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Introduction

This guide is intended to bring to the attention of teaching staff the important contributions that international students can and do make to Northumbria University as well as promoting practices that can generate greater engagement, understanding and participation between international students, UK students and Northumbria University staff.  

This guide examines the main teaching and learning issues relating to international students in UK higher education through a combination of literature review and data collected from an extensive survey of students undertaken at Northumbria University in the 2003/04 academic year.

Section one of this guide puts the position of international students in context.  There is a discussion about why UK universities actively recruit international students, the contributions they can make to our institutions and the transitions they have to undergo in order to fit in with UK social and academic norms.  

Section two explores the four main teaching and learning areas namely lectures, seminars, reading and writing in turn and examines the difficulties that many international students encounter at Northumbria University.  Each of the four sections has the issues put in context by means of brief literature reviews and the results from the Northumbria University survey.  Following each discussion, good practice suggestions are offered that are intended to enhance the international student experience, which will in turn help to overcome problems that are commonly encountered by staff and will assist both parties to understand and interact with individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds.

1. International Students at Northumbria University

1.1 Definition and Numbers

This guide defines an international student as being a person who does not normally reside in the UK and is resident in this country wholly or mainly for the purpose of higher education.

Over 2500 international students were studying at Northumbria University as of December 2003 (Northumbria University, 2004), of which, the vast majority came from the Pacific Rim region.  As such, much of the narrative and survey results contained in this guide relate to students who originate from this region.  A breakdown of the origins of international students for the academic year 2003/04 at Northumbria University is displayed in Table one.  

Table 1: International students at Northumbria University by region of origin (December 2003)

	Region of Origin
	No. of Students

	Non-EU Europe
	133

	Middle East
	100

	Africa
	166

	Western Asia
	266

	Eastern Asia
	1579

	Americas
	33

	Total
	2276


(Source: Northumbria University, 2004)

1.2 International Student Recruitment

Over recent years there has been a pronounced increase in the number of international students studying at UK universities.  Figures produced by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (1997, 2002) display a 32% increase in the international student population in the UK between 1996 and 2001, whilst Northumbria University has seen its proportion of international students double from 7% to 14% between 1996 and 2003 (Northumbria University, 1996, 2004).  The main driver behind this dramatic increase in numbers is that in the face of reduced government contributions, UK universities have found that they have had to become more entrepreneurial in order to meet their funding requirements and one lucrative source of revenues are the programme fees received from international students (McNamara & Harris, 1997; Biggs, 1999; De Vita, 2003).  

The Times Higher Education Supplement noted in a 1994 editorial that there is a danger of the quality of education declining in the pursuit of money from international students and Wisker (2000) has commented that there have been ‘problems’ in recent years with the standard of provision for these students in some universities.  Ackers (1997) observes that some universities have relied upon their prestigious name; ‘worn like a designer label’ to attract international students, but this strategy is unsustainable if students’ needs are not being satisfied as future generations of international students will seek alternative institutions that offer and deliver an inclusive and quality experience.  Ackers (1997) opines that good sources of income require good investment and views international students as an important educational resource in UK universities rather than a lucrative nuisance that has to be tolerated.  Wisker (2000) echoes this point and stresses that international students should not be viewed as ‘cash cows’.  

One of the many benefits that international students bring to UK universities is that in this era of globalisation, international students can enrich academic life and thinking by sharing different cultures with teaching staff, support staff and UK students alike.  This will assist teaching and support staff in developing the curriculum to meet the dynamic requirements of employers and help to enhance understanding between cultures.  UK students also benefit from interaction with international students, as they will develop the intercultural skills that are becoming increasingly valued by employers (Ryan, 2000; Wisker, 2000).  

International students are an important source of revenue, but they also bring cultures and thinking that can benefit Northumbria’s staff and students alike.  However, for these benefits to be fully realised and to ensure that future generations of international students will choose to study at Northumbria, they need to be engaged in and understand the Western academic process.  To enable this to happen, it is helpful if staff have an understanding of other cultures and can adjust their teaching to create pedagogies that are culturally fair, inclusive and meaningful for all the participants in the education process.  

1.3 Why do international students study in the UK?

There are many reasons why international students wish to study outside their home country.  Reasons range from home universities not offering programmes that are available abroad or inability to gain admission to higher education institutes in their own country, to wishing to avoid military service, escaping civil unrest or even persecution (Makepeace, 1989).  

The UK is a popular destination for international students as this country is viewed as the motherland of the English language; our universities are regarded as having high standards and quality as well as UK qualifications having international recognition.  When deciding which university to study at, the primary considerations that international students take into account are academic reputation and content of the programme (Barker, 1997; McNamara & Harris, 1997; Bamford et al., 2002).  These two considerations alone demonstrate the importance of upholding the international academic reputation of Northumbria, whilst ensuring that programmes are accessible and relevant to international students.  

1.3.1 The transition to UK life

International students make a substantial commitment when they decide to study in the UK.  Not only are they making a large financial commitment, quite often funded through the student’s immediate or extended family, they are making a commitment to spend an extended period of time away from all that is familiar to them.  They can frequently encounter problems adjusting to this new environment as our physical, social, academic, cultural, political and religious systems can be markedly different from those in their home country.  Even seemingly mundane activities that operate at an unconscious level such as how to greet people and how to pay for goods and services can become an ordeal when familiar points of reference, cues or signals of daily social interaction are lost (Makepeace, 1989).  Oberg (1960) names this process of adjustment to a new cultural climate as ‘culture shock’ and describes how the difficulties that some international visitors experience can lead to frustration, anxiety, depression and even hostility towards the new environment.  In the case of students, Al-Sharideh and Goe (1998) note that these emotions can produce feelings of low self-esteem, which can be manifested by behavioural problems and academic failure.  

As well as dealing with day-to-day activities, international students are at risk of encountering the following problems:

· Homesickness

· Poor accommodation

· Racial discrimination

· Separation from friends and family

· Adjustment to the diet

· Loneliness and isolation

· Risk of examination failure, which will lead to disappointment and disgrace back home

(Adapted from Makepeace, 1989; Furnham, 1997; Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Wisker, 2000)

Makepeace (1989) notes that not all international students struggle to cope in the UK, but most will at some point during their stay.  Furnham (1997) goes even further and comments that some international students reflect on their time in the UK as consisting of loneliness and rejection, but does accept that most students find their stay in this country an enriching time.  

International students make a substantial commitment by coming to study at our institution.  The additional difficulties that they are required to overcome (as noted above, which are over and beyond those experienced by UK students) means that it should only be fair that academics endeavour to make adjustments to their programmes to make them inclusive and meaningful for all.  

1.3. Academic transition difficulties
Ryan (2000) states that many Western academics view international students as ‘problems to be solved’ due to the differing cultural backgrounds that these students originate from, both academically and personally.  This point is explored further by Introna et al. (2003), Fox (1994) and Al-Sharideh & Goe (1998) who investigate why some international students do not adapt to the Western academic system.  They all concur that because international students have been educated in a different cultural environment to our own for eighteen years or more, what is being asked of these students when they enter the Western academic system is that they change their cultural identity with regards to ways of thinking and writing.  They often find it difficult to understand why Western academics tell them they are doing things incorrectly; when they are doing exactly the same things that they have been taught to do in their home country and have previously been rewarded for doing so.  The literature also suggests that some international students may not wish to conform to Western academic norms as they feel that they would be indoctrinated with the culture of the dominant society (white and Western), so do not subscribe to our system as they know that they will only be in the country for a short period of time.  Biggs (1999) encapsulates this situation by stating that the ‘clash of educational cultures’ is the biggest hurdle to overcome with regards to teaching international students and is a far greater barrier between Western academics and international students than language.  However, Biggs (1999), Volet and Renshaw (1996) and Cortazzi and Jin (1997) argue that international students can adapt quickly to new educational environments if the academic understands the students’ cultural background and adjusts the programme’s curriculum to include the needs of these students.  

2. Teaching and Learning

The discussion has so far has looked at why UK universities actively recruit international students, why international students choose to study in the UK, the personal adjustments that they must make to accept the Western academic culture and the many benefits that international students can bring to UK universities, academics and UK students.  

Attention is now turned to the four main areas related to teaching and learning for international students, namely lectures, seminars, reading and writing.  Each of these four areas are looked at in turn through a process of brief literature review and the results of an extensive survey of students undertaken at Northumbria University in the 2003/04 academic year.  The survey results are used as a basis on which to offer suggestions to academic staff ways of enabling teaching and learning to become more inclusive and accessible to all students, which as mentioned above, is for the benefit of all stakeholders of academic life.  

2.1 Student Survey Methodology
In the 2003/04 academic year, questionnaires were distributed to large numbers of students across all schools at Northumbria University.  The questionnaire contained eighty statements that referred to a number of issues regarding teaching and learning.  The students were asked to respond to the statements by checking a box on a five point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.  There was also free space on the questionnaire that invited students to express qualitative comments.

A total of 1786 questionnaires were returned.  Questionnaires returned from international students made up 11% of overall response.  For analysis and presentation purposes, the responses to the statements were consolidated to agree, neutral and disagree.  Comparisons were made then made between the responses given by international students and UK students to each of the statements.  This was done to discover areas where there were noteworthy differences of opinion between the two groups.  In many cases, responses were also broken down by year of study to explore if there were any noteworthy differences in responses according to level of study.  

2.2 Findings and Discussion

Analysis and discussion is presented within the four main constituent parts of teaching and learning i.e. Lectures, seminars, reading and writing

2.2.1 Lectures

The areas that were investigated in relation to lectures are speed of delivery, note taking, visual aids and questions from students.  Having detailed the aforementioned areas, the section concludes with teaching suggestions that will allow lectures to become more inclusive and accessible for all students.

Speed of Delivery

Many writers have identified that students can encounter problems in lectures if the lecturer’s speed of delivery is too quick for students to comprehend and take notes.  These problems have found to be exacerbated for students who have English as a second language (Makepeace, 1989; Flowerdew and Miller, 1992; Beaven et al., 1998; Shakya and Horsfall, 2000).

The survey of Northumbria students found that overall, 22% of UK students thought that lecturers talked too quickly whilst 31% of international students held the same view.  Figure 1 illustrates that there is an indication that international students appeared to become slightly more comfortable with the speed of lecture delivery as study level progresses.

Figure1:  International students who feel that lecturers talk too quickly
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The reason for the increasing comfort with the speed of delivery may be that at higher levels of study, students have become more familiar with their subject and have a greater understanding of the concepts and specialist language used.  Nonetheless, the results demonstrate that some international students do have greater problems with the pace of delivery in lectures than UK students (p<0.01).

Note taking

Following on from lecture delivery speed, which can effect the ability to take notes, writers have found that listening ability, colloquial English, local accents, unfamiliar terminology and ability to determine what is relevant can effect the note taking process in lectures (Makepeace, 1989; Barnet, 1994; Gibbs et al., 1998; Hallock et al., 2003).

30% of international students at Northumbria said that they found it hard to listen to a lecture and take notes at the same time, which is only marginally higher than the proportion of UK students (27%) who said the same.  These proportions did not alter noticeably by year of study.  

The survey tested one of the inhibitors of note taking by asking students if they had difficulty understanding lecturers accents.  Overall, 23% of international students said they did have difficulty understanding some accents compared with 16% of UK students (p<0.01).  Interestingly, although international students become more comfortable with speed of delivery over time (see figure 1), it appears that the inverse occurs with understanding accents as displayed in figure 2.

Figure 2:  International students who have difficulties understanding  academics' accents
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This phenomenon of international students experiencing increasing difficulty understanding lecturers accents at higher levels of study may be due to academics consciously expressing themselves clearly to students in the earlier years of study and then slipping into their natural tone of speech in the latter years when they assume that students will have a greater understanding of the subject.  

Visual Aids
Studies have shown that teaching becomes more effective when visual aids are used in conjunction with speech in the lecture room (Barnett, 1994; Beaven et al., 1998; Biggs, 1999).  Biggs (1999) suggests that students take in 20% of what they hear, 30% of what they see and 50% of what they hear and see combined.  With this in mind, Northumbria students were asked how much they appreciated videos, PowerPoint presentations and handouts that are employed to accompany lectures.  The majority of all students like these visual aids being used and their high appreciation rates remain constant at all study levels.  As expected, international students have a higher appreciation rate for all visual aids than UK students (p<0.05).  The proportions of students that liked the three types of visual aids are displayed in figure 3 below.

Figure 3: Proportion of students who appreciate visual aids
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It is assumed that videos are appreciated because they are likely to be more visually illustrative and possibly more entertaining to students than an oral lecture.  PowerPoint presentations will give cues to students as to the main points of a lecture and may assist the note taking process, whilst handouts (which were the most popular form of visual aid) can be referred to at any time after the lecture (unlike verbal information), which will prove particularly useful for international students who may have missed or not understood points in the lecture (Makepeace, 1998).  

Questions from Students
A commonly aired comment in a prior survey of academic staff at Northumbria was that they had to spend increasing amounts of their time dealing with queries from international students on a one-to-one basis privately rather than addressing queries to the larger student body.  Chan (1999) suggests that this may occur because international lectures have a very limited period of time for questions and students prefer not to express queries in public.  Cortazzi and Jin (1997) develop this idea further by saying that international students view asking questions as demonstrating that the student does not understand, which will result in the student losing face amongst his or her peer group.  It also implies that the tutor did not explain the topic properly, which would be construed as disrespectful to the tutor.  

The comments from the staff survey and views expressed in the literature lead to the suggestion that the majority of private queries will come from international students.  However, in the survey of students at Northumbria, when asked if they preferred to make queries in private rather than in class, 53% of UK students agreed that they did and only marginally more international students responded in the same way (55%).  A more powerful factor in determining who was likely to seek help in private rather than in public was gender.  57% of female students said that they would rather ask questions in private as opposed to 47% of male students.

2.2.1.1 Approaches that help lectures to be more inclusive for students

Having looked at common difficulties that are encountered by Northumbria University students in the lecture room as well as their favoured learning aids and method of making queries, a number of suggestions are made below that will help to make the learning experience in the lecture room more accessible and inclusive for international and UK students alike.  

Structure

· Explicitly explain the structure of the lecture.  What the focus is, introduction, main points, conclusions etc.
· Briefly cover the main points of the previous lecture and explain, where relevant, linkages with the current lecture.
· Explain any key concepts and do not assume background knowledge.
· Illustrate points using international rather than Euro centric examples.  
· Within each lecture, on a couple of occasions, stop and summarise material covered up to that point.
· Use directed learning techniques such as requiring reading to be done as preparation for the following lecture.
Speech

· Use measured, clear speech – Especially when explaining key points.

· Avoid abbreviated speech.  

· Avoid talking whilst writing on boards.

· Keep sentences short.

· Repeat important points.

· Use international English – As opposed to local colloquialisms.

· Use breaks and pauses.  This will allow time for reflection, time to make translations from English to a first language and time to make notes.

· Allow audio recordings of lectures.

Visual Aids

· Take advantage of and use visual aids such as PowerPoint to help structure the lecture, provide cues for note taking and to help signpost stages of the lecture.

· Write down unfamiliar, specialist or technical terms and words.

· Ensure that visual materials are professionally produced, clear, unambiguous and can be understood across all cultures.

· Provide handouts that cover the structure of the lecture and the key points along with suggested reading.

· If possible, provide advance copies of your lecture notes.

After the lecture

· Indicate that it is normal to not have a full understanding of all the points covered in the lecture and that you welcome queries.

· Where possible, be available for a short period of time before and after the lecture to answer questions that students wish to ask in private.

· Utilise web based forums such as those on the Blackboard virtual learning environment system that allow questions to be asked and responses to be posted that are available for all students to view.  Over time, common queries can be formatted into a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) section on Blackboard.

(Adapted from Cammish, 1997; Ryan, 2000 & Carroll, 2002)

2.2.2 Seminars

This section explores noteworthy areas that were identified from the survey of Northumbria students relating to seminars.  A discussion is presented that highlights areas of interest when conducting seminars with a diverse population of students

International students are often viewed as quiet, inexpressive, passive and reluctant to voice an opinion by Western academics in the seminar room.  There are a number of reasons why they appear to have this behaviour and the majority of them relate to their cultural backgrounds.  Many students are not accustomed to environments where interaction and classroom discussion is encouraged.  Students from the Pacific Rim region have great respect for their teachers and view them as masters to learn from rather than figures whose ideas can be challenged.  These students also find it alien that the ideas from the experts (the tutor and the literature) can be critiqued before the student has mastered the topic.  Many international students uphold a culture of valuing reconciliation, harmony and balance in their environment and thus attempt to avoid criticism and conflict.  This pursuit for balance extends to students not wishing to ‘lose face’ in the eyes of their peers if they make a erroneous comment and would rather know the views of the other group members and reach a consensus before expressing their opinion (Ho, 1976; Makepeace, 1989; Biggs, 1999; Chan, 1999; Shakya & Horsfall, 2000).

The other major reason why international students often remain silent is due to language issues.  Some may feel foolish if they have poor language fluency, they may not understand colloquial English that is used, they may be waiting for an appropriate length of pause in the discussion to join in or they may be just lost in the sheer speed at which the debate flows and develops (Makepeace, 1989; Wisker, 2000).  

To test these seemingly insurmountable barriers that prevent international students from fully participating in seminars, students were asked to respond to a number of statements related to the above areas in the Northumbria survey.

Respect for the teacher

Both international and UK students agreed equally (77%) that the teacher is to be respected, although there was a marked difference between the two groups as to whether the teacher is the most important person in the room.  Most significantly, 54% of international students agreed that the teacher was the most important person as opposed to only 19% of UK students (p<0.01).  Greater reverence for the teacher by some international students was also displayed in response to the statement, ‘what other students think does not matter, it is what the teacher thinks that is important’, with 25% of international students agreeing with the statement as opposed to only 11% of UK students (p<0.01).  Similar reverence was also displayed in response to a statement that asked if students felt comfortable expressing disagreement with the teacher.  Significantly less (p<0.05) international students (36%) said that they did feel comfortable expressing disagreement than UK students (44%).  

The results from the Northumbria survey corroborate findings in the literature with regards to respect for the teacher by many international students.

Enjoyment and participation in seminars

As mentioned above, many international students are unaccustomed to interactivity in the classroom.  This was borne out in the Northumbria survey that found a higher proportion (p<0.01) of UK students (57%) were used to interactivity and classroom discussion than international students (46%).

Equal numbers of UK and international students (around half) said that they enjoyed participating in seminars and liked them generally.  For UK students, this agreement level did not change noticeably when broken down by year of study.  However, the international students responses to these statements displayed increasing levels of enjoyment and participation as study levels progressed from year 1 to 3, as displayed in figure 4 below.

Figure 4: International students who enjoy participating in seminars
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Volet and Renshaw (1996) and Biggs’s (1999) indicate that international students can adapt quickly to new educational environments and the results here appear to corroborate this.  

Both groups of students agreed equally (50%) that they preferred discovering answers by themselves rather than being told everything by the teacher, but the methods that they preferred to use to reach the answers appeared to differ.  UK students displayed a higher preference (p <0.01) for working alone than international students (51% vs. 43%), but when asked about their participation in group planning sessions, a greater proportion of UK students said that they took an active role than international students (52% vs.  41%, p<0.05).

Language Fluency

This reluctance by some international students to participate in group planning sessions may be related to language fluency confidence.  The responses that both groups of students gave to speech related issues are displayed in table 2 below.

Table 2.  Statements linked to language ability

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	International 
	UK 

	I know what I what to say but find it difficult to put into words
	47
	37

	I can express ideas clearly when speaking
	28
	41

	I feel comfortable expressing my own opinions
	35
	47

	I have trouble making myself understood in class
	24
	15


In all cases, significant differences were found (p<0.01) between international and UK students.  The speech related responses from the survey indicate that many international students have less confidence than UK students with their speaking ability.  Moreover, when the responses are analysed by level of study, UK students generally display increasing confidence in speech at higher study levels, whereas many international students do not.  Two examples of these findings are displayed in figures 5 and 6 below.

Figure 5: Comparison of International and UK students, by year, who stated that they could express ideas clearly when speaking.
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Figure 6: Comparison of International and UK students, by year, who stated that they knew what they wanted to say but found it difficult to put into words
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The survey displays a paradox here in that international students have a preference for learning in groups but appear to participate in seminar groups to a lesser extent than UK students who express a preference for working alone.  Perhaps the reason behind this enigma is that there is a problem when the two groups of students are asked to collaborate together.  When the students were asked if they liked being in a classroom with a cultural mixture of students 73% of international students answered affirmatively whereas only 47% of UK students agreed that they did.  A very significant difference of opinion.  Moreover, when the responses are analysed by year of study, results indicate that between years 1 and 3 international students increasingly prefer being in a culturally mixed environment, whereas UK students display less enthusiasm over the same period.  See figure 7.

Figure 7: Comparison of International and UK students, by year, who state they like being in a classroom with a cultural mixture of students
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The reasons behind this finding cannot be accurately identified from the survey, but Shakya and Horsfall (2000) cite Menon (1992) who observed that students in his study rarely listened to anyone whose pronunciation was difficult to understand for more than ten minutes.  He found that listeners became restless and made attempts to change the topic of conversation.  Shakya and Horsfall (2002) also comment that many international students have difficulties joining culturally mixed groups and are rarely assisted in doing so by staff, as many assume that all students have equal social skills.  This issue of cultural mix in the classroom is explored further in section 2.3.

Independent Learning

Many international students displayed a tendency to get the most out of seminars by conducting preparatory reading before seminars as 31% said that they spent a lot of time preparing for classes.  This is significantly higher (p<0.01) than UK students, where only 17% undertake preparatory reading.  .

Even though international students may appear quiet and passive in seminars and they have to make a cultural adaptation to the interactive seminar style (as displayed above), 59% of international students stated that seminars help them learn, which is significantly higher (p<0.01) than the 39% of UK students who said the same.  

2.2.2.1 Approaches that help make seminars inclusive for all students

The survey of students has highlighted a number of divisions between some international and UK students with regard to seminars.  

· Some international students have great respect for the ‘experts’ and are reluctant to criticise them.  

· Some international students appear to be less vocal than some UK students due to cultural and language issues.  

· Some international students prefer to work in groups, but UK students (who are more individualistic) have higher group participation rates.  

· Most international students progressively appreciate a multicultural classroom, whereas the opposite is true with some UK students.  

· Some international students quickly adapt to and enjoy the seminar format.

· More international students perceive the seminar format to have greater learning value than UK students.  

With these divisive issues in mind, a number of suggestions are advanced below that will help to make the seminar more accessible and inclusive for international and UK students alike.  

At the start of a module

· Organise informal activities that allow the students to introduce themselves to each other.

· Set very structured activities that are accompanied with explicit guidelines.

Stimulating participation

· Make it explicitly clear to international students that questions are encouraged and that all questions are valid.
· Set tasks that require the participation of all students.
· Ensure that discussions revolve around issues that are common to all cultures and avoid highlighting differences between cultures.
· Encourage international students to talk about their experiences and indicate to the whole group that we can all learn from other cultural paradigms.
· Tell students what will be discussed in next seminar.  This will allow international students to prepare for the seminar and think about the contributions they can make.

Group Discussions

· Facilitate the entry of international students who appear to be lacking in confidence into culturally mixed groups.

· Ask students to conduct group discussion so that only one student speaks at a time and that there are pauses in between contributions.

· In group selection, ensure UK and international students are mixed together.  For example, two international plus two UK students, this may facilitate peer support, cultural exchange and facilitate greater confidence.  

· Allow international students to write down the main points that have emerged from their discussions and read them out to the rest of the class

(Adapted from Makepeace, 1989; Ryan, 2000; Carroll, 2002)

2.2.3 Reading

This section explores areas of note that were identified from the survey of Northumbria students relating to student reading.  A discussion is presented that highlights reading issues concerning international students.

Many Western academics have the impression that most international students, especially those from the Pacific Rim region, are rote learners (i.e. they simply memorise text rather than understand and critique it).  This notion originates from a partial truth that Pacific Rim students are taught to memorise texts, but this is only the primary stage in their learning process.  Once literature has been committed to memory by a process of repetitive reading with understanding they feel that they have mastered the subject and have accurate recall of texts.  They then progress on to the next learning stage of being creative with the ideas that have been advanced.  This must be a process with merit, as there have been numerous studies conducted indicating that Pacific Rim students achieve higher academic levels of understanding than Western students (Biggs, 1996,1999; Gow et al., 1996; Volet & Renshaw, 1996; Chan & Drover, 1997; Cortazzi & Jin, 1997; Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001)

However, the accurate recall of texts is not required in the Western academic system so many international students are required to change their reading strategies.

Introna et al. (2003) note that many international students are taught to only read textbooks and that they are very rarely asked to evaluate or critique the literature.  This is in contrast the Western academic system in which students are expected to use a wide variety of sources, such as books, journals, technical papers etc, ‘mine’ them, and then make comments (Ryan, 2000).

As there are very distinct differences in approaches to reading between the two educational systems, if international students are unaware of or do not understand how they are expected to read in a UK university, this can cause seemingly insurmountable problems for the student.  As some international students have a great reverence for textbooks, they may think that all books on a reading list have to be read and fully understood from the first to the final page.  Furthermore, some are unlikely to be evaluating the contents of the books due to the respect that they have for academic authors.  They are also unlikely to know that they are expected to go beyond the reading list and find other sources of information.  If they are unaware of this last point, it is unlikely that they will have the skills to be able to judge what is core and peripheral material as well as how to judge the authority of a source.  

With these points in mind, Northumbria students were asked to respond to a number of statements relating to reading in the survey.  When asked if they thought that they had too much reading to do at university, although 26% of UK students agreed that they did, this was half the figure returned by international students (52%).  Similarly, when asked if they tried to make sense of each word when reading, nearly half (47%) of international students agreed as opposed to 27% of UK students.  

Students were also asked to rate their note-taking ability from textbooks.  76% of UK students said that they could make notes from textbooks, but a significantly lower proportion (p<0.01) of international students stated that they could do this (61%).  When analysed by year of study, (see figure 8) it would appear that this is a skill that international students become more confident with over time, as opposed to the relatively constant pattern displayed by UK students.  

Figure 8: Comparison of International and UK students, by year who state they can make notes from textbooks
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The results from the student survey relating to reading issues uphold findings in the literature that suggest that some international students are used to thoroughly reading all items on a reading list, as demonstrated by the response to the “too much reading” and “having to understand each word” statement.  Notably, it would appear that UK students start university with skills that enable them to take notes from books, but this is skill learnt whilst at university for international students.  

2.2.3.1 Suggestions to assist students to read more effectively

Listed below are some suggestions that will assist all students to use literature in an appropriate manner for Western academic purposes.  

· Compile annotated reading lists that are listed in order of importance, indicating which texts are essential.  

· Explain how the texts on the reading list relate to the curriculum.

· Provide guidance on how to read for different academic purposes.

· Explicitly state that reading should be selective and critical

· Explicitly explain that views in texts can be legitimately challenged and give examples of two texts that offer alternative viewpoints or explanations

· Give examples of what would be regarded as core and peripheral material 

· Explain how to distinguish the authority of a source.

· Hand out previous examples of assignments that have used texts selectively

(Adapted from Makepeace, 1989; Ryan, 2000; Carroll, 2002)

2.2.4 Writing

Whilst lectures, seminars and reading are all learning vehicles utilised in UK universities, it is writing that is used to determine the understanding that a student has of a subject, which then dictates the level of success (or failure) that a student has on a programme.  

Many international students are not used to writing essays or assignments.  Regions such as South East Asia rely heavily on exam-based assessments that require students to simply reproduce text from a very limited range of books that have been used over the duration of a programme.  As mentioned in the reading section above, some international students are unfamiliar with criticising the literature or employing a wide range of sources in their work.  As well as the format of assessment and reading styles being different in many international countries, their style of writing is markedly different from that of the Western academic system.  In the West we take a linear approach to writing in which the main point is introduced first, followed by background information and supporting arguments.  In many other countries, they take a circuitous approach in which they present the reader with a narrative that only reveals the main point at the end.  Many academics and students from other countries perceive the Western style of writing to be bizarre in that the main thrust of an article is ‘given away’ at the very beginning (Biggs, 1996, 1999; Ryan, 2000).

As mentioned above, writing is the critical element in the university process that determines success or otherwise on a programme and is the area that has the greatest divergence between Western academic methods and methods used in many other countries.  

The student survey quite strongly displays that some international students have a great deal of difficulty coming to terms with this alien method of assessment by essay and they do not appear to adapt to the Western style of writing over the course of their studies.  Conversely, UK students gave responses that showed greater adaptation and conformance to standardised UK academic writing expectations over their time of study.  A prime example of this is UK students finding that they had less difficulty with writing reports and essays at each subsequent level of study as opposed to international students who did not display any further degree of ease over the period of their studies (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Comparison of International and UK Students, by year, who found it difficult to write essays and reports
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Perhaps an explanation of why international students do not pick up these skills is that they are unclear of what they are expected to do with regards to written work.  The proportion of international students who stated that they were uncertain as to what teachers expected of them rose from 20% in the foundation year to 40% in the third year.  This contrasts with 31% of UK students who said that they were uncertain as to what teachers expected of them, which was a proportion that remained reasonably constant with relation to level of study.  This idea that some international students are uncertain as to what to do when writing is supported by 65% saying that they need simplified assignment instructions as opposed to only 42% of UK students.  

Sources of information

As mentioned above, some international students are used to reproducing quotations from a very limited range of textbooks that have been memorised through repetition.  This habit appears to remain with some international students at Northumbria as 23% stated that they often quote from only one textbook in assignments, a proportion that does not alter in relation to year of study, which compares with 18% of UK students who took the same approach with assignments.  This shows that some international students are not improving their selective reading skills and may have problems identifying the authority of source material.  This argument is supported by the proportion of international students who said that it was best to get ideas from the internet.  Overall, only 11% of UK students thought that the internet would provide the best ideas (a proportion that remained relatively constant when analysed by year of study), whereas much larger and increasing proportions of international students agreed with this proposition as programmes progressed (See figure 10).

Figure 10: Comparison of International and UK Students who said that it is best to get your ideas from the Internet.
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Plagiarism 

Plagiarism has become one of the more dominant concerns amongst academics when assessing both international and UK students’ written submissions.  This is probably due to it having become easier to plagiarise today due to the wealth of electronic material that is available for students to simply copy and paste material into their assignments, which requires even less effort than typing out sections from textbooks or journals.  Plagiarism can be examined from a multitude of viewpoints such as what constitutes plagiarism, is plagiarism morally wrong and plagiarism detection methods etc.  This guide explores students’ awareness of plagiarism, why students may do it and do they understand the rules for avoiding plagiarism.  

As mentioned earlier, many international students are unfamiliar with Western academic writing conventions and as shown in some of the survey results above, a notable number do not appear to learn the conventions over their period of study at Northumbria.  In many countries, what we call plagiarism is not viewed as morally wrong and in a lot of instances is rewarded as demonstrating scholarship along with respect for the originating author.  Whilst acknowledging that there will always be some students that try to deceive deliberately, many cases of plagiarism by international students can be attributed to them not understanding what is expected in Western academic writing.  Having been previously educated in an environment that does not recognise copyright conventions, many students find it very strange that they need to paraphrase a point made by an ‘expert’ who will be able to make that point better than they ever could, and in a second language (Barker, 1997; Ryan, 2000; Dordoy, 2002; Intronia et al., 2003).  

Table 3 below displays the agreement levels of Northumbria students to statements in the survey that were related to issues regarding plagiarism.  

Table 3: Statements relating to plagiarism 

	No.
	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	
	International
	UK

	S1
	I understand the need to use referencing and quotation marks in assignments*
	78
	91

	S2
	The best way to present key ideas in an essay is to present the ideas of the authors in their own words*
	39
	20

	S3
	Sometimes the textbooks express the subject in a way which can't be improved.  It is right to repeat their words in an assignment*
	36
	27

	S4
	It is best to use the ideas from a book, not my own ideas
	22
	18

	S5
	I feel uncomfortable about rewriting important authors statements in my own words because I believe they are the experts*
	38
	23


(*  p<0.01)

Although the results in table two indicate that the majority of international students are aware of many of the elements in Western academic writing which may lead to plagiarism, responses to four of the five statements corroborate suggestions in the literature that some international students are less aware of referencing conventions in the Western academic system than UK students and that some international students have a greater reverence for the ‘experts’ in the literature.  

When statements 3 to 5 are analysed by year of study, it appears that some international students become more reliant on reproducing original texts the higher their level of study, as displayed in figure 11.

Figure 11: Percentage of students agreeing with statements 3 to 5 in relation to plagiarism, by year of study.
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The trends displayed in figure 11 indicate a reversion to using the South East Asian system of repeating the originating authors words in assignments.  This indicates that international students at Northumbria are having difficulties adopting the paraphrasing skills that are required in Western academic writing.  To contrast these findings with UK students, the survey results show that their agreement levels to all five statements do not noticeably change in relation to level of study.

2.2.4.1 Suggestions to assist all students to become more proficient writers

The literature and the Northumbria survey indicate that some international students do have difficulty in adjusting their writing style to that which is expected in Western academia, but if given guidance, they can adapt.  Suggestions are offered below that will help guide both international and UK students to a standard of writing that will be acceptable to academics and will result in all students attaining greater success in their coursework.

Setting written tasks

· Detail the order in which it is recommended a task should be tackled.

· Explicitly state the format that the assignment should be written in – report, essay, etc, and explain how the report, essay, etc should be structured.

· Decode the assignment title – Explain what the title is really saying.

· Provide supplementary questions beneath the main title to give guidance as to the areas that should be explored in the submission.

· Clarify the criteria that the assignment will be marked against (many international students believe that standard of English is more important than the content of the work).

· Explain why the assignment has the stated word length and emphasise that more is not necessarily better.

Providing assistance

· Explain how to judge the academic authority of information sources (explicitly state that not all web pages are reliable sources of information).

· Encourage the use of short, simple sentences.

· Explain how essay plans help to organise writing and that they may need to do a number of drafts.

· Provide examples of previous students written work for guidance purposes to demonstrate how materials should be organised, how sources should be used and how arguments can be built up.  Also provide examples of poor work to demonstrate issues such as use of material that is lacking in authority, poor referencing and methods employed by markers that uncover intentional plagiarism.

· Provide surgeries for students to show work in progress and to gain advice as to how to proceed – (explain that surgeries will not be used as pre-marking sessions).

Plagiarism avoidance

“The rules of citation must be made crystal clear.  All too frequently, a level 1 view is taken: Good students just know what is plagiarism and what is not, and it is not the teacher’s job to explain such basics.  Not so.  It is precisely the teacher’s job, no mater what the ethnicity of your students” (Biggs, 1999, p.130)

· Explain what is meant by plagiarism and give real examples.
· Explain why paraphrasing is employed.
· Explain how to reference, and why it is done (Northumbria has adopted Harvard Referencing as standard).
· Explicitly state the consequences of non-compliance with plagiarism rules.
· Design out plagiarism by: 
· Frequently changing assignment topics;
· Avoiding assignments that only have one solution;
· Incorporating reflective practice elements into the assignment;
· Setting assignments that require comparisons and evaluations rather than mere descriptors;
· Setting assignments that do not lend themselves to cut and paste techniques; 
· Setting assignments that require portfolios to be produced;
· Requiring that an annotated bibliography must be included with the submission.  
(Adapted from Ryan, 2000; Carroll & Appleton, 2001; Carroll, 2002)

2.3. The cultural mix of students

This section discusses the issue of UK and international students reluctance to mix together.  An argument is advanced that greater cultural cohesion, along with the benefits that accumulate from this, can be achieved if staff adapt their teaching methods to make learning at Northumbria inclusive and accessible for all students.  

2.3.1 The opportunities and the problem
The suggestions advanced in this guide that are intended to help students to become more engaged in academic activities and enable them to improve their learning skills have mainly put the onus on academics to modify their practices, but students themselves are a valuable resource that can be utilised to help bring about these advances.  Tang (1996) cites numerous studies indicating that students working together in groups produce higher learning outcomes and levels of achievement than those who work individually.  The Northumbria student survey indicates that the majority of students enjoy working collaboratively with classmates (61% of international students, 65% of UK students) and they believe that group work helps them to learn (67% of international students, 63% of UK students).  However, as discussed in section 2.3.5 and displayed in figure 7, UK students become less enthusiastic about having a cultural mix in the classroom as their studies progress.  If UK students can be encouraged to understand the culture of international students and work with them in the classroom, they may be inclined to mix with them outside the classroom.  This would allow, as previously mentioned, UK students to acquire multi-cultural skills and international students would feel more at ease about asking UK students for guidance on academic issues (Ward, 2004).

2.3.2 Is it just the UK?

The cultural mix between UK and international students at Northumbria is not unique.  Bochner et al. (1985) found that only 17% of international students had a UK student as their best friend and 70% had no British friends at all.  Other studies conducted in the UK such as Furnham and Bochner (1982) and Furnham and Alibhai (1985) produced similar findings.  Ward (2004) cites Trice and Elliott (1993) who found that Japanese students in America spent over 80% of their time with co-nationals.  Ward (2004) also cites Australian studies that report international students as having very few host country friends (Burke, 1990; Nowak and Weiland, 1998; Smart et al., 2000).  Otten (2003) cites Bargal (1998) who found that 60% of German students had no contact with international students.  

This apparent unwillingness for home country students to interact with international students leaves them with no other choice than to mix with students from their own cultural background as they will be able to give each other mutual support and avoid feelings of isolation and loneliness (Makepeace, 1989; Shakya & Horsfall, 2000).  Watkins and Biggs (1996) suggest that as international students turn to their fellow nationals to form groups, UK students see this as a signal that international students are unwilling to change, which leads to resentment from UK students, thus compounding the problem.  

2.3.3 Finding Solutions

As studies indicate that it is internationally common for host country students to be reluctant to mix with international students whilst international students are keen to foster links with home students, this provides an opportunity for Northumbria University staff to make this institution a leader in providing a welcoming and accessible environment for international students.  If staff adapt their teaching methods to make it inclusive for all students, it will improve learning abilities and skills for both UK and international students.  This will close the divide between both groups of students leading to UK students having a greater acceptance of international students.  This greater acceptance will lead to the formation of intercultural groups outside the classroom, which will compound the learning and development skills for all students.  

3. Conclusion

International students make substantial personal and financial commitments and investments when coming to a UK university.  Morally it is not fair if we do not make an effort to accommodate them at Northumbria, and pragmatically, if we do not address their needs:

· UK students will become increasingly demoralised.

· Failure rates will increase.

· Future generations of international students will go to other institutions.

· The national and international reputation of Northumbria will suffer.

· Staff will become increasingly frustrated with falling standards.

This guide has demonstrated through the literature and the Northumbria student survey that there appears to be a cultural divide between academic practices that some international students are used to in their home country and what is expected in the Western academic environment.  If academics can modify their teaching to make it inclusive and accessible for these students, without neglecting the needs of UK students by adopting the suggestions in this guide, benefits will accrue for all stakeholders of Northumbria University.  

· International students will receive a world class education from a respected international university.

· UK students will receive an education from a university that is recognised by employers as producing graduates who possess multi-cultural skills.

· Staff will work in an internationally respected university that is known for being supportive of all students and has a reputation for taking a global perspective of it’s disciplines.  
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S3: “Sometimes the textbooks express the subject in a way which can't be improved.  It is right to repeat their words in an assignment”


















































S4:  “It is best to use the ideas from a book, not my own ideas”





















































S5:  “I feel uncomfortable about rewriting important authors statements in my own words because I believe they are the experts”
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51
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		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50
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		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41

		I know what I want to say but find it difficult to put into words		47		37
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41
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		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50
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2.3.5 table

		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41

		I know what I want to say but find it difficult to put into words		47		37






_1158582697.xls
Chart7

		F

		1

		2

		3

		PG



Students who Agree

Year of Study

% of students

UK students

43

53

42

38

54



New Charts

		Year of Study		Students who Agree

		F		43

		1		53

		2		42

		3		38

		PG		54





New Charts

		0

		0

		0

		0

		0



Students who Agree

Year of Study

% of students

Domestic students



SPSS conversion
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						1		2		3		4		5

				foundation		2		3		80		45		19		149		43
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				undergrad 4th		1		1		19		10		2

				undergtad 3rd		7		5		82		40		18

						8		6		101		50		20		185		38

				postgrad		2		1		19		15		11		48		54
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41

		I know what I want to say but find it difficult to put into words		47		37






_1158580742.xls
Chart14

		F

		1

		2

		3

		PG



Students who Agree

Year of Study

% of students

20

23

27

28

19



Sheet1

		16616		13.7%		2276.392

		Region of Origin		No. of Students		13.7

		Non-EU Europe		133		0.8		0.0583941606

		Middle East		100		0.6		0.0437956204

		Africa		166		1		0.0729927007

		Western Asia		266		1.6		0.1167883212

		Eastern Asia		1579		9.5		0.6934306569

		Americas		33		0.2		0.0145985401

		Total		2276





Sheet2

		Year of Study		Students who Agree				Year of Study		Students who Agree

		F		20				F		17

		1		23				1		11

		2		27				2		20

		3		28				3		13

		PG		19				PG		4





Sheet2

		0

		0

		0

		0

		0



Students who Agree

Year of Study

% of students

Percentage of domestic students who have difficulties understanding some academics accents



Sheet3

		0

		0

		0

		0

		0



Students who Agree

Year of Study

% of students

Percentage of overseas students who have difficulties understanding some academics accents



		Yearofstudy * teachers accents  Crosstabulation

		Count

						teachers accents												Total		%

								1		2		3		4		5

				foundation		1		29		48		45		14		12		149		17

				undergrad 1st		27		120		170		141		41		17		516		11

				undergrad 2nd		22		84		105		96		56		20		383		20

				undergrad 4th		1		12		11		7		2		1		34

				undergtad 3rd		20		28		38		56		18		5		165
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				postgrad		7		18		10		19				2		56		4
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						1		2		3		4		5

				foundation		3		35		52		54		6		150		40

				undergrad 1st		24		119		182		167		22		514		37

				undergrad 2nd		12		88		116		142		17		375		42

				undergrad 4th				10		7		13		4
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		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41

		I know what I want to say but find it difficult to put into words		47		37
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2.3.5 table

		Statement		Overseas students (% who agree)		Domestic Students (% who agree)

		I like discovering answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher		50		50

		I like working alone		43		51

		I participate in group planning sessions		41		52

		I have trouble making myself understood in class		24		15

		I can express ideas clearly when speaking		28		41

		I know what I want to say but find it difficult to put into words		47		37






