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ABSTRACT

International students have diverse needs when undertaking education in Australian universities. It is in the interest of both international students and the host institution to ensure these students achieve success in their studies. This qualitative research study investigated the academic adjustment experiences of first year international Business students from Chinese Confucian heritage cultures at Victoria University, Australia. Individual in-depth interviews were conducted for data collection. The transcribed data was analysed under focus questions and themes identified in the literature review. The paper reports the final results of the study, focusing on the cultural factors which impinged on the adjustment of the cohort of students; the emerging patterns; processes of the adjustment; strategies for future students to adjust well; and implications on curriculum development and delivery. 

Introduction

This study explores the learning experiences of first year international Business students from Chinese Confucian heritage cultures at Victoria University (VU). Of the pool of 50 students who were contacted, 22 replied. Of the respondents, 11 indicated willingness to participate in the study. Ten semi-structured, in-depth individual interviews were eventually conducted. To facilitate a deeper investigation of the general research question, ‘How did these international students make the academic adjustment in their first year of study at VU’, six focus questions were formulated. These questions, designed to assist in developing a systematic approach to the semi-structured in-depth interviews were as follows: 

(1) 
What were each student’s previous educational experiences?

(2) 
What did they perceive was the difference between their previous educational experience and their first year experience at VU? 

(3) 
How did each student go about making changes in their academic approach to meet the demands of the new environment?

(4) 
What were the major stages they went through during this period of adjustment? 

(5)
What were the students’ explanations of the need for these changes?

(6) 
What advice would each student give to new international students?

This paper reports these students’ perceived differences studying at VU. It focuses on the cultural factors that impinged upon their academic adjustment experiences; the emerging patterns and process of their adjustment; and the implications for future students, staff and for curriculum development. 

Challenges of academic adjustment facing international students 

Previous studies (Bradley & Bradley 1984; Burke 1986; Samuelowicz 1987; Ballard & Clanchy 1988, 1991; Burns 1991) indicate that international students, especially those from Asian countries, face a range of unique challenges in their study in Australian universities. The identified challenges include language, lack of a support network of friends and family, homesickness, accommodation, finance, living independently, adjusting to different teaching styles and different learning styles. These have been well documented as factors influencing academic success. 
Some or all of these factors may interfere with an individual international student reaching his or her potential in higher education. Those major factors influencing the learning experiences of international students that have been identified for this work are: language, culture, expectations, and teaching and learning styles (Burke 1986; Ballard & Clanchy 1991, 1997; Volet & Renshaw 1996; Zhang, Sillitoe & Webb 1999). Figure 1 summarises the dynamics of the academic experiences of international students.








Figure 1. Dynamics of educational experiences of international students

Chinese learners, at times, are believed to exclusively use reproductive approaches in their studies. A note of caution regarding the temptation to make such simplistic cross-cultural generalisations is, however, sounded by Marton, Dall'Alba and Tse (1993). They suggest that it is too facile to link Chinese education with surface learning and poor understanding. Rather, they suggest the traditional Asian education practices of memorisation and repetition can have different intentions which, in the context of this education system, can deepen and develop understanding.

Biggs (1996) studied the learning approaches of students from Confucian heritage cultures. He began with the paradox that Chinese learners, who were perceived to use surface learning approaches, are nevertheless high achievers. Biggs’ study found that these learners tend to have high motivation and make great efforts to succeed, in addition to other positive attributes such as the setting goals.

The importance of this observation for the current study is that it highlights the difficulty of making legitimate cross-cultural generalisations, particularly in areas where stereotyping is common. It is clearly necessary to exercise caution when making assumptions about the learning styles, practices and outcomes of students from another culture. These differences in learning styles, without the awareness of their implications either by students or teachers, can lead to misinterpretations on both sides. For example, students will feel a sense of loss in direction in their course of study, and staff often feel frustrated by the unsatisfactory performance with regard to independent learning behaviour of students (Ballard & Clanchy 1991). These problems are to some extent caused by misunderstanding between students and lecturers, in terms of the mismatch of expectations in the functions of lectures, tutorials and the role of lecturers. It should be noted, of course, that some of the outcomes of the Asian learners are skewed negatively because of the difficulties with accurate communication.

In the context of this study, it is important for the readers to appreciate that teachers have a dual role in Confucian traditional cultures. Education in the Chinese language is ‘jiao yu’, where  ‘jiao’ means to teach and ‘yu’ means to nurture. Teachers are expected to be the source of knowledge and the role models for their students. They are generally highly regarded for their knowledge; in addition, they are expected to teach students appropriate moral values. The genesis of this behaviour is encapsulated in a series of pedagogic tales, known as the Trimetrical stories. Chinese cultural heritage, crystallised from thousands years of civilisation, has been summarised in San Zi Jin, the Trimetrical Classic (Wen, Zhou & Fan 1994).  This book summarises Chinese Confucian history. It is a small encyclopaedia, suitable for primary age children, and its contents covers philosophy, literature, history, geography and astronomy, mathematics, science and agricultural concepts. The sentences are short and concise, using three characters to each line. It gives a brief explanation of traditional values and a basic knowledge about the world. Until relatively recently, children were taught to chant and memorise the book, although in modern times, it no longer is the main textbook at schools. However, the traditional values and knowledge outlined in the book have been embedded firmly in the Chinese cultural heritage. In 1990, UNESCO included the book on its lists for children’s moral education (Wen, Zhou & Fan 1994). One example of such a Trimetrical story or lesson is:

Yang bu jiao 

Fu zhi guo

Jiao bu yan

Shi zhi duo
Rearing children without a proper education, is a father’s mistake.

Teaching without discipline,

Is the fault of teachers (p.9).

This high respect and expectation for education comes from the tradition that Confucius himself was regarded as a great thinker, educator and philosopher. One informant said: ‘In here lecturers teach you how to study. In Taiwan, the teachers teach you how to behave’. Another informant commented: ‘No people push you to study [at VU], teachers in China push you’. These comments indicated that there was the awareness among the students that the dual role expected of the teachers may not necessarily be the case at VU. When exhorting children to work hard at their education, teachers would use the following Trimetrical lesson:

Yu bu zhuo

Bu cheng qi

Ren bu xue

Bu zhi yi

Jade becomes jadeware,

Only when carved and chiselled.

A person cannot tell right from wrong, Unless he/she is well educated (p.13). 

In their interactions with staff, international students traditionally have high regard for, and show difference to their lecturers or tutors. Students manifest their respect by addressing their teachers only by their family name and using the title lao shi (teacher). The genesis of this behaviour is illustrated in this Trimetrical Classic:

Wen ren zi

Fang shao shi

Qin shi you

Xi li yi
As children

You are in early stages of life

Respect teachers and friends

Learn courtesy and good manners (p.15)

However, at VU, students are expected to address staff very differently. One respondent said: ‘It is totally different. The way the teacher’s name is addressed, you have to call the first name in here. ... at home it is impossible’. This situation contrasts sharply with students’ prior experience, and especially highlights the international students’ initial difficulties in tutorials and lectures in Australia.

Emerging pattern of academic adjustment experiences

The results of the study have suggested that the academic experiences of international students during their first year at VU are very different from their previous educational experiences. Some of these new experiences are similar to those of local students in that, for the majority of the informants, a period of transition from secondary school to tertiary education is inevitable. However, international students have some quite different experiences because, in addition, they need to make adjustments to the requirements of a different social culture, to access and use an unfamiliar language, to meet different expectations in the academic milieu, and to accommodate to different ways of teaching and learning. 

The experiences are unique for individual informants and it has been found that their experiences do not necessarily fit neatly into the theories presented in the literature reviews. For example, the U shape theory (Lysgaard 1955; Oberg 1960) highlighted the honeymoon, hostility, humour and home stages of the adjustment stages or process of sojourn to a new culture. However, the responses of the informants in this study indicate that majority of them did not experience an initial honeymoon stage. Most of them recounted that the first semester or first year was the hardest time for them in their study at VU. This ‘skipping’ or omission of the initial phase might have been due to the orientation and welcoming phase of their course of study being quite brief, or because some of the informants did not arrive early enough to engage with the orientation programs before the formal course commenced. Consequently once the courses had commenced, the demands of reading, understanding course materials and participation in course work quickly fell onto these students, overriding any ‘honeymoon’ phase.

Most informants experienced the initial shock of finding that their expectations of what University study was imagined to be, compared to what it actually required, were quite different. In addition, the expectations placed by the University on students were quite different to what these informants had anticipated. Strategies that had worked for them at home did not quite seem to work at VU. This is further elaborated in Figure 2.

Whilst these differences posed significant challenges to this cohort of international students, their responses indicated that the majority of them successfully adjusted their expectations and approaches to studying. They took initiatives and made changes in the way they perceived and carried out their study, they changed their perception of the role of the lecturers and modified the way in which they interacted with the staff, and finally they successfully adapted to the unfamiliar teaching methods. Most students found that while some of the old ways of studying were working for them, other ways that were not satisfactory had to be changed. For example, the expectation of the teaching staff providing all the material for learning as was common in their previous experience, was not met. This required the students to make a significant adjustment about the expectations of teaching and learning, suggesting that students in Australia are expected to be more independent in their learning. A deeper level of implication is that the curricula in Australian universities are structured in a way that only permits the formal contact hours to cover the framework of the course and an outline of subjects. Students are expected to have, or obtain, the relevant background knowledge, to independently do research on the relevant subject matter, and to go into the world to find out more about the applications of the theories covered in the course. 

By contrast to the students’ previous experiences, a majority of the workload of a student in Australia is in the non-contact hours. Understandably, students commented on the apparently greater degree of freedom studying and living in Australia. They commented that the timetabled contact hours seemed a light workload, but, in fact, the hidden workload is that for each contact hour, an additional three hours at least is needed for reading and researching before lectures and tutorials, and consolidating ideas afterwards. This type of expectation is intrinsic in Australian academic culture, and in the experience of this cohort of students, it was seldom spelt out for students. This made the planning of their learning activities considerably more complicated. Students therefore, had to take a semester or so to experience these hidden demands, then work out the expectations themselves. It was like working out a jigsaw puzzle without a picture as a guide. As one international student commented in a related study, what was expected of them was never made explicit (Aspland 1999). Indeed, this is just like the norms in any culture; they are never explicit, but are understood, and are learnt through practice (Furnham & Bochner 1986; Hofstede 1991).

The experiences of this cohort of international students adjusting to study at VU are those of individuals. However, it has been observed that there are certainly major issues and patterns of their adjustment that are also fairly universal.  For example, the study has shown that the academic experiences of all individual students at VU are not the same as that of the previous studies in their home countries. For the group as a whole, the major differences are in language, culture, expectations, and teaching and learning approaches. Furthermore, from the responses of the informants, it became apparent that the majority initially were ill-prepared in the sense that their study at VU is not necessarily an extension of their previous education. Whilst it is true that advancing their educational qualification is an extension of their previous education, it is not quite so true in that they are studying in a different educational system, and in quite a different academic culture. The new culture at times seemed to be exactly the opposite of that in which they were previously educated, and with which they were previously familiar and comfortable (Cortazzi & Jin 1997). This represents their initial shock stage. 

Most informants reported that the first year or first semester was the most crucial time for their academic success. They realised that there were differences between the ways they used to study and the new demands of studying at VU. They tried to make efforts to adjust to the differences in the new learning environment. Figure 2 summarises patterns of the adjustment experiences. 

Student’s previous orientation     Expectation of tertiary student
Adjustment required

Figure 2. Patterns of the academic adjustment of international students.

As shown in Figure 2, it became apparent from the informants’ responses that many aspects of their academic experiences are significantly different from what they were familiar with in previous orientations. Further, in most cases, the experiences are the exact opposite of what they were familiar with, and which were embedded in their familiar educational culture. Therefore, it requires the students to make major cultural shifts in their academic orientations to the new and unfamiliar educational culture.

Process of academic adjustment

There is no consensus as to ‘the’ processes of academic adjustment either from the informants’ responses or from the analysis, because the adjustment experiences are quite individual. However, in general, the processes may involve the following four activities. There is the initial shock when unexpected differences cause cultural tension in a student’s daily activities. The second stage is becoming aware of the differences, and becoming aware of the expectations upon a student in an Australian university. The third stage normally involves making some necessary changes, especially in making effort and devoting time to meet the unfamiliar expectations placed upon them as students. The final stage is eventually feeling at ease with study at VU and life in Australia in general. Table 1 summarises the general process or stages of the adjustment of international students.

Table 1. General process or stages of the academic adjustment of international students.

	Stage
	Experience
	Confidence
	Competence

	1 Shock

2 Awareness

3 Change

4 Competence
	Coping with the cultural differences involved in daily activities

Realising the differences, moving from unknown to knowing the differences

Making active changes to succeed, taking action to bridge the differences

Being able to function comfortably in the new system, and retain some of own cultural norms.
	Low

growing

gaining 

high
	Surviving mode, need to understand the system

Understanding about oneself in the system

Engaging with the system

Thriving mode, using skills and knowledge in the new system


Source: Adapted from Morgan and Beaty, 1997, The World of the Learner, in Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle eds, The Experience of Learning 2nd ed, Scottish Academic Press, Edinburgh, p.235.

It emerged from the informants’ responses that there is no uniformity in terms of the number of stages, the intensity, or the length of each stage they had gone through. Furthermore they did not necessarily go through a particular stage at the same rate. Whilst Table 1 illustrates the general process of an academic adjustment, an individual student may go through all four stages or only some of the stages, with the intensity or the length of each stage varying from individual to individual. 

Implications for the students 

As revealed by the informants, most of them were not aware of making conscious adjustments until they had worked through them. What is suggested here is that being aware of the differences in language, culture, expectations and teaching and learning approaches is very important in making a successful adjustment. As Chan and Drover (1997) emphasised, students should be aware of the significance of the cultural differences on teaching and learning, and students need to be aware or made aware, of the cultural differences, and adjust to them. 

The students’ underlying cultural values regarding education affect their behaviour in the teaching and learning context. These values, being formed long before they entered the VU course, take time to adjust. Clearly language is most obvious; it is easy to recognise, and is open for direct effort to improve. Culture, by contrast, is not so obvious. However, by recognising its effects and being aware of the differences in cultural values, helps students to develop strategies that are conducive to success. For example, two of the informants commented that ‘teachers talk, students listen in class’, which reveals their deeply ingrained Chinese behaviour. This showed that a few students recognised the cultural factors underlying their learning behaviour, and were thus able to modify their actions in class. 

Knowledge about the adjustment patterns and process will enable international students to more easily obtain a sense of ‘normality’ in Australian environment, and so remove the fear of the unknown. As pointed out by McInnis and James (1995), ‘gaining a sense of the expectations and standards is a critical issue for first year students in the first semester, particularly in the early stages when many students feel insecure’ (p.10). This awareness will enable students to have a feeling of being in control, and therefore to actively plan and implement learning activities enabling successful adjustment to study at VU.

Implications for the staff

Teaching international students involves the teaching staff, administration and international students in the difficult area of cross-cultural communication. Successful cross-cultural communications can only result from understanding and effort from all parties involved. Awareness by staff, both academic and administrative, of the different value systems, and the different expectations that students have of the staff, coupled with the initial expectations of students themselves about the interaction, are crucial to the planning of inclusive curricula which can facilitate diverse student learning.

As McInnis and James (1995, 2000) pointed out, students will perform best and be most satisfied with teaching when they are acknowledged as active learners whose previous knowledge and skills are recognised. The implication here for staff is that they should respect students for their individual learning needs, and acknowledge and value students’ previous educational backgrounds and cultural heritage. This will aid them to develop inclusive curricula which will allow international students to use their cultural knowledge and skills to benefit all students. Successful teaching of international students does not purely rest with academic staff. It is also the remit of administrative staff since it requires a holistic approach by the university. It is also aided by policy directions from higher levels in the university system. With appropriate strategies in place, international students can play a more active role in the internationalisation of higher education. 

Implications for curriculum development

It is important to understand more clearly, and at a deeper level, the learning orientations and values of international students. This study has been a contribution in unlocking some of the underlining issues in the cross-cultural teaching and learning situations. Furthermore, it has been claimed that ‘International students would like to go and study where their own style of learning is understood and respected’ (Chan & Drover 1997, p.59), which has obvious economic implications for an institution. 

Becoming aware involves both the learners and the teachers. It involves awareness of one’s own embedded cultural values or orientations about learning, and, at the same time, developing awareness of other people’s embedded cultural values and orientations. Then, for both the learners and teachers, it is possible to consciously become aware of the cross cultural differences. This shared awareness will help to prepare both the students and the staff to promote effective learning in cross-cultural situations. It prepares the students to feel confident and to feel comfortable in the realisation that their experience is normal. Whilst accepting that it is all right to be different, students can work at strategies to adjust effectively to the new study demand at VU. The belief inherent in this work is that knowledge and understanding of the deeper issue of cultural issues helps prepare students to actively adjust.

The challenges of adjusting to first year study at an Australian university which face international students are still with us in the new century. Hence, all parties who have a stake in teaching and learning for international students should support the notion of valuing cultural diversity. Australian universities can capitalise on the rich cultural resources that international students bring with them. In the current climate of internationalisation of education, there are vast opportunities to explore, such as curriculum development using the resources of international students for deeper understanding across cultures in social, educational and business context both onshore and off shore. The systematic building by academics and administrators of formal and informal mechanisms in Australian universities, which values students’ cultural diversity and develops inclusive curriculums, where international students use their background knowledge in their first year learning is to enrich the learning experiences of all students. This will greatly enhance the quality and reputation of Australian universities in international education.
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