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ABSTRACT





This paper explores some of the current issues of international students as they make the transition  into New Zealand universities, as well as the particular challenges that institutions are encountering in providing effective support for international students.  The paper is primarily a review and synthesis of current literature on this topic.  However, feeding into the discussion are references to the experiences of international students between 1995 – 2000 at the University of Otago based on feedback provided in the University’s Student Opinion Surveys. The aim of this parallel discussion is to measure whether the Student Opinion Surveys can provide the University with sufficient information upon which to form a detailed understanding of the academic and social adjustment of international students.  One issue arising from this study is the need for an appropriately conceived, custom-built, university-wide survey for international students upon which to conduct a more thorough needs analysis.  











Introduction





There has been a dramatic increase in the number of overseas students enrolled in tertiary institutions in New Zealand during the last decade.  The Ministry of Education (2002) recently reported that there are now approximately 11,000 international students in the tertiary sector.  Factors that have been driving numbers up are:








The significant increase in the rate of immigration to New Zealand of families from Asia (Beaver and Tuck, 1998);





The 1990 Education Act which allowed for the enrolment in New Zealand universities of full-fee paying foreign students from any country to promote increased foreign exchange earnings from the sale of educational services, and to contribute to international understanding and cultural exchange through reciprocal exchange programmes (University of Otago, 1998);





The convergence of this new legislation, in the late 1990s, with the increased emphasis in higher education on internationalisation in response to the changing role of universities in the global environment (CUSAC, 2002). 





It was recently reported by a Massey University researcher, Andrew Butcher (Evening Standard, 11 April 2002) that overseas students are worth almost $1 billion to the New Zealand economy.  In this report Butcher claimed that international students are receiving insufficient support from universities in New Zealand.  Beaver and Tuck (1998) in their study The Adjustment of Overseas Students at a Tertiary Institution in New Zealand� draw attention to the fact that very little is known about the adjustment of international students to University life.  In light of these emerging arguments, and following the Ministry of Education’s Code of Practice for the Pastoral Care of International Students� which came into force in March 2002, it is timely to review and examine the current support needs of international students.  It is also valuable for the University of Otago to reflect upon what the University knows about its own international students’ academic and social adjustment, based on results of its Student Opinion Surveys (SOS).





International Students at the University of Otago





Until the late 1990s, most of the international students at the University of Otago came from Malaysia and Thailand via the Colombo Plan, which was indeed the principal source of foreign students for New Zealand universities (CUSAC, 2002).  In the late 1990s, however, as a measure of internationalisation, Otago realised that it needed to diversify the international student population through the creation of international scholarships and the development of partnerships with foreign institutions.  In 2002 the University has around 62 partner institutions compared with 5 in the early 1990s, and the number of exchange students has increased from 5 to over 70.





The diversification of the international student population at Otago is reflected in the following data from the 2001 Annual Report:


Asian students (Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, China, Korea) accounted for 23% of all international students at the University of Otago in 2001. Pacific Island students (Fiji and Samoa) accounted for 5.3% of all international students;


Students from Europe (Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Germany) accounted for11.5%;


Students from the United States of America accounted for 21%.





In summary, the most dramatic changes that have occurred in the international student population over a five-year period (from 1996 – 2001) have been:


The decrease in the per cent of international students who are Malaysian (67% in 1996 compared with 16.5% in 2001);


The increase in students from Asian countries (6% in 1996, compared with 23% in 2001);


The increase in students from Europe (3% in 1996, compared with 11.5% in 2001).





The Aspirations and Special Needs of International Students 





In order to reflect upon the provision of student support for international students at the University of Otago, it is helpful to develop a profile of the special needs and characteristics of international students.





Motivations for Studying Abroad





The motivations of international students for leaving their home country to study at New Zealand universities were found by Beaver and Tuck (1998) to be diverse.  From their study they identified the following four main aspirations:


desire to gain a specific professional credential;  


intention to gain permanent residence;


development of proficiency in English;


building business and social contacts amongst the local people .


Once having made the decision to study at a university overseas, students are then faced with the decision of selecting between universities.  At the University of Otago, the results of Student Opinion Surveys (SOS) 1998 - 2000 consistently showed that international students rated 'academic reputation' as one of the top three reasons for choosing Otago as a study destination, along with the opportunity to make 'contact with students or graduates' and 'enjoy new places, people and increase independence' (Table 1).   





These figures suggest that compared to other students, international students appear to have higher academic expectations of their University experience. It follows then, that international students will be particularly concerned about achieving academically and adjusting to new and unfamiliar teaching and learning environments.  





Table 1: Reasons for Studying at Otago (SOS 1997 – 2000)�





�
All Int’l students 2000


(n=63)�
All Resp 2000





(n=1768)�
All Int’l students 1999


(n=180)�
All Int’l students 1998


(n=48)�
�
Family connection and/or contact with students or graduates�



38%�



27%�



32%�



18%�
�
Academic reputation�
52%�
41%�
48%�
48%�
�
Campus lifestyle and/or Halls or Residence�
11%�
31%�
7%�
2%�
�
Course available only at Otago�
27%�
29%�
19%�
14%�
�
Nearest University�
3%�
31%�
3%�
2%�
�
To enjoy new places, people and increase independence�
38%�
37%�
48%�
64%�
�
Other�
14%�
7%�
32%�
32%�
�



Classroom Learning Preferences, Styles and Expectations





The sorts of problems faced by international students discussed in the literature most commonly relate to differences in approaches to teaching and learning, and competence in the English language (Purdie, 2000: 117; Beaver and Tuck, 1998).  Overseas student groups had significantly greater difficulties adjusting to academic requirements, mainly in the areas of study methods, independent learning, participation, time management, and language skills (Beaver and Tuck, 1998).  Most of these difficulties stem from radically different learning preferences and styles.  A difficulty of many Asian students, for example, in adjusting to an ‘issues based’ learning paradigm, is a tendency to put a greater emphasis on accuracy of recall, memorisation and their apparent preference for passive learning (Purdie, 2000; Beaver and Tuck, 1998).  In Chinese culture, learning, memorisation and understanding are not perceived as opposites, rather they are complementary, and perceived to lead to deeper levels of learning and understanding (Purdie, 2000: 123). 





Many of these students will have been accustomed to a classroom and educational context that is highly directed, structured and regulated by the teacher (Beaver and Tuck, 1998: Ministry of Education, 2001).  Such students typically manifest a deferential attitude towards the authority of the teacher and have higher levels of concern than the local students about asking questions in class and about approaching the lecturer (Beaver and Tuck, 1998).  In China it is deemed important to master academic material without questioning; indeed, questioning is often seen as disruptive and disrespectful (Ministry of Education, 2001).  Needless to say such students entering into New Zealand universities and experiencing (perhaps for the first time) learning cultures which strongly emphasise student-centred, problem-based, self-directed, and peer-assisted learning will typically experience very significant adjustments.





It is interesting to consider how well international students at the University of Otago rate their academic experiences, and whether the University has a reasonable measure of how well international students are adjusting to the kinds of learning challenges noted in the literature.  The results of the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) in the Student Opinion Survey 2000 is one source of information that may provide some clues (Appendix A).  





The CEQ indicates that in terms of overall satisfaction with the quality of their course experience,  international students were mainly positive, as the summary data in Table 2 indicates. 





However, as reflected in the comparison of weighted means (20 verses 40) satisfaction amongst international students was  not as high as that of all other students.  It is interesting to scan the results of the CEQ for an indication of why this might be the case.  Where international students’ ratings were lower than other students, were related to the ability of lecturers to explain things (C18, Appendix A), and the communication of clear goals and standards (C13, Appendix A).  One of the more positive aspects of the University of Otago course experience for international students relates to the motivational influences of teachers (C3, Appendix A), as well as development of team work skills (C9, Appendix A), and the improvements in their written communication skills (C11, Appendix A).





Table 2: Assessment of Course Experiences (SOS 2000):


“Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of this course”





�
Strongly Agree�
Agree�
Neutral�
Disagree�
Strongly Disagree�
Weighted Mean��
�
Int’l Students


n=62�



6%�



44%�



37%�



10%�



3%�



20�
�
All Respondents


n=1699�



20%�



50%�



22%�



6%�



2%�



40�
�



It is very difficult to make any further assertions regarding how well international students are adjusting to the new learning context, unfamiliar teaching approaches and paradigms.





Preference for Social Forms of Academic Learning





Another significant learning preference of Asian students, particularly South East Asians, compared to their local counterparts, is for more social forms of academic assistance whereby staff and peer study groups provide academic support and information.  Local students, on the other hand, considered that studying alone would be most useful for achieving high-level academic goals (Ramsay et al, 1999).  McInnis (2001) notes the difficulty of maintaining a sense of campus collegiality and for students to benefit from small learning communities in a time where there are fewer students on campus at any one time. This, McInnis argues, is due to the growing number of students in paid employment and the introduction of virtual learning technologies.  The participation in small learning communities is of particular social, psychological and academic  importance to international students. It is also something that they desire more of, not only amongst themselves, but with their local peers (Ministry of Education, 2001).





Interestingly, an aspect of the learning environment in libraries on campus at the University of Otago causing international students the least satisfaction in 2000, was the shortage of "study spaces such as group study rooms and private carrels" (31% of respondents out of 61 valid responses, were dissatisfied).  Several free-text comments conveyed a need for more social and communal spaces within the study environment such as lounges, dining rooms and discussion rooms:





I like the idea of having a lounge nearby where students and staff can eat and drink during their study break (2000).





Should provide certain areas for mainly open discussion (2000).





A 'dining room' in the library should be open (2000).





Also a cafe is needed in the foyer to provide a place for those who used up a lot of energies when studying (2000).





Lack of discussion room (2000).





It must be mentioned that a new Information Services Building and Atrium has now been fully established to rectify the shortage for students of discussion rooms, study spaces and communal eating areas.  One drawback, however, for international students with respect to the communal student area (the Union and Atrium) is the shortage of international food and beverages.  This is a message that the international students have conveyed reasonably strongly in the Student Opinion Survey 2000:





Table 3: Assessment of University Services: 


University Union, Including Food and Beverage Services (SOS 2000: B32)





�
Very satisfied�
Satisfied�
Neutral�
Dissatisfied�
Very Dissatisfied�
Weighted Mean*�
�
(Int’l Students)


n=59�



0%�



17%�



47%�



24%�



12%�



-15�
�
(All Resps.)


n=1575�



13%�



35%�



32%�



15%�



5%�



18�
�



If international students are unhappy with the lack of appropriate food served in these communal student areas, they are perhaps more likely to leave the campus during the lunch hour and in their study breaks for preferred cuisine in town.  If this is the case, then international students will have fewer opportunities for social contact with their peers, potentially adding to the common anxiety and fear of social isolation (Beaver and Tuck, 1998; Ministry of Education, 2001). 





Different Help Seeking Preferences





As mentioned earlier, in collectivist cultures in Asian countries such as China, it is deemed important to master academic material without questioning; indeed, questioning is often seen as disruptive and disrespectful (Ministry of Education, 2001).  This may be useful in explaining the very different help-seeking preferences and customs of many international students.





In terms of seeking support for academic and personal matters, international students have significantly different help-seeking preferences to local students (Ministry of Education, 2001).  Particularly for matters that are personal, students from many Asian cultures are traditionally reluctant to seek help outside the family.  Many international students are not accustomed to such specialisation of advisory services because they come from societies in which advice on personal matters is sought within the hierarchy of the family, or from those with whom they have a personal connection (Purdie, 2000).  Support services (especially Western notions of counselling and advising services), which some have suggested are foreign in concept to many international students) are generally under-utilised by international (particularly Asian) students (Ministry of Education, 2001).





Table 4: Assessment of University Services SOS 2000: Student Health and Counselling Service





�
Very satisfied, or satisfied�
Neutral�
Dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied�
Weighted Mean*�
�
Int’l Students


n=50�
50%�
44%�
4%�
26�
�
All Respondents


n=1457�
71%�
20%�
6%�
47�
�
 


Although the students’ ratings of these services were mainly satisfactory, the significant percentage of ‘neutral’ responses of international students (24% more than the ‘neutral’ responses provided by other students) may suggest under-utilisation of the service by international students.  Pastoral care may be sought by students from a number of other sources such as Halls of Residence, the Otago University Students’ Association’s Advocacy Service, academic staff, or friends.  It is difficult to know, based on the SOS whether international students prefer or rely on one or more of these sources of assistance.





Issues within Institutions





Supporting and Recognising Diversity of the International Student Cohort 





The tendency amongst university staff to regard international students, particularly Asian students, as a homogeneous group has been a concern of writers (Beaver and Tuck, 1998).  The cohort of international students in most universities is increasingly diverse, not only in terms of its ethnic composition, but also in terms of the categories of international students entering the system, such as undergraduate verses postgraduate students, study abroad or exchange students, joint venture students, and students from developed as opposed to developing countries (CUSAC, 2002).  Within the group of international students there is also considerable variation with respect to motives for studying abroad, the financial means to come, the degree of cultural preparation, proficiency in the English language, as well as the duration of study (CUSAC, 2002).  International students therefore as a group require a range of specialised support (academic, social and welfare) for a diverse set of needs.





Although, in the University of Otago's SOS 1995 - 2000 there were no specific questions to ascertain whether international students perceived the University to be responsive to diversity within the student population, several free text comments made by international students raise awareness of the rapidly increasing diversity of the international student group and the challenge of maintaining responsiveness to changing requirements.





Treatment of international students from countries other than Asia should be improved.  International student does not equal Asia exclusively (1995).





International office geared for Asian students mostly and younger students (1995).





I am disappointed that the international office has not contacted me in the 3.5 years that I’ve been in the university.  Whilst appreciating that Malaysian/Asian students form the majority of the ‘international’ community, it would be nice to be recognised (1997).





Lack of services for Australian students - have many of logistical problems of international students but no service available to help them (1998).





Please get Japanese newpapers (2000).





There should be more support for Pacific Island students; possibly by setting up a PI centre. (2000).





As noted earlier, the reality currently facing the University of Otago is that the ethnic composition of the international student population has altered dramatically over the past five years from being mostly Malaysian (mid 1990s) to a much more diverse group including from many more Pacific Rim and European countries.





Integrated verses specialised support





There are several challenges, noted in a variety of sources, facing universities in attending to the needs of international students (Beaver and Tuck, 1998; CUSAC, 2002; Volet and Ang, 1998).  A recurring theme of the CUSAC conference on Internationalisation (2002) was the issue of balance between integrating international students into the local culture on the one hand, so that they are perceived as and treated like ‘just another student’, while at the same time celebrating distinctiveness and attending to special needs.  This has significant implications for the way support for international students is conceptualised in an institution.





In addition to the provision of special services operating out of an institution’s International Office (which attend to issues that are distinct to international students), there is a case for encouraging international students to access support through mainstream student services on campus (accommodation, student learning centre, careers).  To be inclusive of international students, along with local students, such services would need to develop a strong international student support dimension (CUSAC, 2002).  Structuring support in this way would facilitate the development of a culturally diverse and responsive institutional culture, assist the social integration of international students into the University campus, and facilitate the social and cultural interactions between international and local students for the benefit of both parties (CUSAC, 2002). 





One of the challenges in implementing this approach to students services in universities,  may be reflected in the results from a question posed to students in the University of Otago's SOS 2000.  Students were asked to provide ratings for the Student Learning Centre (SLC), a learning assistance unit established in 1999 accessible to all students, free of charge, designed to help students to improve their learning strategies and their generic skills, to provide individual assistance with learning issues and a mentoring programme for new students.  Of the international students who responded to the question, 24% were satisfied with the service, 12% were dissatisfied, and 64% were neutral in their response.





Table 5: Assessment of University Services: Student Learning Centre (SOS, 2000: B56)





�
Very satisfie*d�
Satisfied�
Neutral�
Dissatisfied�
Very Dissatisfied�
Weighted Mean*�
�
SOS 2000


(International Students)


n=34�



0%�



24%�



64%�



6%�



6%�



3�
�
SOS 2000


(All Respondents)


n=641�



15%�



21%�



56%�



5%�



2%�



21�
�



The significant per cent of 'neutral' responses raises the issue of how well the availability and relevance of the service is communicated to international students.  It is difficult to believe that a learning assistance service such as SLC would be of little intrinsic relevance or appeal to international students, given the issues of academic adjustment faced by many international students.





Another challenge in developing inclusive rather than targeted academic support services for international students, is based upon the argument that international students, as the highest fee-paying students, are entitled to a larger range of dedicated support services.  This view is recurrent  in the free-text comments from international students in SOS 1995 - 2000:





This year I have noticed a rise in the numbers of Asian students, they pay huge fees but I haven’t noticed an equivalent effort with translations for eg interpreters (1995).





With our fees extra tutoring should be offered! (1995).





Once we are through paying our own way through University, a high standard of support, encouragement and expertise should be expected, as well as being treated accordingly (not just another student!) (1997).





International students shouldn’t have to pay so much more than local students at student health considering the huge fees they are already paying to the University (1998).





The charge for getting articles from overseas is outrageous especially for the amount of fees we pay!! (1999).





My only complaint about support from the university would be financial, due to the high cost of international fees.  However I am aware that not much can be done about this (1999).





With increasing number of international students on campus, especially full fee-paying ones, there is a need to increase the facilities etc dedicated to international full fee-paying students (2000).





A problem with creating a range of additional support services dedicated to international students stems from the existence on campus of a group of students that share many if not all of the same support issues of international students, but who are not classified as such.  These are overseas born permanent residents and recent arrivals in New Zealand who identify themselves as permanent residents, with English as a second or third language.  There is no specific support service for overseas born students who are not ‘international’ students but who are permanent residents.  This group of students is the one most likely to ‘fall through the gaps’.  Several wardens of the Halls of Residence at the University of Otago commented that they felt the students who miss out on support are permanent residents who have only been in the country for a short period (Morrison, 2001: 9).  In one hall, a support person was designated for such students, particularly those of Chinese ethnicity (Morrison, 2001: 9).





Mono-culturalism and racism 





A study of the experiences of international and local students at three Australian universities (Mullins et al, 1995) found that nearly two thirds of their Asian students identified prejudice or racism as a problem.  Although this would appear to be an issue requiring further research in the NZ context, a couple of recent New Zealand studies (Beaver and Tuck, 1998, Ministry of Education, 2002) have identified the relatively negative attitude of many local students and staff towards having a mix of cultures and language skills in class, stemming from the perception that such a mix slows down the rate of instruction, and makes excessive demands on the lecturer.  Many local students wish to gain their credential as quickly and as efficiently as possible and the students struggling with the language of instruction may be perceived as interfering with the efficient attainment of this goal (Beaver and Tuck, 1998).





Developing an internationalised staff





Because of the control that academic teaching staff have over the teaching and learning environment, and the impact on the daily experiences of students, having an internationalised, diverse staff with international links, experience, perspectives, cross-cultural communication skills and an interest and knowledge of foreign languages, is central to achieving a supportive learning support for international students (CUSAC, 2002).  





There was a consensus among delegates of the CUSAC Conference (2002) that in general there needs to be greater clarification and promotion by universities of the value that international students bring to an Institution- beyond the immediate economic returns- so that international student recruitment is not just an empty exercise.  The value of international students (and internationalisation in its broader sense) needs to be relevant to the core functions and business (teaching and research) of the University to gain the commitment of academic staff and stakeholders.





Over the past year, the University of Otago has moved towards greater recognition of internationalisation at a departmental and programme level through strengthening accountability requirements in internal Departmental and Programme Review Terms of Reference (University of Otago, 2002b).





Conclusion 





Perhaps the most significant issue to arise from this review from a University of Otago perspective is the need for the University to conduct an appropriately conceived, custom-built, university-wide survey in order to develop a more detailed understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of student support for international students.





Another issue is the need to strengthen communication with incoming international students so that they are well informed of the availability and relevance of services to assist them with social and academic matters.  Part of the responsibility for this lies with administrative and academic staff whose awareness and knowledge of the range of available support services and key contact personnel is critical for the operation of effective referral systems.  It also seems more work could be done by academic teaching staff to raise students’ awareness of learning assistance services that underpin and sustain academic programmes.





A challenge for academic and student support services is to maintain responsiveness to the different help-seeking preferences and customs of a multi-cultural student population.  To achieve this responsiveness, it is important to have ‘internationalised’ staff across academic and student support services to represent and serve the international community.  Professional development activities for staff which aim to enhance cultural awareness, cross-cultural communication skills, abilities and interest in foreign languages.





Finally, there is a need for host institutions, staff and students to be more active in initiating cultural and social interactions to ensure that local students also benefit from the presence of international students on campus. 





General Footnote





With reference to the University of Otago Student Opinion Surveys, care should be taken when making comparisons between different groups and between years.  The sampling method used for the University of Otago’s Student Opinion Survey sees all students from particular disciplines surveyed in a particular year, with each discipline sampled once every four years.  Consequently, the data is not suitable for detecting trends over time.  Also, because the mix of students may differ by discipline, care must also be taken when comparing the responses of different groups of students within the same year’s survey as differences may in fact reflect the differences between students of different disciplines.





Appendix A: Electronic version attached
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