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Abstract

This research project examines the Foundation Studies Programme at Victoria
University of Wellington to see if it succeeds in its aim to prepare students for
undergraduate study in New Zealand, and to identify what factors contribute to
a Chinese international student’s success. The research is conducted in two
phases — the first phase considers the achievement of 40 Chinese international
students — half of whom have been through the Foundation Studies programme
and half of whom have not — and finds that there is a significant correlation
between completing the Foundation Studies programme and academic
achievement in undergraduate courses. Reasons for this are explored in the
second phase of study through interviews with twenty Chinese international
students, ten who have taken the Foundation Studies programme and ten who
have not. Some of the explanations found for the difference in achievement are
that the Foundation Studies graduates are more confident in using English, are
more adjusted to life in New Zealand, and are more prepared for the New
Zealand academic environment, having gained essential essay-writing and
study skills during the Foundation Studies programme. The main issue raised
is the need for institutions to better prepare Chinese international students who
gain admission directly into undergraduate programmes before they commence
their studies, so that they are more able to succeed in the New Zealand

academic environment.
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Introduction

International students face a variety of challenges in their pursuit of education.
Not only are they away from home — many for the first time in their life — but
they are also thrust into a different culture, a different educational system and
often a different language. They must learn to adapt to these differences in
order to be successful in their studies and their personal lives. For Chinese
international students studying in New Zealand, the challenges they face — in
learning to understand and adapt to the educational system and the general
way of life — are vast. Education providers should, therefore, help these
students to recognize, accept and adjust to the differences, so that they can
successfully complete their education and gain a positive experience of life in
New Zealand.

One example of an educational institute endeavouring to help students in this
way is the Foundation Studies Programme at Victoria University of Wellington.
This programme aims to prepare international students for undergraduate study
in New Zealand universities by helping them improve their English, become
familiar with the education system and learn the needed academic skills, and
gain knowledge of the New Zealand culture. The research project reported on
in this thesis examines the Foundation Studies Programme to see if it succeeds
in its aim to prepare students for undergraduate study in New Zealand, and also

investigates what factors contribute to an international student’s success.

This thesis consists of five chapters and the conclusion. Chapter one covers
the background to the study, first introducing what the Foundation Studies
Programme is and does, then considering a study done at Otago University
about their Foundation Year programme. The reason for focusing on Chinese
students is explained, and previous studies about Chinese international
students in New Zealand are discussed. Finally other relevant literature is

reviewed.



The second chapter outlines the research questions and aims of the project.
Justification is given and the methodologies used and research design are

explained. Ethical considerations are also discussed.

Chapter three presents the first study conducted for this research — a
quantitative study examining the achievement of Chinese international students
in their undergraduate courses at Victoria University and comparing students
who have been through the Foundation Studies Programme with students who
have not. The findings are expounded and discussed, and the questions raised
by this study are noted.

The fourth chapter gives the findings of the second stage of research — a
qualitative study involving interviews with Chinese students, seeking their
perspective on life and education in New Zealand.

Chapter five focuses on a detailed discussion of the findings in chapter four and
then highlights the issues raised by this study.

This research project finds that there is a significant correlation between
completing the Foundation Studies programme and academic achievement in
undergraduate courses, with students who have been through the Foundation
Studies programme outperforming students who have not. Some of the
explanations found for this difference are that the Foundation Studies graduates
are more confident in using English, are more acculturated to New Zealand, and
are more prepared for the New Zealand academic environment, having gained
essential essay-writing and study skills during the Foundation Studies

programme.



Chapter One: Background

The Foundation Studies Programme

As the aim of this research project is to investigate the Foundation Studies
Programme, to discover if it is producing successful students, and to identify the
factors that are keys to success, it is important to understand what the

Programme is.

The Foundation Studies Programme is run by Victoria University of Wellington.
It is a non-matriculating programme at pre-degree level specifically set up for
international students or those with New Zealand residency who do not have
English as their first language. Successful completion of this programme gives
students a university entrance qualification, allowing them to enrol in most
undergraduate programmes in any New Zealand university." Students take the
Foundation Studies Programme when they do not have entrance into
undergraduate courses by either not meeting the English language criteria (an
International English Language Testing System [IELTS] score of 6.0 or higher,
or equivalent, is needed for undergraduate study in New Zealand) or by not
having the required academic background. Students who have only finished
high school in China do not meet this second requirement. Most students who

enrol in Foundation Studies are lacking both of these degree-entrance criteria.

The basic programme is two trimesters long (8 months) but some students may
take three, or sometimes four, trimesters to complete. Students take a
maximum of three courses per trimester and must pass a total of six courses.
There is one compulsory course that every student must take: Academic Writing
and Research. This course focuses on English language improvement as well
as academic writing skills — such as how to structure essays and avoid
plagiarism. Students must also take at least one of the “New Zealand” papers,
which are Politics and Government, Modern New Zealand Literature, and
Modern New Zealand History. These courses have a strong language focus,

with a lot of reading and writing, as well as a New Zealand focus — teaching

' Some specific courses at some universities may have additional entry requirements.



students some useful and important aspects of New Zealand society and
culture. The four electives are chosen from the remaining two New Zealand
papers, Information Management, Commerce and Economics, Computing
Technologies, Mathematics, Accounting, Design, Biological Sciences, and
Physical Sciences. Students are encouraged to choose courses in a related
field to their intended degree — so students wanting to do a Commerce degree

are encouraged to take Commerce and Economics as well as Accounting.

Students must meet the requirements to gain entry to the programme. The
minimum language level needed is an IELTS score of 5.5 or equivalent (for
students who have taken the Victoria University English Preparation
Programme, a score of two 3s and two 4s is considered equivalent). There is
also an academic requirement, which is country specific. For Chinese students
this is completion of Senior High School with a minimum average of 70%.
Students who do not meet these requirements must take further English
language courses or continue at high school until they meet the entry level.

The current form of the Foundation Studies Programme began in 2004,
although the programme has been running since 2001. For the first three years
it consisted of two consecutive certificates, each taking one trimester: the first
was the Certificate of Proficiency in English; the second the Certificate of
University Proficiency. The Certificate of Proficiency in English was an English
language course designed for students for whom English is a second language.
The Certificate of University Proficiency was for students who did not have a
university entrance qualification and it aimed to prepare these students
academically for university study. Successful completion of both certificates
gave international students both the English language and the academic

requirements for entry into undergraduate courses in New Zealand universities.

With the increasing numbers of international, and in particular Chinese,
students in 2003, it became obvious that the Foundation Studies Programme
was not adequately serving the needs of the international students, and at the
same time a need for a university preparation course for domestic students was
identified. The Foundation Studies Programme was restructured and became a

separate qualification of its own — the Certificate in Foundation Studies. This



new programme began in 2004 in its current form. Since 2004, there have
been approximately 430 students through the Foundation Studies Programme.
Almost half (48%) of these are Chinese. The Certificate of University
Proficiency remained and was restructured to cater for New Zealand domestic
students, and in 2005 was renamed the Certificate of University Preparation.

The Certificate of Proficiency in English is also still running. It places students
in classes according to their language level and attracts students for various
reasons: some only need to meet the English language requirement for
undergraduate entry — these students will take the language course rather than
Foundation Studies; some need to improve their English to the level of entry
into Foundation Studies; some want to study English for various other reasons.

The Foundation Studies Programme has produced a number of internal reports.
These have included the number of students beginning and successfully
completing the programme, the percentage of students who continue on in
undergraduate study at Victoria University, a study on some specific 100-level
courses comparing the achievement of Foundation Studies graduates with other
international students and New Zealand domestic students, and the tracking of
some Foundation Studies graduates during their degree study, to gain an
overall picture of the success of Foundation Studies. The data for these reports
was collected at various times throughout 2006 to 2009 from the university

database.

The findings paint a very positive picture of Foundation Studies — showing that
over 80% of students who began the programme successfully completed it and
90% of those went on to undergraduate study at Victoria University. In 8 of the
13 undergraduate courses considered, Foundation Studies graduates achieved
an average pass rate higher than international students who did not take
Foundation Studies, and when the pass rate for all students was compared,
Foundation Studies graduates again had a higher average in 8 courses.
Overall the average pass rate in all courses was 79.0% for Foundation Studies
graduates, 78.1% for other international students, and 77.8% for all students
(domestic and international).



These results raise the questions of how Chinese students in particular
compare, and what specific features of the Foundation Studies Programme may
account for its success. The research project conducted for this thesis
considers these issues.

Otago University Foundation Year Study

Most of the universities in New Zealand (Waikato, Massey, Canterbury, Lincoln
and Otago) offer a foundation course for international students similar to the
Victoria University Foundation Studies Programme. However, it seems that
very little research has been done on any of these programmes except at Otago
University where one study has been carried out on the academic progress of
former Foundation Year students during their undergraduate studies (Stroven
2003).

The study took 230 Foundation Year (FY) graduates who were enrolled in
degree programmes at Otago University between 1998 and 2002, to see what
degree courses they were choosing, what grades they gained, and what
courses they were passing or failing. Results showed the top five subject
choices to be COMP, ECON, FINC, BIOL and MATH. The paper with the
highest pass rate among former FY students was BIOL111 with an 88%
success rate. The most failed course was MANT112, with only a 60% pass rate.

The most common grades gained were Cs, with Bs coming in second.

The question of how the performance of these FY students compares to other
international students is raised. As the data in this study was insufficient to
answer this question, the report recommends further study in which a
comparison be made between the achievement of former FY students with
other university students from the same country of origin who did not do the
Foundation Year. Itis also recommended to explore a correlation between the
country students are from and what courses they are passing or failing in order
to investigate the specific needs of different groups of students. A third
recommendation from this report is to undertake qualitative research to seek

“student feedback on how factors such as accommodation, cultural norms,
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social life, etc may play a role in their academic performance” (Stroven 2003:9-
10).

The research project undertaken for this thesis will cover two of these
recommendations by comparing Chinese students who have completed Victoria
University’s Foundation Studies Programme with Chinese students who have
not, and also by asking students to talk about their life and study in New
Zealand, thereby gathering qualitative data with which to consider what

contributes towards a student’s success.

Why Chinese Students?

Although the number of international students in New Zealand has dropped
since the peak of 2002/3, they still form a significant group of university students,
with over 31,000 international students being enrolled in tertiary institutions in
2007. Of these, 43% (13,262) were from the Peoples’ Republic of China,
making China the largest source country, providing six times more students
than the second largest source country, South Korea, from which came 7% of
the international students in tertiary institutions in 2007 (Ministry of Education,
International Division 2008). As already noted, almost 50% of all students in the
Foundation Studies Programme are from China, making them the most
significant group of students.

It is essential that more understanding of Chinese students in New Zealand is
gained. Ho et al. (2007:53) recognise:

“‘As the PRC is a leading source country of international

students in New Zealand, it is important to continue

research with this group to understand and address their

concerns, and to enhance New Zealand’s competitive edge

to attract and retain these students.”
For New Zealand to remain competitive in the global market of international
education, customer satisfaction is vital. Learning about Chinese students’
feelings towards the education they receive here is of great importance.
|dentifying the factors that contribute towards success, and implementing those

7



factors will benefit not only the students themselves, but also the education
providers.

Studies on Chinese Students in New Zealand

In recent years, some significant studies on Chinese international students in
New Zealand have been done. The first of these studies to be considered here
was commissioned by Education New Zealand in 2005 and the research was
undertaken by Ho, Li, Cooper and Holmes. The resulting report, entitled “The
experiences of Chinese international students in New Zealand” was published
in 2007. The aim of the project was to explore reasons for Chinese students’
apparent dissatisfaction with New Zealand yet conflicting desire to gain
residency — as highlighted by the Ministry of Education’s 2004 national survey
of international students (Ward & Masgoret 2004), as well as to gain
understanding of the Chinese students’ perspective on life and study in this

country.

The research was conducted through 80 interviews and 4 focus group
discussions with a total of 83 Chinese students, who were studying at various
language schools, private training establishments, secondary schools and
tertiary institutions in Auckland, Hamilton, Rotorua and Christchurch. The
participants were aged between 16 and 33 years, and 46 were male and 37
female. The interviews and discussions were conducted in Mandarin or
Cantonese. The study investigated many aspects of the students’ experiences
in New Zealand: reasons for choosing New Zealand; education experience,
including pathways, challenges and problems; feelings about life in New

Zealand; accommodation; social networks; and future plans.

Regarding reasons for choosing New Zealand, the study found that only 28 out
of the 80 students interviewed chose New Zealand as their first choice. Many
came here when they were not able to get their first choice. The main reasons
for choosing New Zealand — among the group that arrived before 2003 —
included cheap fees, a low exchange rate, ease of getting a visa, and no
English language requirement. For those coming after 2003, the reasons given

8



for choosing New Zealand included a good environment, quality of education,
immigration policies and the opportunity to gain residency, and having friends
and family already in New Zealand. More than half of the students interviewed
said that it was their parents, not themselves, who initially wanted them to study
abroad. They thought their overseas education would give them better work
and life opportunities. Students also anticipated greater freedom in New
Zealand, and looked forward to being independent and having opportunity to do
things they can not do in China, such as learn to drive, work part-time, and live
away from home. Some students unfortunately included gambling, truancy and
cohabitation on this list. 80% of the participants came to New Zealand with the
goal of gaining a bachelor degree or higher. 56.2% also intended to stay and
work in New Zealand and 42.5% wanted to apply for residency. (Ho et al.
2007:13-16).

Another area the study investigated was the education experiences of the
students. Although the goal of most students was university study, only four of
the 80 students interviewed entered directly into university. Most students
began in a language school, and a few in high school. Although at the time of
the interviews over half of the students were studying what they had planned to
do — at degree or diploma level — many students took longer to reach this point
than anticipated. The biggest barrier for most was English language. Students
typically expected to study in a language school for 3 months and then begin at
university; however, the average length of time spent at language schools was
14-15 months. Likewise, students who begin in New Zealand high schools
underestimated how long it would take them to gain university entrance through
the NCEA system. Despite the desired results taking longer to achieve than
expected, students were happy with the teachers, the teaching styles, and the
education they received. (Ho et al. 2007:16-20).

Some of the ways students mentioned in which New Zealand education differed
from China included learning about the internet and library for research,
developing one’s own way of thinking, and systematic learning. The difficulties
faced were understanding lectures, note-taking, classroom interaction, asking
questions in class, oral presentations, and group work (especially with domestic

students). The difficulty in doing group work with domestic students was due to
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a lack of common interests, having different ideas and different ways of thinking,
not understanding each other due to cultural differences and language barriers.
(Ho et al. 2007:21).

Participants were asked to rate their life in New Zealand on a scale of one to ten.
Although the lowest rating given was 2 and the mean was 5.88, almost 45%
had some dissatisfaction with New Zealand life. Some of the reasons given for
this dissatisfaction were the cost of living and rising tuition costs, unmet
expectations of what life would be like, and feelings of loneliness and isolation.
(Ho et al. 2007:30).

Another aspect considered was accommodation. The study found that most
students began in a homestay but at the time of the interviews only 21% were
still living in a homestay. Students in tertiary institutions were most likely to be
flatting. Generally students were positive about their homestay experience;
however, there were a few horror stories. Most students felt it was good for
new students to begin in a homestay as it provided opportunity to learn about
New Zealand, improve English, and feel at home. The main reasons given for
students moving into flatting situations were more freedom and it is cheaper.

Food was also an issue in many homestay situations. (Ho et al. 2007:31-33).

When considering friendships and support, it was found that most students went
to their Chinese friends in New Zealand for help. About a quarter of students
still looked to their parents in China, and a few had family in New Zealand they
could go to. Very few had New Zealand friends. Chinese students reported
difficulty in making New Zealand friends. They suggested reasons for this
included the Chinese students’ perceived communication problems and lack of
confidence in their language ability, a lack of common interests between the two
groups, and the impression that New Zealanders did not want international
friends. When it came to formal support, there was very little knowledge among
the students about the services and facilities institutions provided for emotional
and health problems, accommodation, language and learning support, and
questions about everyday living issues. Many students had not heard of the

10



term “Pastoral care™, and very few used the services that were provided. (Ho
et al. 2007:35-39).

Participants in this study were asked about their future plans in regards to
working and living in New Zealand. Prior to coming to New Zealand, 56.2%
planned to work in New Zealand after completing their studies and 42.5%
intended to apply for residency. At the time of the interviews, 71.3% wanted to
work in New Zealand and 67.5% hoped to gain residency. The researchers
argue that this change in plans was influenced by the changes taking place both
in China and New Zealand over the time students were studying here. The
value of an overseas qualification has dropped in China, and unemployment
has increased, so returning students have less chances of securing a good job
in China than originally expected. In New Zealand, changes to immigration
policies have made it easier for students to look for work after graduating and
then apply for residency. (Ho et al. 2007:48-50).

Among the recommendations made in this report was the encouragement to
give more information and help to students in planning their study, especially in
terms of getting from language school into university. It was further suggested
that universities should provide ongoing English language teaching (possibly
credit gaining) alongside regular courses. (Ho et al. 2007:54).

The next study on Chinese students in New Zealand to be considered is Limin
Bai’s (2008a) research into the value Chinese students place on their New
Zealand education. This study also resulted from Ward and Masgoret’'s 2004
report and sought to discover reasons for the low levels of satisfaction among
Chinese students in New Zealand, and their contradictory desire to stay on in
New Zealand for work and to gain residency. The research was conducted
between late 2004 and early 2005. Data was collected through a survey carried
out in Auckland, Hamilton, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin amongst
Chinese students, from which 432 valid questionnaires were obtained.
Subsequent interviews with 100 of those students were conducted.

% All education providers in New Zealand who enrol International students must be signatories to
the Ministry of Education’s Code of Practise for the Pastoral Care of International Students 2003.
Details of the Code can be found at http://www.minedu.govt.nz/goto/international
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The findings show that one third of students considered New Zealand to be an
ideal place for study, while less than one quarter (22%) thought it was not.
When asked about their plans after completing their studies, almost half of the
students (43%) wanted to stay in New Zealand. Just under a third (32%)
planned to go to other countries and one quarter intended to return to China.
Further findings revealed that the main reason students chose New Zealand for
their overseas education was cost (being the cheapest), and the biggest
difficulty faced by students was financial — followed by English language issues.
Regarding the value of the qualification they would gain in the Chinese job
market, 34% of students rated a New Zealand degree valuable or very valuable,
whereas 18% considered it not valuable or worthless. The majority of students
were happy with their teachers and their learning in New Zealand, and most
also preferred the New Zealand education system to the Chinese system. (Bai
2008a:214-219).

Bai (2008a:220-230) goes on to discuss the value of a New Zealand degree for
Chinese students. She claims that many Chinese international students are
dissatisfied with their New Zealand education because it is not considered good
value for money, and is not enough to secure a good future. The ever-
increasing tuition fees and the relatively strong New Zealand dollar means most
students ended up paying more than they anticipated it would cost, and almost
as much as they would pay to study in Australia. However, a New Zealand
degree is considered to be worth much less than an Australian (or other
western country’s) qualification, predominately due to New Zealand being a
small and seemingly undeveloped country.® As graduate unemployment
continues to grow in China, a New Zealand degree can not compete against a
degree from one of the bigger countries (such as the United States or Australia),
or the top Chinese universities in the job market. Therefore students studying in
New Zealand feel they do not get a good return for their expenditure, and are
concerned about their future job prospects. Bai (2008a:236) argues that this is
the reason why students are more inclined to stay in New Zealand to work or
gain residency — the degree itself it not enough, but work experience and/or

® Generally speaking, the Chinese concept of a developed country is big cities with tall buildings,
large shopping malls, lights and glamour, and shops being open very late. New Zealand, with
its small towns, green image, and emphasis on the outdoors is considered to be the
“countryside” and therefore not very developed.

12



residency in a western country can add value to their investment here, perhaps

making it more worthwhile.

One further aspect this report examined was the comparison between the
education systems in New Zealand and China. Most students felt the quality of
education in New Zealand was higher than in China — due to the way of
teaching and learning. The focus in China is on examinations and learning the
‘right” answers, often through memorization, whereas the New Zealand way
encourages more independent learning, research and problem solving.
Students also felt the New Zealand education was more “international” than the
Chinese, because of the background of academics in New Zealand universities
(with staff coming from and having been educated in many different countries),
and the early availability of new materials. Another advantage of the education
system in New Zealand is the ability to choose electives and study a broad
range of subjects. (Bai 2008a:232-235).

A third study to be considered here is one undertaken by Prue Holmes (2004)
examining Chinese students in a New Zealand university business school and
how they communicate and approach their learning. This was an ethnographic
study conducted over 18 months in which 13 students participated. All students
were in their first year of study in the university, and all were ethnic Chinese but
coming from different places: China (7), Malaysia (3), Taiwan (2) and Hong
Kong (1). Data was collected from the three interviews held with each

participant over the course of the study.

Findings showed that these students knew very little about New Zealand before
they arrived, which caused some initial adjustment difficulties and culture shock.
They were not familiar with the concept of discussion in tutorials and found it
difficult to communicate in this way. They also struggled with lectures as their
listening skills were not adequate for listening to the New Zealand accent and
idiosyncrasies for long periods of time. All participants commented on how
much reading was required, and had not expected this. Writing proved one of
the biggest challenges for these students as the conventions for writing in
English (the western system) are quite different from the Chinese conventions.

The new rules had to be learned by the students — often the hard way, as they
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were not explicitly taught. They also had to learn critical thinking and analytical
skills, which were often counter-cultural — in Chinese society you do not criticize
or disagree with an authority. (Holmes 2004:295-303).

Holmes claims that Chinese students are ill-equipped for the learning
environment in New Zealand, and they are left to themselves to negotiate the
different conventions they are faced with, learn and master the new rules, and
so become successful students. She suggests that these students need better
preparation, including foundation programmes and intercultural communication
courses which will teach them about the different education system, and how to

adapt to the way of learning in New Zealand. (Holmes 2004:303-304).

These three studies give much insight into Chinese students’ feelings about life
and education in New Zealand, as well as the challenges they face. Many of
the same themes emerge in the research carried out for this thesis, giving a
consistent picture of Chinese international students in New Zealand.

Factors Affecting International Students

Besides considering these studies on Chinese students in New Zealand, it is
also necessary to deliberate what factors influence a student’s success in
university, and in particular the areas that affect international students, and the
challenges and difficulties they face when studying abroad.

A study by McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) on first-year Australian university
students revealed some factors that have an impact on their achievement.
Contrary to expectations, they found that integration into university culture had a
negative effect on academic performance — the more integrated students had
lower achievement than those who were not socially involved in university life.
They explain this by suggesting that with modern technology to help, a "sub-
group” of higher achievers who prefer to study alone can access information
and utilize facilities without needing to spend a lot of time on campus, whereas
the more socially integrated students may spend too much time on the social
aspects of university life. They also found that self-worth had a positive effect
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on achievement, but students who gave themselves less credit did better than
those who were more optimistic of their ability. Finally, results showed that full-
time students with no job outperformed students who worked part-time while
studying full-time. This research was on Australian students, not international
students, and raises the question of whether or not the same factors influence

international students’ achievement.

Morrison et al. (2005) undertook a research project to find out how international
students in UK universities were performing and what factors affected their
achievement. They found that international students from the EU, Asia, Africa
and the Middle East in general did not perform as well academically as the UK
students, but students from other countries did just as well as the domestic
students. They also found that females did better than males and the mature
students outperformed the young students. Other influencing factors were
which discipline a student was studying in and their previous qualifications
(Morrison et al. 2005:333-335). The biggest question raised by this study — in
regard to the current research project — is why the academic achievement of the
Asian students was lower than that of the domestic students.

International students, and in particular Chinese international students in New
Zealand universities, are faced with many challenges that local students do not
have to deal with. Although Borland and Pearce (2002:122) propose that many
domestic students also struggle with language and academic skills, these are
areas that are especially problematic for international students. They say “there
is a complex interaction of linguistic and cultural experiences that underpin
student preparedness and capacity to cope with the demands of university
study”. Students who are inadequately prepared in the areas of language and
culture face obstacles in their academic pursuit. Some of the difficulties faced
by Chinese students in New Zealand, as identified by Zhang (2004), are culture
shock, language difficulties, loneliness and a loss of social support networks,
and pressure to succeed academically within a different education system and
different social norms. Three of the biggest issues — as described below in
more detail — are language, adjusting to the new country and culture, and
adapting to different academic systems and conventions

15



Language

It seems that one of the biggest challenges faced by international students from
a non-English speaking background studying in an English speaking country is
the English language. Light et al. (1987) undertook a study of international
graduate students at State University of New York, and found that being
proficient in English is essential for successful university study. In Zhang’s
(2004:25) investigation of Chinese students in New Zealand, 56% of those
surveyed claimed they did not achieve their desired academic goals because of
language problems or limitations. Choi (1997:269-270) found that international
students had problems correctly using formal and informal language and were
unsure of how to address teachers and peers, which lead to feelings of unease
and shyness in speaking English. International students would therefore be
less likely to approach teachers or classmates for help.

Zhang (2004:48-49) examined a sample of Chinese students in a New Zealand
university.  The findings showed correlations between language ability,
achievement of academic goals, interaction with New Zealanders, and
satisfaction with the education system. Students with language difficulties
found it harder to achieve their academic goals, and therefore felt less satisfied
with the education they were receiving. Students with weak English also
generally had less interaction with New Zealanders and were less likely to take
part in leisure activities. Whether it is their shyness in using English that
prevents their participation or their not being accepted into certain social circles
because of communication problems is unknown. But these students who did
not interact socially were less satisfied with the education system, whereas
those students who interacted more with New Zealanders (class mates, home-
stay families, etc) were more satisfied with their education in New Zealand.
Therefore language ability is a major issue influencing academic achievement,

social interaction, and overall satisfaction.

English as a Second Language (ESL) students often score lower in
assignments because of language errors, lack of vocabulary, and essays not
being as cohesive or as well written as expected at the university level (McKay

2000). It is often not so much to do with the student’s understanding of the
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subject as their expression of the knowledge. However, it is not only language
inadequacies that lead to international students scoring lower than domestic
students, but both a lack of cultural understanding and not knowing how to
reference correctly also play a role. These issues are addressed further in the
following sections. Zamel and Spack (2006:129) noted that multilingual
students in the US claimed to have some difficulty in expressing themselves
fully in English. They were worried that their poor language might cause them
to seem less knowledgeable in discussions. They were also concerned with
their writing, and generally spent a lot of time trying to get it all grammatically
correct. They had to put a lot more time and effort than native speakers, but
even then there would be errors which made them look less intelligent, limited in
their knowledge, or sloppy.

A study done by James (2006) suggests that teaching a particular subject within
an English language course (known as “content-based English” courses) can be
beneficial in helping students develop their language and academic skills
simultaneously. James examined a content-based English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) course involving first-year undergraduate students at a
Canadian university in an engineering faculty. They were required to take the
EAP course because of their low English proficiency. They also took first year
engineering courses. In the EAP class they were assessed in both content
knowledge and language skills. Findings showed that most of the students
recognized that the reading and writing skills learned in the EAP course were
useful for their other courses. Some also saw the listening and studying skills
as transferable. The similar content and common vocabulary also helped
students learn and transfer skills across courses. This study shows that
ongoing English language courses — especially when integrated with the
specific subjects students are studying — are useful for ESL students at

university level.

Obviously, a student with poor English will struggle to succeed academically in
an English-speaking environment, by not being able to understand what is
being taught or have the ability to express what they have learned. However, a
student with good English may also struggle in their studies. Fox (2004:438)

claims “If English alone were sufficient for academic success, all first language
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speakers of English would succeed academically, and this is clearly not the
case.” So, although proficiency in English does play a major role in the
international student’s success, there are other factors that play equally

important roles.

Adjusting to the New Culture

Another area in which international students face difficulty is in adjusting to the
culture of the country they go to, which is often completely different from their
own culture. Fox (2004:461) claims that successfully adjusting to the host
culture is one of the factors contributing to academic achievement. Volet (1999)
also suggests that acculturation plays an important role in successful learning.
Students need to learn to transfer their knowledge and skills from one cultural
and educational environment to another, and social interaction and adjusting to

the new environment play a role in this transfer.

One of the main factors influencing international students’ adjustment in a new
country is cultural knowledge (Andrade 2006:131). Students need to learn
about the culture they are living in, so as to respond appropriately to situations,
to know what is required of them, and to live comfortably and happily. Gu and
Schweisfurth (2006:82-85) found that the biggest challenge Chinese students
faced in the UK was the emotional and physical difficulty of learning to live a
completely different lifestyle. Students commented that life was boring and
lonely, they lacked the friendships and social networks they had back home and
they felt like an outsider because of communication issues and discrimination
(perceived or real). However, these students were also more proud of their
learned independence (such as looking after themselves and cooking for
themselves) and with improved communication than with their adjusting to the
academic conventions and succeeding at study.

According to a study undertaken by Choi (1997) on Korean students at
university in Australia, most were not satisfied with the relationships they had,
they felt they were not understood by Australians, and they found it difficult to

make and keep Australian friends.  Furthermore, they felt that most
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relationships with nationals seemed superficial, there was only a surface
friendliness with their Australian peers, and their teachers appeared too busy
and somewhat unapproachable. These beliefs can cause a feeling of isolation
socially, and hinder adjustment to the host culture.

Gu and Schweisfurth (2006:88) r