable learning,
which led to the second hypothesis of the study that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). English language challenges affect the learning sustainability of international students.

c. Academic Challenges

Academic challenges are related to learning processes and understanding lecturers and the
educational systems of the university. Previous literature shows that international students encounter
challenges in the host university because learning process and requirements are different from their
previous experience [6,60,61], and such academic challenges might have a negative influence on gaining
sustainable learning [62]. Accordingly, it was postulated that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Academic challenges affect the learning sustainability of international students.

d. Research Challenges

Improving research skills is essential for all students, including international students, since they
need them for their future employment. However, international students might encounter challenges
in enhancing their research skills [16], which would have a negative influence on learning
sustainability [16,63]. Thus, it is postulated that:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Research challenges affect the learning sustainability of international students.

Based on the above research hypotheses, the current study aimed to (a) investigate the effect of
intercultural challenges on learning sustainability among international students in in Malaysian HEIs;
(b) investigate the effect of language challenges on learning sustainability among international students
in in Malaysian HEIs; (c) investigate the effect of academic challenges on learning sustainability among
international students in in Malaysian HEIs; and (d) investigate the effect of research challenges on
learning sustainability among international students in Malaysian HEIs.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Research Design

The study adopted a quantitative cross-sectional survey strategy which investigates the relationship
between the independent variable and the independent variables. This quantitative research has been
extensively used in social studies due to its positivist/post-positivist paradigm that allows researchers
to get the participants’ responses or determine their attitudes through quantitative data [64]. Hence,
the data of the study were collected through a survey, which was designed and distributed to students,
who are studying different majors in different universities in Malaysia. This design was suitable for
the study to investigate the intercultural learning challenges that affect sustainable learning among
international students in Malaysian HEIs. Thus, the quantitative data helped to understand the
intercultural learning challenges of international students, who are known for having different cultural,
lingual, and educational backgrounds, and this helped to get the general picture related to the research
objectives and questions of the current study [65].

2.2. Sample

Designing a targeted sample is evident because selecting a representative segment of the population
provides conclusions that are generalizable to the overall targeted population [58]. In the present study,
the purposive sampling method was chosen to collect the data. In order to determine the sample size
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required for the present study, the sample was selected by observing past literature rules of thumb
associated within the SEM and PLS modeling techniques. Krejcie and Morgan [66] came up with a
table for determining sample size for a given population for easy reference. For 220 of N population,
a sample size of 140 is required [58,66]. On the other hand, four rules proposed by [67] for determining
and establishing a sample size are: (1) sample sizes of n > 30 and n < 500 are appropriate for most
research, (2) a minimum sample size of 30 is sufficient for cases that require splitting samples into
sub-samples such as males or females, junior employees or senior employees, (3) in multivariate
analysis, the sample size is required to be at least 10 times greater than the number of the variables in
the model. For simple experimental research with full control over respondents’ behavior, a small
sample size comprising 10 to 20 persons is sufficient.

The calculation of the needed number of respondents was carried out based on the requirements
of PLS-SEM. Barclay and Higgins [68] proposed that the thumb role for sampling is 10 multiplied by
the maximum number of formative indicators. O’Rourke and Hatcher [69] posited that the sample size
needs to be five times higher than the number of variables, and they also stated that the sample size
needs to be at least 100 regardless of the number of the items of the study. According to the first rule,
this study needed 40 respondents as the minimum sample size for the analysis of the proposed model
using the SEM approach. Nevertheless, Hair Jr and Hult [70] believes that the number of sample size
has a rough guideline and PLS-SEM, as a statistical tool, requires a sample size dependent on the
side of the model with the maximum number of predictors. Likewise, this study applied G* power
software to test the sufficiency of the sample size [71], to determine the smallest required sample
size. According to the setting proposed by Vidaver–Cohen [72] (f2 = 0.15 for effect size, α = 0.05 for
error type one, and β = 0.20 for error type two) and for four independent constructs or predictors,
the suggested sample size was 129 (see Figure 1).
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Following the above rule and the statistical analysis plan selected for this research, the total sample
collected for the main study (n = 140) was large enough to test the parameters of this model. The number
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of students who responded to the survey was 273. All the participants were international students
studying different majors in different public and private Malaysian HEIs, including UUM, UPM, UKM,
UM, UMP, Limkokwing, USM, UTHM, UTM, IIUM, UiTM, UnimAPP, USIM, UNITEN, MSU, IUMW,
UMT, Nilai University, Segi University, and City University. In terms of gender, the number of females
was 101 (37%), while the number of males was 172 (63%). Also, the number of undergraduate students
was 20 (7%) students, and the number of postgraduate students was 253 (93%) students. The survey
was sent online, and 273 international students gave their responses. After data screening for missing
values, skewness, kurtosis, validity, reliability, factor loading, and outliers using SPSS version 22, all of
the 273 responses were included in the study.

2.3. Instrument and Data-Collection

The data were collected through a survey designed for the study. The survey was developed
after two steps. The first step included reviewing previous literature, and the second step included
conducting short interviews with seven international students to explore the possibility of adding new
constructs or items to the survey. After the design of the survey, it was validated by three experts to
ensure that every item was related to the factor under investigation. Also, the survey was piloted
to 40 students to investigate if there are any complications in the study, and to test its reliability.
Pilot study analysis through Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.77, which shows that the survey has a good
internal consistency.

The survey was composed of six sections. The first section was used to investigate the background
information of the students, namely level of study, gender, nationality, and university. The second
section was the dependent variable (DV), composed of 5 items. The third, fourth, fifth, and sixth
sections were the independent variables (IVs). That is, the third section was made of 3 items used to
investigate the intercultural challenges (ICC). The fourth section was made of nine items to investigate
the language challenges (LC). The fifth section was made of 3 items to investigate research challenges
(RC), and the sixth section was made of 4 items to investigate the academic challenges (AC). The survey
was designed with a five-point Likert-scale, ranging from one point for strongly disagree to five points
to strongly agree for all the items of all the study constructs. Table 1 shows the intercultural learning
challenges discussed in previous literature, which are faced by international students, and which might
hinder their gaining for sustainable learning.
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Table 1. Constructs of the study.

Construct IV/DV Items Sources

Learning Sustainability (LS) DV

My English language is good now.

[6,7,53,54,59]Research facilities available in my university helped me to improve my research skills.
My Professors helped me to improve my research skills.
Lectures are helpful to solve my academic difficulties.
I could overcome any academic challenges with the passage of time.

Intercultural Challenges (ICC) IV
I had serious cultural difficulties when I arrived in Malaysia.

[6,29,51,73]It is difficult to adapt to the Malaysian culture.
At the beginning when I came to Malaysia, I wanted to reserve/keep my culture.

Language Challenges (LC) IV

My English language was weak when I arrived in Malaysia.

[6,29,51,73]

It was difficult for me to understand the accent of lecturers at the beginning of my
study in Malaysia.
The lecturers speak so fast that I could not understand them at the beginning of my
study in Malaysia.
The lecturers use abbreviations which I do not know.
I had a limited vocabulary in English language at the beginning of my study.
I could not express myself well in English when I came to study in Malaysia.
My writing in English was weak when I started my study in Malaysia.
My grammar background in English was limited when I started my study in Malaysia.
My reading skills in English were not good when I started my study in Malaysia.

Research Challenges (RC) IV
My research background was weak when I started my study in Malaysia.

[16,63]My research skills were weak when I started my study in Malaysia.
I faced challenges in writing research/projects required from me at the beginning of
my study in Malaysia.

Academic Challenges (AC) IV

The academic system is different from that of my home country.

[6,60–62]I faced academic difficulties at the beginning of my study in Malaysia.
Academic difficulties affected my achievement when I started my study in Malaysia.
The methodology of teaching in Malaysia is different from
that of my home country.

LS (Learning sustainability; ICC (Intercultural challenges); LC (Language challenges); RC (Research challenges); AC (Academic challenges).
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2.4. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the Smart PLS package, and the reporting of the PLS estimates was
based on the recommendations of Hair and Ringle [74] as well as the 2-step approach by Chin [75].
Both the measurement model and the path model were analyzed using 273 cases and 5000 samples [74].
There were no missing values in the data, which did not require any replacement measurement.
In terms of SPSS, it was used for data screening (removing outliers and ensuring the distribution
normality of the data), while Harman’s single factor was also used to test sample bias.

2.5. Ethical Considerations

All the participants were informed in the self-administered online survey that their participation is
voluntarily, and their responses will be confidential and used for research purposes only, while keeping
their identity anonymous. The survey was sent online, and a number of 273 international students
gave their consent to participate in the study.

3. Results

3.1. Measurement Model

The current study adopted the reflective measurement model, which has two types of validity
assessments, namely convergent validity and discriminant validity.

Convergent validity is the degree to which the construct’s indicators converge or share a high
proportion of common variance [76]. In addition, Hair Jr and Hult [70] suggested using factor loadings
and AVE to assess convergent validity. The results of this assessment are shown in Table 2. Also,
Figure 2 illustrates the measurement model, in which all the constructs are reflective.

Table 2. Reliability and convergent validity.

Construct Items Loadings Composite Reliability Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

DV DV1 0.763 0.836 0.506
DV2 0.704
DV3 0.610
DV4 0.728
DV5 0.740

AC AC1 0.812 0.867 0.619
AC2 0.815
AC3 0.726
AC4 0.792

ICC ICC1 0.737 0.782 0.549
ICC2 0.607
ICC3 0.857

LC LC1 0.733 0.914 0.550
LC2 0.631
LC3 0.699
LC4 0.421
LC5 0.849
LC6 0.791
LC7 0.831
LC8 0.793
LC9 0.827

RC RC1 0.885 0.918 0.788
RC2 0.913
RC3 0.864

LS (Learning sustainability; ICC (Intercultural challenges); LC (Language challenges); RC (Research challenges);
AC (Academic challenges).
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Figure 2. The Measurement Model.

The indicator loadings, Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) of
the reflective constructs are shown in Table 3. The recommended value to retain constructs was
0.708 [70]. Accordingly, the items of DV3, ICC2, LC2, LC3, and LC4 were adequate to complement
with the threshold value of AVE and CR [70,77]. That is, all the five constructs met the threshold
values/minimum cut-off values for CR and AVE, since all CRs were greater than 0.7 and all AVEs were
greater than 0.5 [70,78]. It was concluded that the constructs meet reliability and convergent validity
requirements at this stage.

Table 3. Discriminant Validity using the Fornell and Lacker Criterion.

AC DV ICC LC RC

AC 0.787
DV 0.472 0.711
ICC 0.286 0.225 0.741
LC 0.479 0.408 0.259 0.742
RC 0.49 0.49 0.17 0.446 0.888

Note: Diagonal represent the square root of the AVE while the off diagonals represent the correlations.
DV (Dependent Variable; ICC (Intercultural challenges); LC (Language challenges); RC (Research
challenges); AC (Academic challenges).

Accordingly, the discriminant validity of the model was assessed to ensure that all the indicators
load more strongly on their own constructs than on other constructs in the model, and the shared
average variance between the construct and its measures should be greater than the shared variance
between each construct and other constructs [79]. Table 3 indicates that all constructs exhibited
satisfactory discriminant validity [79], where the square root of AVE (diagonal) is larger than the
correlations (off-diagonal) for all reflective constructs.

Table 4 shows discriminant analysis results by comparing the cross loadings between the different
constructs of the study. The paper used cross loadings to assess discriminant validity, meaning each
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indicator should load high on its own construct but low on other constructs, and this was achieved in
the current study, as shown in Table 4. Therefore, discriminant validity was achieved in this study
since the constructs are distinctly different from each other.

Table 4. Cross-Loadings.

AC DV ICC LC RC
AC1 0.812 0.419 0.260 0.306 0.434
AC2 0.815 0.300 0.219 0.441 0.424
AC3 0.726 0.287 0.243 0.459 0.373
AC4 0.792 0.434 0.185 0.351 0.325
DV1 0.346 0.763 0.203 0.481 0.339
DV2 0.291 0.704 0.187 0.173 0.325
DV3 0.106 0.610 0.096 0.191 0.318
DV4 0.402 0.728 0.235 0.196 0.382
DV5 0.441 0.740 0.068 0.337 0.378
ICC1 0.365 0.144 0.737 0.325 0.187
ICC2 0.233 0.059 0.607 0.257 0.035
ICC3 0.131 0.226 0.857 0.110 0.125
LC1 0.306 0.305 0.100 0.733 0.255
LC2 0.439 0.221 0.269 0.631 0.328
LC3 0.440 0.265 0.260 0.699 0.338
LC4 0.461 0.263 0.249 0.421 0.402
LC5 0.315 0.367 0.188 0.849 0.305
LC6 0.300 0.252 0.179 0.791 0.352
LC7 0.396 0.351 0.190 0.831 0.344
LC8 0.274 0.321 0.137 0.793 0.304
LC9 0.323 0.320 0.197 0.827 0.370
RC1 0.342 0.394 0.175 0.327 0.885
RC2 0.457 0.426 0.144 0.382 0.913
RC3 0.491 0.475 0.138 0.464 0.864

DV (Dependent Variable; ICC (Intercultural challenges); LC (Language challenges); RC (Research challenges); AC
(Academic challenges).

One of the most common method bias (CMB) tests of issues is Harman’s single factor test [80].
In this study, Harman’s single factor test was used with the statistical analysis software SPSS, 26.0
version. The analysis showed that a single factor was 28.8% of the total variance, and this value is far
below the recommended 50%. Hence, the analysis revealed no significant common method bias in the
data set.

3.2. Srtuctural Model

It was necessary to carry out the structural model, since it is the second step of evaluating the
proposed model of the study. Assessing the structural model requires different criteria [70]. Hence,
the assessment was carried out using the PLS algorithm procedure, along with re-sampling techniques
(bootstrapping).

The study used path coefficients from PLS with p-values and t-statistics (bootstrapping results) to
test the hypotheses of the study in Table 5. Hence, the impact of the independent variables on learning
sustainability was achieved by using the PLS-SEM approach. Table 5 shows the results’ summary
of the hypotheses examination. Accordingly, the values for “t = 3.091” and “p < 0.001”, “t = 2.326”
and “p < 0.01”, and “t = 1.645” and “p < 0.05” were accepted for the t-value at different levels of
significance, which is important in order to accept the study hypothesis through the structural model.
The validation and rejection of the study hypothesis depends on the results of the path assessment (β,
t-value, and p-value), which was also used to establish the impact of the association of the dependent
and independent variables. In terms of the results of path coefficients and the significance level of the
relationships in the structural model, they are shown in Table 5 and Figure 3 below.
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Table 5. Results of hypotheses testing.

Hypothesis Description PathCoefficients (β) t-Value p Values Significance Level Results

H1 AC -> DV 0.237 3.374 0.000 ** Supported
H2 ICC -> DV 0.069 1.053 0.146 NS Rejected
H3 LC -> DV 0.144 2.190 0.014 * Supported
H4 RC -> DV 0.298 4.494 0.000 ** Supported

Note: NS = Not significant. * Significance level = % 5 (* p < 0.05). ** Significance level = % 1 (** p < 0.01).
 

2 

 

Figure 3. Results of the structural model. * Significance level = % 5 (* p < 0.05).** Significance level = % 1
(** p < 0.01).

The proposed hypotheses of the current study were confirmed according to the results, in which
p < 0.01 for H1 and H4, and p < 0.05 regarding H3. Nevertheless, the results did not support H2 since
it did not achieve the threshold p-value. In terms of bootstrapping, it was used with 5000 subsamples
(a two-tailed, 0.05 significance level) as recommended by Hair Jr and Hult [70], and the aim was
to obtain the standard error and t-statistics for the whole sample as well as the two sub-samples.
Table 5 shows the results of the structural model assessment, which shows that three of the four main
paths were significant from the overall sample. Besides, Table 5 illustrates that the path relationship
between academic challenges and learning sustainability was significant (β = 0.237, p = 0.000). Also,
the effect of language challenges on learning sustainability was significant (β = 0.144, p = 0.014).
The relationship between research challenges and learning sustainability was significant as well
(β = 0.298, p = 0.000). In contrast, the relationship between intercultural challenges and learning
sustainability was not significant (β = 0.069, p = 0.146).



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7490 13 of 19

4. Discussion and Conclusions

The aim of this paper was to investigate the effect of intercultural learning challenges on the
learning sustainability of international students in Malaysian HEIs. The findings revealed that English
language challenges have a negative effect on learning sustainability among international students.
The role of English language in HEIs is essential, since it is the language of teaching. The survey
showed that international students face challenges in the four language skills at the beginning of their
academic study, taking into consideration that success depends mainly on students’ ability to read
materials, and write the assignments and the answers in exams using the English language. Also,
international students need to communicate with their lecturers and classmates, especially in debates
and workshops. Language challenges affect international students’ sustainable learning because they
limit students’ acquisition for knowledge and improvement for learning skills [51,73]. The findings of
this study in terms of English language challenges are in line with previous studies [6,15,28,30,73,81],
since language barriers may inhibit the ability of international students to take an active learning role
inside the classroom. Even through the findings of the survey showed that international students face
language challenges upon their arrival to study in Malaysia and could overcome language challenges
with the passage of time, this does not eliminate the negative effect of language challenges on gaining
sustainable learning among international students, especially since weak English language skills do
not help them to improve their knowledge and skills, which they need for their future careers [53].

In terms of research in HEIs, the findings of the current study showed that research challenges
have a negative impact on learning sustainability among international students. Discussing research
in a general context, it is one of the main skills to be mastered at the university level, and it is more
important for postgraduate students. The tendency of many HEIs to exploit research has become a
strategy rather than a requirement because the success of any university can be measured through
research outcomes, which is one of the key indicators for HEIs rankings and one of their main
challenges [8,18,55]. Moreover, many HEIs offer different programs for students with a research
mode only, which increases the importance of research skills among international students to acquire
sustainable learning. International students might eventually need to carry out research projects when
they go back to their home countries. Hence, research skills are not only an indicator for academic
achievements and success at HEIs, but are also an essential skill for sustainable learning [7,54,82].
Therefore, research skills are one of the indicators for the outcomes of the students, which is a
competency indicator for gaining sustainable learning [63,82].

In terms of academic challenges, the current study showed that this construct has a negative
effect on students’ learning sustainability, which supports the findings of previous studies [6,40].
That is, international students usually move to study in countries that offer a better education than that
available in their homeland. The educational system in Malaysia is advancing year by year, and this
can be easily noticed in the jump of Malaysian HEIs in the international Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)
ranking. International students might encounter a new educational system that differs from their
previous experience, which negatively affects their academic achievement. Nevertheless, there are other
important aspects to improve sustainable learning among international students including teaching
methodologies, use of technology in the process of teaching and learning, knowledge, and writing
projects and assignments during the whole academic year [5,6,59,83,84]. Academic challenges might
also have a negative impact on international students’ sustainable learning if international students do
not have the skills to overcome academic barriers [85]. The participants in the current study showed
that the educational system in Malaysian HEIs is better in comparison to the teaching process and the
academic requirements in their countries, and the admiration for the academic system in Malaysian
HEIs is a reflection of the success of higher education in Malaysia [49,86]. Further, the participants
showed that they could overcome academic challenges in the host country with the passage of time,
indicating that overcoming academic challenges by international students is important for improving
their learning outcomes, which is one of the essential factors to improve international students’
sustainable learning.
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Besides, the findings of this study showed that intercultural challenges did not have a
significant influence on learning sustainability, which is contrary to the findings of different previous
studies [6,14–16]. Hence, the easier adaptation to the intercultural education in Malaysian HEIs may be
attributed to different elements such as multiculturalism, HEIs policies and strategies, teachers’ support
for students, students’ motivation to learn, and the effective learning process, showing that there
are different interlaced educational and cultural factors that lead to the improvement of sustainable
learning among international students.

Finally, sustainable learning is related to sustainable development, which aims to improve the
students’ knowledge and skills to meet their future goals [87]. That is, sustainable learning refers
to the ability of the students to acquire life-long learning so that they can actively participate in the
development of their societies [87,88]. In this context, international students in HIEs need to adapt to
some challenges so that they can foster their life-long learning and improve their skills and knowledge.
Accordingly, overcoming language, academic, and research barriers helps international students to get
a quality education and to achieve sustainable learning [56,89].

This study aimed to investigate the relation between intercultural learning challenges and
sustainable learning among international students in Malaysian HEIs. Sustainable learning in the
context of this study involved learning outcomes, which were measured through intercultural language
challenges, intercultural academic challenges, intercultural research challenges, and intercultural
adaptation to the host culture. The findings showed that language, academic, and research challenges
have a negative effect on learning sustainability, especially when these three constructs are related
to students’ life-long learning skills. However, the study showed no significant relation between
intercultural challenges and the learning sustainability construct, which might be attributed to the huge
number of international students that allows them to form small communities to overcome adaptation
challenges. Also, the multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious aspects of Malaysia made it
easier for international students to adapt to the Malaysian culture during their study in Malaysian
HEIs. This study concludes that improving international students’ learning sustainability has intricate
factors related to students, HEIs, lecturers, and educational systems. These factors require a clear
framework from HEIs so that international students can gain the expected knowledge, and academic
and research skills so that they will be able serve their communities upon the completion of their
higher education studies.

One of the implications is that internationalization of education has become a main trend in the
globalization of education; however, managing cultural diversity is not an easy task. In the current
study, the findings showed that there are not serious intercultural challenges among international
students. That is, there were 43 participants in this study from Indonesia, 4 participants from India,
2 participants from China, and 1 participant from Singapore. These countries are known for having
a close culture to Malaysian culture, especially Indonesia and Singapore, where people can speak
the Malay language. The researchers tried to remove these participants to test if the intercultural
challenges hypothesis will be changed from negative to positive; nevertheless, the result of the analysis
remained insignificant. This shows that international students face the same intercultural learning
challenges in the host country even if their homeland and host country share some cultural and lingual
aspects. This also interrelated with the importance of mastering the English language, because English
is the medium of instruction in most programs in Malaysian HEIs.

Another implication is that intercultural learning barriers are actually intercultural learning
challenges, which the students can overcome with practice. Such intercultural challenges,
namely language, academic, and research challenges, are important to improve international students’
knowledge and skills, and this educational gaining is considered to be a life-long learning, which is
directly related to acquiring sustainable learning.

Besides, improving sustainable learning among international students requires cooperation among
lecturers, universities (through labs and facilities), and international students. The cooperation among
these learning factors helps to provide life-long learning to international students.
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Another implication is that looking at all the constructs of the study, namely sustainable learning,
intercultural challenges, English language challenges, academic challenges, and research challenges,
the common factor is English language. Therefore, improving usage of the English language helps to
adapt to the host culture, and improve academic gaining and research skills, which makes the English
language proficiency the main drive factor to improving learning sustainability in HEIs.

Although our study has contributed to the body of knowledge theoretically and practically in many
ways, our study does have limitations. Similar to SEM-PLS small sample size studies, possible bias to
the results may occur from individual views. This can be addressed if the sample size in the full-scale
study is larger than what we have used in our study based on Krejcie and Morgan’s [66] rule thumb.

Based on the findings of the current study, future studies might conduct a comprehensive
investigation of the role of intercultural English language challenges in order to test its relation with
the outcomes of the students, which is related to learning sustainability among international students.
Moreover, future studies might also investigate intercultural learning challenges among international
students in relation to gaining sustainable learning. Future studies on this construct could provide a
clear picture of its effect on international students, especially by comparing the findings of such future
studies with those of the current study.

Furthermore, technology advancements and industry 4.0 innovations such as augmented reality,
big data, internet of things, and cloud computing play an essential role in learning and teaching at
HEIs [90–93]. Researchers are required to be ahead of these technology advancements at all times by
anticipating future developments [94]. Therefore, future research on how technology could sustain
learning and teaching process at HEIs is recommended.
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