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Abstract

With the internationdisation of education, and more than 1.5 million students seeking
education in countries other than their own, student populations and classsooms are
becoming increasingly diverse. Nowhere is this more evident than in Audrdian
tertiary indtitutions, which now have the second highest proportion of internationa
sudents in the OECD. Whilst the trends in seeking education across nationa borders
may be viewed as opportunities for ‘wedth creation’, and a burgeoning ‘education
export indudry’, there are tremendous implications for students seeking internationa
education.

This paper focuses on issues confronting international students in acculturating to
their new learning and culturd environments. More specificaly it condders the dud
task of overcoming ‘culture shock’' and 'study shock', the exposure to different
learning and teaching syles, mismaiches in academic expectations, and socio-culturd
pressures.

The paper also discusses student drategies for coping with acculturation difficulties,
support mechaniams for enhancing the internationad student experience, and issues of
re-acculturation (i.e. re-entry into the home country). It show cases a framework for
addressing the needs international students, as established in the Faculty of Commerce
and Economics a UNSW. Findly, the paper makes recommendations for the
provison of multiple forums for addressng the needs and concerns of internationa
Sudents, to facilitate effective learning and socio-cultura adaptation.

Introduction

For centuries students have travelled across borders to pursue their educationa
agoiraions and extend their culturd experience. The United Nations Educationd,
Scientific and Culturd Organisation's (UNESCO, 1997) datiftics indicate that were
1,502,040 foreign students in the top 50 host countries in the period during 1994-
1995, and that internationa student mobility has increased by more than 300% in the
last 25 years. Nowhere is this more evident then in Audrdian educationd inditutions,
where numbers rose from 3,000 internationa sudents in 1986 (Depatment of
Employment, Education and Traning, 1995) to 157,843 in 1999 (Audrdian
Education Internationa, 1999), with preiminary figures for the year 2000 indicating a
further rise of 15%. Figure 1 provides an indication of trends in internationad Student
enrolmentsin Audrdian inditutions from 1993 to 1999.
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Source: (Australian Education International, 1999, p.9)

The datidics may be interpreted from different perspectives. There are those who
have tended to view the number of internationd <Sudent enrolments in terms of
economic gan, referring to "boom times' and “lucrative markets' (Powel, 1994, p.
15) and "a ...cash bonzana for univerdties' (Contractor, 2001, p. 25). The 'Export of
Education Services is seen as a ‘winng' for Audrdia, earning an estimated three
billion dollars per year. The economic focus is not redtricted to Audraia aone, with
amilar sentiments being expressed in the UK, as illudrated in the comments of Bruch
and Barty (1998, p. 21):

UK ingtitutions want international students for two main reasons. they believe that
internationalization adds educationad and culturd vaue to the ingtitution, and they
want the cash value accruing from full-fee paying international students...within an
ingtitution, the 'theys may refer to different personnel and offices, with some holding
the first view and others advocating the second.

Others, such as Phillips (1990, p.765), draw dtention to the changing nature of the
cdassroom and the implications for teaching and learning, with a “mgor shift in  the
Character of the gudent population, from one of primarily Anglo-Cdtic English
peeking origins, to one which dso includes a large and increasing percentage of
students who come from a NESB background’. And there are researchers (Bdlard
and Clanchy, 1991; Samuelowicz, 1987a, 1987b; Smart, Volet and Ang, 2000) who
have focussed on cross cultura perspectives, and the difficulties experienced by
internationa  tudents in acculturating to both their new learning and socio-culturd
environments, adimension that is the key focus of this paper.

In is important to note the cross culturd compostion of the current internationa
student population in Audrdia, to understand the nature of the adjustments that have
to be made. AEl (1999, pp.11-12) didics indicate that 84.8% of internationa
sudents come from source countries in Ada, with the ten top source countries being
Indonesia, Singapore, Hong Kong, Maaysia, Jgpan, Korea (South), India, China,
Thalland, and Tawan. Furthermore, the composition of these top ten source countries
has remained unchanged snce 1994, dthough the ranking has changed in this period.
Other source countries are in Europe (6.5%), the Americas (3.9%), Oceania (1.7%),
Africa (1.5%), with 1.6% listed as 'unknown'.
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Learning and Academic Acculturation

In making the trangtion to ther new learning environments, international students
mugst not only contend with culture shock, described by Marx (2001) as “"the
experience of foregnness', but aso with study shock. Burke (2001, p.1) describes
dudy shock as “"the sgnificant differences in dtitudes to knowledge and gpproaches
to learning that exis between the Sudent's home country and those underpinning
indtitutions of higher education in other countries’. Table 1 provides some indication
(dbat in the form of generdisaions) of contrasting learning styles and learning
expectations between Asian and Western cutures asidentified by Phillips (1990):

Table 1: Comparison of Asan and Australian Learning Styles

Asian Audtralian

Rote learning is common
Non-critical reception of information
Students work hard to learn everything

Evauative learning is preferred
Critical thought is expected

aswdl as detail
Students are inclined to seek clarification
of the learning process
Few initiatives are taken
rewarded

Students selectively learn the central concepts
Students are willing to seek assistance as part

Independent learning and research are

A willingness to accept one interpretation

Overdl concepts are seen as important to
understanding

Students are encouraged to apply genera
principles to specific dtuations and to test
various interpretations

Andytical thinking is encouraged. Students
are expected to support opinions with logica

argument.

(Source: Adapted from Phillips 1990, p. 772)

There are concerns that comparisons such as the above tend to have limitations.
Firdly, the learning styles seem to be exclusve to one group - they are not as students
in both groups may make use any of the learning behaviours a some stage. Secondly,
there is a suggedtion that Asan students form a homogeneous group - this is not the
case, as there will be culturd and educationa differences across the many ‘country
goecific’ groups in the Adan Region. Neverthedess, the comparison does serve to
provide an indication of the 'distance between the two sets of learning behaviours and
the extent of the academic adjustment internationd students from Asan backgrounds
may need to make when dudying in Audrdia This is evidenced in the following
obsarvaions of internationd sudents interviewed in studies amed a capturing their
experiences.

Before we came we were subject to a different sort of education system and we were
asked to change our way of learning into what the Aussie's, or rather the higher
education's way of learning is. (It is) totaly different, so we have to have a very
dramatic change in our way of learning.

(in Chalmers and Volet, 1997, p.95)
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In tutorids, sometimes we fed dominated and intimidated, more so in the beginning.
There are different expectations. We are not used to the system. We think of something
but it fees stupid and not worth discussing but then a loca will bring up the same idea
and it is actualy okay.

(in Smart et al, 2000, p.32)

Generaly, many of us are trained in a system where you don't contribute much to class
discussions, some even hesitated to ask questions from lecturers. One must do it
properly, i.e. fully conscious and forever calculating (whether) to ask questions or not.
Here you are encouraged to ask anything that bothers you. The drawback is related to
our culture of respect to others, especidly the ederly and the better qualified - but it
inhibits the fullest development of onesdlf...

(in Ballard and Clanchy, 1984, p.12)

The last comment demondtrates the interweaving of culturd grooming and approaches
to learning i.e. respect for those in pogtions of seniority and authority (including
teachers, authors of textbooks etc.). Hofstede (1984) refers to this value dimension as
power distance, that is the extent to which members of a society or organisation
accept unequa didribution of power, datus differences and socid hierarchies. His
research has demondrated that cultures vary consderably on this dimenson, and, in
high power digance cultures, the grooming of individuds to paticipate fredy in
quedioning, criticiang, andysng and evauating the work of superiors, may be
resricted. Consequently, internationd students who come from high power distance
societies may lack the criticd skills required in Western teaching contexts, and are
often perceived as being passve learners and poor classsoom participants (Chamers
and Volet, 1997):

| am familiar with postgraduate students. Want to learn off: reluctant to
question/critically evauate. If it is written in a journal or in a book, then it is correct
and will learn it. Adjusting to critica questioning is the greatest difficulty/shock in the
initid stages...

(in Samuelowicz, 1987a, p.124)

I mean, they're good students in a way, but you don't get much reaction out of them.
I've given up trying to discuss different ways of approaching the problems in tutorials.

(in Ballard and Clanchy, 1991, p.2)

So far as Far Eastern (China, Japan, Korea) students are concerned, it is a truism that,
raised in a conformist educationa system, they are happier with memorising and
reproducing information than with problemoriented and more active teaching
strategies.

(Harris, 1997, p.87)

The question arises as to - How can students and staff bridge the learning divide?
Bruch and Baty (1998) recommend that the internationalisation of educationa
inditutions must be accompanied by appropriate levels and types of speciaist student
support services and the training of saff working with internationd students. It is
suggested that gtaff training also be extended to include academic staff who interact
with internationd students in the teaching and learning context.

4 15" AIEC



Dr. Prem Ramburuth, The University of New South Wales
The Internationalisation of Education: Implications for Student Learning and Socio-Cultural Adjustment

Socio-Cultural Adjustment

In addition to addressng their educationa aspirations, internationad students expect to
engage in intercultura interactions with locd sudents whilst studying abroad. Bruch
and Barty (1998) perceive the opportunities for culturd exchange as being one of the
beneficial outcomes of the process of internationdisation. In addition, forging new
friendships, developing new networks, communicating with naive speskers of
English, paticipating in locd events dl assg in fadlitating the process of socid
acculturetion for internationa students.

However, research (Smart et.d., 2000; Ti, 1998; Volet and Ang, 1998) and anecdota
evidence suggest that dudents experience great difficulty in atempting the often
impossble task of ‘bridging the loca finternationa student divide. In a sudy that
examined issues reaing to socia coheson between international and loca students,
Smat et d (2000, p. 23) identified the expectations of internationd sudents, their
desrefor socid interactions, and the disgppointment that often ensues:

| thought that I'll have lots of locd friends and have fun.

When | first came, | had the expectation to meet many Australians but did not. Only
'hi-bye' friends, not close friends.

We do not have much interaction with the locals. We would like to mix more. We are
the shy sort but there are no opportunities to mix.

They divided factors that inhibit intercultura interactions on campuses into three
broad categories, based on ther findings (& culturd differences, (b) lifestyle
differences, and (c) negative sereotyping and ethnocentrism. Volet and Ang (1998,
pp.10-11) provide examples of perceptions of cultura differences held by both loca
and international students, and the preference to interact with friends who are "your
own people" and of "the same wavdength':

It's like strangers. With loca students, we would normally just say hi and then bye.
And there may be small talk, but we are not close. We will stick to our own culture
and friends and especially when you come from that country and know people from
there, then you are comfortable with them.

(international student, Volet and Ang, 1998, p.10)

Being in the 'same boat' situation does help (interaction)...you feel more comfortable
and secure with those in the same nationdity.
(Australian student, Volet and Ang, 1998, p.11)

Ti (1997, p.160) identifies lifestyle factors such as the ‘drinking and partying culture
of some Audrdian sudents as a strong deterrent to socio-culturd interactions, as the
activities involved tend not to be condstent with the leisure activities and preferences
of many international students. For some, the choice is smple and direct as indicated
in thefollowing comment:

They (Austraians) go out. They go to pubs or this type of place. Maybe because of

my family background, | do not like to go to pubs... So, if they go somewhere, | don't
join them in those sorts of things.
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For others who would like to paticipate in these types of socid activities, and
"experience the Ausse culture' but are afrad to do o, the issue is more complex.
Take for example the fears and frudtrations of this internationa student:

The college is haf Asian but when you look at the fun ‘activities, it's mainly Anglo.
There's barely an Asian on the list. | kind of fed obliged to stay sober most of the
time and to know what I'm doing because | know that if | get onto any of the list of
party activities...there would be consegquences, like among the Asians because it's
kind of a like a sub-culture. You have to aware of what you're doing. That's a bad
pressure, but it's something that you fed. It's about what the Asians think and you
don't want to wrong them.

(international student, Winters and Lindsay, 1999, p.31)

Repeated refusd to participate in socid activities often leads to the third inhibitor of
interculturd interactions identified by Smart et ad (2000), that of negative dereotyping
and a sense of ‘giving up' on any further efforts to foster integration, evident in the
following comments of Augtrdian students (p.28):

The Australian attitude is that they have tried to include the Asians in the past, and
they have now given up on including them - they expect a negative response.

Some people won't interact because they are solely here to get a degree and go back
home. They aren't concerned with a socid life.

Clearly, there seem to be misperceptions and misunderstanding on the part of both
international and loca students, and a need for deegper understanding of cross culturd
preferences, practices and motivations, if student integration is to be fostered. Burke
(1990) advocates the setting up of forma Structures to promote contact between locdl
and internationd sSudents, suggesting that without intervention, there will be the
tendency for sudents to "sick with the familiar and comfortable’. Bruch and Barty
(1998, p. 27) cite Imilar problems in the UK, and point out that "internaiona
sudents encounter condgderable difficulty in making socid contact with UK students,
while UK dudents complan that internationd sudents cluster together." They
support the idea of inditutiona intervention to promote student integration as a key
aspect of the internationalisation process.

Stress Related Factors

On another dimension, there is evidence to suggest that the absence of friends and
supportive relationships, and fedings of isolation, add condderably to the dress
experienced by internationa students. In a study of dress related factors impacting on
academic peformance, Burns (1991) found that 34% of international Students
nominated factors such londiness little contact with other dudents, wanting
Audrdian friends, and a better mix in tutoria groups.

Furthermore, he found that internationd <udents experienced dgnificantly higher
levels of dress than their loca Audraian counterparts. More specificaly, 70% of
international tudents, and 92% of Singaporean students experienced high levels of
sudy dress, in comparison to 26% of Audrdian sudents. Other causd factors
included culture shock, sudy shock, inadequate English language <Kills, fear of
falure, concern aout loss of "face', and coping with family pressure. In his
compardive study of the cross culturd leaning dyles of Adan and American
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sudents, Wang (1992, p.28) found that "Asan-American parents set high gods for
their children and pressure them to meet these expectations.”

However, there seems to be a podtive Sde to the exertion of family pressure. In her
dudy identifying cultura differences in learning motivation, Niles (1995, pp.380-381)
found that for Audrdian sudents "competitiveness and getting to the top" was a
moativating factor, whilst for Adan sudents, "socid approvd” (from the family) was a
dronger motivating factor. Neverthdess, the need to peform wel in short time
frames, in a foreign learning environment, often with limited financid resources (and
consequently having to work), compounded by the need to address persond,
ingitutional and family expectations, place enormous pressure on many internationa
students.

Facilitating Student Learning and Academic Acculturation: A Case Study

Figure 2 provides an overview of the dructured framework of support initiatives
offered in the Faculty of Commerce and Economics a UNSW, to address the learning
and acculturation needs of its large (approximately 6,000) and diverse sudent
population. The Faculty has the highest intake of internationd sudent & UNSW
(approximately 30%), as a rexult of its policy of internaiondisation, with students
being drawvn from 50 countries of domicile, 80 countries of hirth, spesking 55
languages other than English. The richness of the diversty has been accompanied by
adiverdty in language (English), learning and culturd needs.

Figure 2: Framework for Student Support and Development

Education Development and Support Initiatives

Student Related Staff Related
Learning ||Discipline|| Discipline Peer Induction || Commerce Soc.| [Internationalisa Staff Resources
and Specific [| Specific || Support || Programs and tion of the Development | [ Development
Language || Support || Free Form|| Programs Buddy and Training
Courses || Courses [| Workshops Program Curricula

Underpinning the modd is the intention to provide sudents with multiple platforms
and opportunities to facilitate trandtion into the learning culture and environment of
the Faculty; to promote undergtanding of culturd differences in teaching and learning;
to provide experience of different gpproaches to learning by engaging in group work,
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peer learning, problem solving and interactive teaching methodologies, and to foster
engagement in metalearning i.e. learning how to manage the process of learning
rather than just the content (Biggs 1990). In addition to supporting student learning,
the intention is to empower students to adapt and modify their gpproaches to learning
as they see fit, to cope with the differing teaching styles and expectaions in the
Feculty and the wider context of the universty. Findly, the support initigtives are
offered to all dudents in the Faculty, exposng internationd and loca <udents to
common experiences and interactions.

The discipline specific gpproach to learning, language and communication support
enadbles students to engage in the discourse of the different disciplinary streams in the
Faculty (the languages of Accounting, Banking and Finance, Business Law and
Taxation etc.). It aso provides for a contextualised approach to the study and practice
of busness genres in ord and written communication, as skills development in these
aeas ae gengdly linked to forma courses being <udied. This goproach is
paticularly effective in supporting the needs of international students who must gan
competence in usng the "discourses' of the many disciplines in the Faculty in order
to succeed in their udies.

The support initiative that perhaps most effectively fosters both learning and socio-
cultura adaptation is the Peer Support Program, which provides assstance to
goproximately 1300 students per year in the core courses of Accounting and Financid
Management 1A and 1B, Quantitative Methods A and B, and Micro and
Macroeconomics. Trained peer leaders are able to facilitate student learning and
adaptation in a relaxed and nonrthrestening learning environment, a context that is
welcomed by internationd students who may be reluctant to gpproach lectures for
assigance. This is clearly evident in the feedback gained from participating students,
as reported by Winters and Lindsay (1999, p. 15):

| don't approach lecturers with one hundred percent confidence. | generdly talk to
tutors. If that doesn't work, | go to the Peer Support leaders. Just talking to a lecturer
or tutor, it's just a certain fear of being intimidated because of their qualifications and
their authority.

| think it's part of the age thing...I just like the informa atmosphere. There's no
fear of turning up and my work might get collected today or I'm going to get
marked on tutorid participation...if |1 dont fed comfortable raising things in
class | can go to the peer leaders after the class is finished. The
implementation of the peer support groups has helped people get better marks
and meet new people.

Other initiatives, such as the Commerce Society and its Buddy System, are run by
dudents, with a focus on creating a sense of community within the Faculty,
organisng socid and culturd activities, and representing student interedts.

On another dimension, the mode dso ensures tha teaching dtaff are dso provided
with support and assstance, as wdl as traning and development, to manage the
increasng divergty in their dasses. Given the issues arisng from internationaisstion
of the Faculty, the initid emphass has been on cross culturd training, diversty
management and internationdisation of the curricula
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Re-Acculturation and Reverse Culture Shock

On completion of ther dudies in Audrdian educationd inditutions, most sudents
return to their home countries. Anecdotd evidence indicates that many have difficulties
in re-adjusgting to their home cultures and experience varying degrees of reverse culture
shock. In reflecting on the mode above (Figure 2), no provisons seem to be made for
this phase, and in generd, support for and monitoring of internationd students
performance tends to cease on completion of their studies. There is little evidence of
empiricad invedtigations into the experiences of internationa Students once they return
to their home countries.

Reverse culture shock refers to the unanticipated sense of loss and isolation that
internationd  sojourners (in this indance students) may fed during ther adjusgment
back into their home country (Marx, 2000). The reverse culture shock experience is
influenced by the degree to which the student has changed, as well as changes that may
have occurred in the home country, especidly with respect to family and friends.
Students returning home may find that they no longer share fundamenta vaues and
beliefs with people a home, and ae likey to fed socidly disanced. There is a naturd
assumption that one is returning to a familiar environment, but Adler (1997) suggests
that such an assumption blinds the individua to changes tha may have occurred at
home (and in the individual), making the readjustment process more stressful.

The following comments from a dudent, who recently returned home to Singapore,
sarves to indicate the impact of reverse culture shock and the accompanying feding of

despair:

Weéll, | aways thought that returning back to my home country after my studies would
have been a breeze for me...but it isn't. Whilst pursuing my postgraduate studies, | was
fortunate to establish very close relations and contacts with six other postgraduate
students. What's interesting was that none of them were from Singapore and all of them
were from different nationalities. Other than our cultural differences, we related to each
other well... What was difficult for me was my return to Singapore. | never redly
expected that | would experience reverse culture shock since | have been through the
experience of being away for along period of time. | found it hard to adjust back to the
way | lived. | suppose | was used to the independence there and suddenly upon my
return, my independence was taken away. | would never have thought that this would
affect me...l had to get used to having everything organised for me and | didn't likeit. |
argued with my parents, | missed my friends terribly and wished | were back in
Australia again. | never redly thought that | would experience this reverse culture
shock. It was a difficult time for me, but I'm dowly adjusting to the life here again. |
have been trying to find a solution to the way | fed now but to no avall... Since
returning home, | have never wanted more than to return to Austraia and live the
Austraian way of life.
(Interview with P.Ramburuth, Singapore, 2001)

Paradoxicdly, those (students, globa managers, expariates, travellers) who
demondrate more effective <kills in adapting to the host country environment and
culture, experience more difficulty in the readjuging to ther home environment, and
often reach the lowest point on Oberg's (1960) curve of cultura adjustment (Johns
and Ramburuth, 2001). It is interesting to note too, that some students report taking a
more cautious gpproach by "not getting too involved' in the host culture, "Saying
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close to family”, and " keeping friends of your own kind" (both on and off campus),
for fear of not being able to readjust on their return home. Some take on jobs with
foreign companies and their subsdiaries to keep the inks with their adopted cultures
(usualy Western), whilst other leave home to live, study further or work abroad.

More research is warranted into the experience of internationd students on returning
home, the extent and impact of reverse culture shock that is encountered, and the
coping strategies used,

Recommendations

Students coming to dudy in Audrdia seek a qudity educationd and culturd
expeaience. They move out of ther familiar environments to participate in an
internationa  experience which can be both chalenging and rewarding. Facilitating
the trangtion into their new learning environment and educationd System necesstates
awareness of their needs, the establishment of mechanisms for supporting these needs,
and the taking of respongbility a severd leves induding inditutiond, daff and
sudents levels.

Indtitutions need to ensure that the student trangtion and acculturation process is well
managed to minimise dress and maximise familiarity with the requirements with the
new leaning culture. Whils there is evidence of pre-departure drategies for
fadlitating student ariva and settling in, there is little evidence of formd drategies
for facilitating <Sudent entry into ther new leaning environment. Academic
acculturation courses offered off-shore or in digance mode will ensure that
international  students come better prepared for engaging in dudies in a different
cultura and learning environment. Courses need to be focussed (as in the modd
implemented by the Faculty of Commerce and Economics) and relevant to the areals
of study.

Initiatives and incentives for promoting interculturad interactions dso need to be
congdered, if both locd and internationa Students are to gain benefits from the
internationdlisation of Audrdian educationa inditutions. There seems to be
agreement (Burke, 2000; Bruch and Barty, 1998; Smart e a, 2000) that structured
intervention may be necessry to reduce the culturd and communicetion barriers
between loca and international students.

At the daff leve, organisations need to ensure that teaching staff are provided with
traning to teach and manage students from cross culturd backgrounds. Many find
difficulty in teeching to the increesng diversty in their cassooms. Furthermore,
drategies for creating culturdly inclusve dassooms and curricula need to be
devised. Teaching and learning expectations, assessment criteria, course requirements
etc. need to be made explicit, and assumptions about student's prior learning and prior
knowledge needs to be cautious and informed.

International  students must dso take respongbility for ther learning and socio-
culturd adeptation. They need to ensure they are wel prepared for entry into their
new learning environments, have gppropriate prior knowledge and ills in the areas
they choose to study, and develop competence in the language of the host country.
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They need dso to understand culturad differences that they may encounter and
congder culturd shifts they may have to make.

In order to ensure qudity learning and culturd experiences for internationad students,
on-going invedtigations into thar experiences, whils gudying aroad and on
returning to their home-countries, are necessary.

These are but some of the issues that need consderation if educators are to enhance
the experiences of internationd <udents dudying in Audrdia, and make ther
learning and socio-culturd trangtions more managesble and less stressful. Perhagps we
should aso heed the words of Smart et d (2000, p.9):

We can be jusly proud of our record in attracting very large numbers of
sudents againg intense competition from the US and UK. However, we need
to become much more aware of the problems faced by many of these students
- and the associated opportunities for both Audrdian and internationa
students to benefit from a serious addressing of these problems.
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