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Abstract
Chinese students are generally known to be working harder, spending more time on academic activities and having a stronger
commitment to educational goals than their American counterparts. The Confucian culture of learning, coupled with social and
economic pressures, compel Chinese youths to place much greater emphasis on educational attainment. Drawn on survey data
gathered from university students in both the USA and China, this study explores how study habits formed during school years affect
time allocation decisions made by university students. We use samples of Shanghai and NYC college students to investigate young
adults’ perceptions and attitudes toward the allocation of time between independent academic activities (studying and reading)
and non-study activities (social networking, video gaming, and TV watching). The results appear to support claims that Chinese
university students spend a greater time on independent academic activities than their US counterparts.

Keywords: USA China, College Students, Time Use, Academic Activities, Study Time, Reading Time, Digital Media, Video Gaming

Introduction
The objective of the present study is to shed light on the
differences between Chinese and American college students’
attitudes toward learning. In addition, this study explores students’
perception of the trade-off between the time they spend on digital
media and the time they spend on reading and studying. This topic
is important because in the race between China and the USA to
improve their economic competitiveness, educational outcomes
are imperative. Technological sophistication, financial erudition,
and political acumen that are expected from today’s students
are very much a function of their academic performance, which,
in turn, depends on the students’ attitudes toward learning. It is
often assumed that Chinese students spend more time studying,
especially in comparison to their American counterparts as the
latter are more involved in extracurricular activities and are not
as much under pressure from their parents. This paper attempts
to answer the question of how these “stereotypical” intercultural
differences are reflected in the differences in study habits of college
students in China and the USA. The authors compare two samples
of college students with similar backgrounds and majors at two
urban universities with comparable academic levels, settings, and
national rankings. The study provides empirical evidence that

helps to understand how American and Chinese college students
differ in the way they allocate their time between activities that lead
directly to their scholastic achievement (independent studying and
reading) and those activities that either crowd out their time away
from studying or do not provide direct explicit benefits toward
their academic performance, such as computer gaming and surfing
social networks.

Previous Empirical Evidence

Growing up in a culture that has been rooted deeply in a
tradition of learning and scholastic competition for thousands of
years and pushed hard by their parents, Chinese students work
more diligently than their American counterparts [1-4]. They are
also more avid and proficient readers. According to one study, in
2009, a Chinese citizen on average reads books for 15 minutes,
newspapers for 21 minutes, and magazines for 16 minutes every
day. This amounts to almost an hour of reading daily. For young
people, readership rates are much higher [5]. American culture
does not place the same emphasis on the importance of education
or reading. The National Endowments for the Arts (2007) reported
that in the US, 15- to 24-year-olds (high school and college students)
spend only 7 minutes reading on weekdays and 10 minutes on
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weekend, on average. By contrast, they spend 2 to 2 1/2 hours
per day watching TV [6]. The same report pointed out that 65%
of college freshmen read for pleasure for less than one hour per
week or do not read at all [6]. Contrary to the assumption that the
students’ focus should be studying, leisure activities take up most
of their time. [7] polled students at Rutgers University and found
that most of them spent 8-12 hours per week studying and twice as
much time on leisure activities. He also found that 25% hardly study
at all. Studies cite that the major culprit behind the recent trends in
students’ reading and studying habits is the development of digital
technology and the Internet [8]. College students are heavy users
of the Internet and digital media and they have more access to the
Internet than most other population segments [9].
On the one hand, by introducing new free and easily accessible
information media, shifts in digital technology have broadened the
pool of potential readers. A study of 124 EFL (English as a foreign
language) students in a university in southern Taiwan, for example,
found that 83.9% of students read online information often every
day, while only 31.4% of them read newspapers and 33.1% of them
read magazines often every day [10]. On the other hand, learning,
whether in school or anywhere else, requires time [11]. There
is often a trade-off between digital media and studying and/or
reading, which is substantial in cases of addiction to video games,
a rather common phenomenon among young people nowadays
[12,13]. Research shows that most of the free time is spent on
non-study activities, such as watching TV and playing video games
[14]. A study of Taiwan college students [15] found that students
who are addicted to the Internet spend on average 5.47 hours
on games every week. While this is a general trend among both,
American and Asian students, the former ones seem to be more
likely to be engaged in non-academic activities. Research shows
that in the U.S. approximately 82% of full-time and 69% of parttime students admit playing video games [16], which is the case
for only 38% of Chinese students [17]. Video gaming and social
networking addiction also may be the reason why reading rates
have plummeted in the U.S. In fact, research depicts a rather gloomy
situation: literary reading among 18- to 24-year-olds declined by
28% between 1982 and 2000. At the same time, home Internet
use by this demographic group soared 53 percentage points from
1997 to 2003 [6]. Social networking dominates as a leisure activity
among 18-34-year olds, who spend 3.8 hours a day chatting on
Facebook, tweeting, etc. [18]. The Pew Internet Project’s research
(2013) states that 83% of 18-29-year-olds (prime college age) use
social networking sites. An additional corollary of the explosion
in digital technology is multitasking. Research indicates that most
students use other media while reading or studying [6]. This may
have an adverse effect on their comprehension of the material and
ultimately on academic performance.
Robert Putnam (1995) [19] has hypothesized that media,
particularly TV, crowds out the time that could otherwise be spent
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on functional activities. Partial support for the time displacement
hypothesis can be derived from research related to a relationship
between the time spent on reading and studying and academic
performance. The impact of this trade-off on academic performance
remains a highly debatable issue. Some studies show that there
is either no relationship or a weak positive relationship between
study time and grade-point average [20-22]. Others find a strong
relationship between students’ effort and their GPAs, especially
among freshmen and sophomores [23,24]. In addition, some studies
support the time-displacement hypothesis by indicating a strong
positive relationship between grade-point average and time spent
on leisure readings [25,26]. There are few studies about college
students’ choices of time allocation between independent academic
and non-academic activities. These studies focus either on college
students’ leisure choices [27] or on the students’ reading habits or
study time [28]. Moreover, there is currently no body of literature
that offers cross-national comparisons of the use of time comparing
Chinese and the US students. Yet, in the light of the current ‘race
to the top’, it is important for educators and political leaders to be
aware of the efforts that are put forth by today’s college students in
both superpowers.

Theoretical Background

Why do Chinese students, from their early years till college
life, spend so much more time studying than their American
counterparts? A major reason for this striking difference is the
motivation for excellence. This characteristic, in turn, is a result
of cultural, economic, and historical forces that have shaped and
continue shaping the learning attitudes of the youth. The Chinese
have been placing a great value on education since the time of
Confucius (551 B.C. - 479 B.C.), a great philosopher and educator,
whose emphasis on virtue, natural order, respect for authority, selfgrowth and learning has had a profound impact on the values of
Chinese for more than 2,000 years. Promotion of education by local
officials educated local elite, and central governments date back
to Han Dynasty (200-100BC) and meritocracy and bureaucratic
organization of the society have endorsed Confucius principles for
centuries to come [29]. This historical meritocracy and Confucius
traditions have now mingled with modern economics. The Chinese
also value education so much because opportunities for the
uneducated in a country of more than a billion people are limited
[30]. Although in the United States education is also viewed as a
stepping stone to success, one does not necessarily have to graduate
from college to become wealthy. Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, however
exceptional, are more likely to be an American phenomenon than a
Chinese one. Therefore, Chinese children - especially only children
due to the One Child Policy - are under a lot of pressure to excel
in school and are more likely to spend longer hours studying
than American students [31]. The underdevelopment of China’s
financial system and inefficiency of the social safety net add to the
pressure as well. Lack of a variety of financial instruments as well
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as institutions that would ensure a steady flow of income, especially
for the elderly, often means that a child, usually a boy, becomes a
better and often the only insurance for the old age of the parents
[30].
In addition, there is also an unspoken code of conformity that
is most singularly manifested in a concept of ‘face,’ an idea that can
be somewhat related to a Western concept of ‘honor,’ although not
literally analogous. [31]. Since Chinese culture emphasizes learning
and cultivating self-growth, doing otherwise may result in ‘losing
face.’ Therefore, Chinese youths feel more pressure than their
American counterparts to avoid humiliation and embarrassment.
Their parents feel this pressure too since a bad student will bring
about embarrassment to the family, their ancestors, and everyone
affiliated with them [32]. Chinese parents, therefore, are more
likely to enroll their children in a variety of after-school activities
to enhance their academic development and to establish an
environment conducive to learning. Television, computer games,
and playtime are often given low or no priority in favor of academic
pursuits. Intense pressure and a competitive atmosphere abate
slightly once the child enters college. Yet, the general pattern
remains the same as social, economic, and traditional influences
keep pushing students toward academic excellence in the hope of
securing a good future.

Key Research Questions

This study explores differences between samples of Shanghai
and NYC college students’ perceptions and attitudes toward the
allocation of time between out-of-classroom academic activities
(studying and reading) and non-academic activities (social network
surfing, video gaming, and TV watching). Are there significant
differences in the time students in the two countries spend on
average on studying and reading? Do they feel that non-study
activities crowd out their valuable time spent on academic ones?
What would they do if they are not permitted to engage in some
of the non-academic activities? Because college students’ study
habits are formed much earlier in life, when children were under
their parents’ guidance and control, the study also probes parents’
attitudes toward the use of time while the college students were
young children. When did they allow their children to start playing
video games? Does the starting age differ in the two nations? In
which country were parents more likely to restrict the hours of
playing and the content of video games? The next section describes
the research methodology which is then followed by a depiction of
the results and the implications for research and practice.

Data Description and Methodology
Participants

The respondents in this case study were 201 U.S. students and
156 Chinese students enrolled in business/economics courses at
Pace University in New York City and at the University of Shanghai
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for Science and Technology in Shanghai (USST). Chinese students
were enrolled in the joint U.S. -China program between School
of Foreign Languages at USST and Queens College of CUNY (City
University of New York), under which the students take several
business/economics courses taught by American instructors in
English. American students were mostly business, finance, and
economics majors. About 55% of U.S. students and 51% of Chinese
students have at least one parent with a university degree. Both
groups exhibited similarities in a sense of middle-class parentage,
the relative level of income, and urban educational setting. In
addition, the two universities share the same inception date and
have a somewhat similar ranking. (Note 1). There were 42.3%
male and 57.7% female respondents at the US university, 43.7%
of whom were freshmen, 26.9% sophomores, 10.9% juniors, and
18.5% seniors. There were 23% male and 77% female responders
at a Chinese university. The overrepresentation of females is due
to the traditional population break down on the campus of the
School of Foreign Languages (54.5% of them are sophomores,
43.6% are juniors, and 1.9% are seniors). Because the students
at this university are required to take intensive English Language
coursework prior to their enrollment in business/economics
courses, no freshmen could participate in the study.

Method

A 16-question survey was designed for this study to determine
how students use their time. The respondents were asked how
many hours a week they spend on average at different activities,
including working/interning, studying, reading for leisure, social
networking (Facebook, RenRen (Note 2), etc.), watching TV or
shows on the Internet, and playing video games. In addition, the
survey had questions related to parents’ attitudes toward video
games. It probes whether the parents allowed them to play video
games when they were kids, whether they limited the hours
played and/or censored the content, whether they played with
them, as well as the age at which the students started playing the
games. These questions offer insight into the earlier development
of attitudes of university students in the US and China towards
studying and leisure time. To check the perceived trade-off between
study time and time spent playing video games, the students who
played video games were asked the question “How to have video/
computer games impacted your study habits?” The answers “not
at all”, “somewhat”, and “very much” were assigned numbers 0,
1, and 2 respectively. Weighted averages were then calculated to
compare the Chinese and American students. The students were
also asked what activity they would most likely get engaged in
as an alternative to video/computer games. Among the answer,
choices were “study more,” “read more,” “watch TV more,” “exercise
more,” “socialize more,” and “try to find a way to play video games
anyways.” To ensure that students in both countries understood
the questions clearly and in a similar fashion, a pilot survey was
given to a random sample of 20 students in the United States and
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20 students in China. The final survey was adjusted based on the
answers to the pilot survey.

Findings

The Use of Time
The results of the survey indicate that both the US and Chinese
students spend almost the same amount of time working or
performing internships (19.3 and 18.5 hours per week, on average).
Yet, American students are more likely to have a job or internship
than their Chinese counterparts (44% of US sample students work
or intern, as opposed to 30% of Chinese students). They also spend
the same amount of time watching movies/shows via TV or the
Internet – about 9 hours per week, on average. It is interesting to
note, however, that in the U.S., male students tend to spend more
time watching movies/shows than female students do (10.7 and 7.8
hours per week, on average), while in China it is the opposite (male
students spend 8.3 hours per week, on average; female students
spend 10.4 hours per week, on average). The fraction of students
who play video games and the amount of time spent playing
them are essentially the same in both countries – 72% of Chinese
students and 73% of American students play video games, for about
6 hours per week, on average. In both countries, male students tend
to spend more time playing games. Chinese male students spend
almost twice as much time, while American male students spend
almost three times as much time playing video games as their
female classmates. Chinese students spend more time on social
networking -- almost 10 hours a week, on average, compared to
6.4 hours, on average, spent by the American students. In the U.S.,
both genders seem to spend the same amount of time on Facebook.
In China, however, social networking seems to be a predominantly
female activity – female Chinese students spend almost 2 hours
more on RenRen than their male classmates. Chinese students also
are a little more likely to shop online – about 3.1 hours a week, on
average, compared to 2.3 hours per week, on average, spent by their
American counterparts.

The most striking difference, however, is manifested in the
hours spent on out-of-classroom learning activities – studying and
reading for leisure. Chinese students spend much more time doing
both. In fact, they spend more than twice as much time both reading
and studying. On average, they read for 9.6 hours per week, on
average, and study for 22.3 hours per week, compared to 4.4 hours
per week of reading time and 9.1 hours per week of studying time
for US students. Female students tend to study longer hours in both
countries than males do. The results also indicate that there are very
few students in China who don’t read (less than 1% said “0 hours a
week” and 5.1% said that they read for one hour or less per week)
or don’t study (only 1.3% said that they study for one hour or less
per week). In the U.S., 10% of students reported 0 hours of reading
per week and about one-quarter of students say that they read for
one hour or less per week. Seven percent of US students basically
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don’t study at all (less than one hour a week). It is possible that some
differences between the samples’ responses related to their study
time could be attributed to the specifics of the program Chinese
students are in. Since they are taught in a foreign language, they
might spend more time studying, as they need to devote additional
time to master the language or because learning any subject in a
language other than their native one might require more time. In
addition, study time might increase as students must overcome
problems of studying in a quasi-English environment, with no
native English-speaking classmates. However, it is reasonable to
assume that an increase in study time due to these factors is not
substantial since, to be enrolled in a Foreign Language College, the
students had to be already proficient in English. Also, since USST
has well established formal collaborations with many universities
in America and Europe, Chinese students in the USST-Queens
College program study side by side with international students.
This alleviates some of the difficulties associated with learning in
a language other than native and thus makes the US sample and
the Chinese sample more comparable. Overall, a greater number of
US students (63.2%) than Chinese students (42.3%) spend more
time on non-academic activities (social networking, watching TV
and YouTube, playing video games, and Internet shopping) than on
independent academic ones (studying and reading). However, the
students in the two countries differ in terms of how many hours
they spend per week on average on each category. While Chinese
students spend 32 hours per week studying and reading and 28.5
hours per week on non-academic activities, the US students spend
only 13.5 hours per week studying and reading and 23.7 hours per
week playing games, social networking, Internet shopping, and
watching movies and shows. A total sum of hours spent on both
types of the activities together reveals that Chinese students about
22 hours more (a total of 78.9 hours, compared to 56.6 hours spent
by American students).

But what about parents’ attitudes toward some of the nonstudy activities during the students’ early years, at the time when
their study habits were being shaped? The results of the survey
confirm the differences in parents’ attitudes toward those activities,
reflecting the differences in the two countries. American college
students who were polled started playing games earlier than their
Chinese counterparts. On average, the starting age for the American
sample was 7.7 years, while for Chinese it was 11.3 years. In both
countries, boys seem to have an earlier start than girls. American
boys start playing games as early as 7 years old, while American
girls start a year later. In China, boys start when they are 9.4, while
girls do not play games until the age of 12. In addition, Chinese
parents are more likely not to allow their children to play any video
games. In fact, 26% of the Chinese responders said that they were
forbidden from playing video games, compared to only 4% of their
American counterparts. In China, parents are also more likely to
limit the hours of playing (61% of them do so, compared to 41% of
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American parents). Twice as many American parents do not care
about the hours or the content of games played (23% compared
to 11.5%). Given these striking differences in parental attitudes
toward the allocation of time between independent academic
and non-academic activities during the early years when their
children’s study habits are developing, it is not surprising to find
that by the time children enter college, their use of time is reflective
of the different upbringing.

Students’ Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Video Game
Playing and Restrictions

The differences in values placed on reading and education, in
general, are also manifested in the ways the students perceive the
existing trade-off between academic and non-academic activities.
The U.S. college students who play games are less likely to report
that video games have an adverse impact on their study habits
than their Chinese counterparts. In fact, 57.6% of American college
students reported that there is no effect whatsoever, compared to
48.7% of Chinese students who think so. Only 35% of American
students think that there is “some effect” and 5.5% think that there
is a “strong effect,” compared to 55.8% and 6.2%, respectively, of
Chinese students who chose these answers. What are the students’
attitudes toward the restrictions imposed on them by their parents?
What if there is no easy access to video games? The differences
between the two groups of students are stark. An overwhelming
majority of Chinese students reported that in this case they would
either study or read more (91%), while only 13% of American
students chose this answer. Moreover, American students are more
likely to find another way to play video games (7.6%), while much
fewer Chinese students chose this answer (1.8%). The results
confirm the difference in the emphasis on studying and reading in
the two cultures. Chinese students place an exceptionally high value
on educational activities. In 2009, the Chinese publishing institute
conducted a nationwide study on the reading habits of adults aged
18 to 70 years. The findings that were disclosed to the press in 2010
revealed that more than two-thirds (69 percent) of Chinese people
believe that reading is important for their own development and
that this trend is predominantly manifest in the 19 -29-year-olds.
The report concluded that younger and better educated Chinese
read considerably more books than the rest of the population [33].
The results of our survey indicate that American students have
priorities different from those of their Chinese counterparts. Most
polled American students said that if they have no easy access
to video games, they would watch TV more (31.8%). Their next
favorite ‘trade-off’ activity is exercising (26% of American students
in the sample said they would exercise more). Socializing is in the
third position (17.4% said they would socialize more). Watching
TV is the second most frequently chosen activity for Chinese
students (30% said they would watch TV more). This was followed
by socializing (28% chose this answer). Exercising was in the
fourth position, which confirms the general observation that the
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Chinese do not pay as much attention to sports or exercising as the
American youths do. The Survey of American College Students that
polled 400+ randomly selected American college students reported
that 22.47% of the students in the sample participate in intramural
athletics, including more than 28% of students aged 19 or younger
[34]. Chinese parents are not as much interested in sports activities
for their children unless those activities lead to the participation in
Olympic Games.

Conclusions and Implications

This case study helps to investigate differences between
the attitudes of Chinese and American college students toward
learning. It also explores the students’ perception of the trade-off
between the time they spend on non-academic activities (watching
TV, surfing the net, playing video games) and independent study.
Survey results indicate that both U.S. and Chinese students spend
almost the same amount of time working or interning, watching
movies/shows via TV or the internet, and playing video games.
There are, however, some gender differences. Chinese male
students spend almost twice as much time, while American male
students spend almost three times as much time playing video
games as their female classmates. While in the U.S. both genders
seem to spend the same amount of time on the social media website
(Facebook), in China, RenRen is mainly utilized by female students.
The most remarkable difference was found in the hours spent on
independent academic activities – studying and non-homework
reading. Chinese students spend more than twice as much time
on both activities. Female students in both countries tend to study
more hours than male students do. An overwhelming majority of
Chinese students reported that if they had no easy access to video
games, they would either study or read more, while most of the
sampled American students said they would watch TV more. In
addition, American students are more likely to find another way to
play video games. The survey also probed the attitude of parents
toward video games at the time when college students were still
in school. According to the results, American parents allow their
children to start playing at an earlier age and are less likely to
limit play hours. These findings confirm the striking differences
in the two cultures’ positions on educational attainment and
commitment to educational goals. These differences are possibly
a result of historical traditions, economic and demographic forces,
and social values. It is probable that the Confucian philosophy of
learning, high marginal returns on education in the fast growing
economic environment, and extremely competitive labor markets,
force Chinese college students to spend much greater amounts
of time on study. Chinese students might face fewer job market
opportunities if their academic credentials are not very strong.
In addition, the weak structure of saving institutions, especially
pension funds and mutual funds, in combination with cultural
tradition of saving one’s “face” and the need to care for the elderly,
might encourage Chinese parents push their only children harder
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as they view their offspring’s success as a guarantee of their own
financial security during old age. Literature shows that Chinese
families place a great value on education thus, children since their
early age spend considerable time studying and reading. Our study
presents empirical evidence that suggests that these tendencies are
exhibited among university students, free from parental influence
when studying at college.
Studies show that American students, in contrast, do not
spend as much time studying and reading during earlier school
years. As this study demonstrates, the trend continues into their
college experiences as well. Although American and Chinese college
students spend approximately the same amount of time on the
internet and digital media, the results of the survey indicate that on
average Chinese students start playing video games at a later age
(there is more than 3 years’ difference). Because study habits are
formed during this period (primary school age), it is safe to assume
that video games and digital media have a larger detrimental effect
on time management of American students than that of their
Chinese counterparts. By the time they are in college, Chinese
young adults can manage their time in a more efficient, academicfocused, way. Overall, there is a greater number of U.S. college
students who spend more time on non-academic activities than on
academic ones. It is interesting to note that Chinese students spend
about 22 hours more on both types of the activities together. This
poses a paradox. Where does the time go for American students?
Why do American students spend less time, on average, on both,
independent academic and non-academic activities? Further
research is necessary to explain this paradox. Perhaps, there is a
need for a more detailed survey in which the responders not only
report the number of hours spent on digital media, but also on the
activities that are beyond the scope of this study, such as exercising
and socializing. These activities, as well as some other co-curricular
and extracurricular activities, may have some indirect or not easily
discerned benefits for college students’ academic success.
Some studies suggest, for example, that students who use social
media more often are more likely to be self-confident and have a
sense of social trust and citizenship responsibility [35,36]. There
is certainly room for further investigation and a larger sample
of students would perhaps improve the validity of conclusions
drawn here and help answer other important questions such
as: How much social capital do college students in the United
States and China accumulate, if any, when they spend time in
their relative social networks (Facebook and RenRen)? What are
marginal benefits of extra time spent on extracurricular activities
by American students? How does a much stronger emphasis on
sports benefit American students when they are about to compete
in labor markets? Does time spent playing video games affect
students’ academic performance similarly in both countries? In
addition, further studies may explore the effects of the extra time
spent by Chinese students on out-of-classroom academic activities
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on their academic performance and a comparison can be made
with the scholastic performance of American students. To improve
stereotypical understanding of Asian and particularly Chinese
students, it is also important to go beyond the cultural explanations
to explore the reasons behind Chinese students’ willingness to
devote so many hours to academic-related activities. Although it
draws from small samples of students at two colleges in the United
States and China, this research does raise concerns regarding
the relative future competitiveness of the two superpowers in
global labor markets [37-39]. Education and skills will ultimately
determine the preparedness of the youth for the real world and if
American college students do not invest as much time in studying
and reading as their Chinese counterparts do, they might limit their
access to better-paying and more rewarding jobs globally.

Notes

a) Note 1: The ranking system in China is very different
from the one in the USA. Although the USST is nominally a
Gaokao (national college entrance examination) Tier 1 university,
students from provinces have different standards of marks on a
Gaokao examination for entering USST [40,41]. This lowers the
USST’s ranking to Tier 2, which makes USST and Pace University
students more comparable. Although USST is a public institution
(as opposed to Pace University), students who are enrolled in USSTCUNY program must pay an additional tuition fee.
b) Note 2: RenRen is an equivalent of Facebook in China.
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