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Introduction

Globalization of education has become a significant trend economically in the
worldwide free market operations. As a result of 'the evolution of the knowledge-based
economy' (Mok, 2003) education providers perceived to offer high quality education are
drawing students from all over the world. Australian universities are among those to
which students flock, meaning that such students now constitute a significant part of
their student population and provide a proportion of their revenue. In 2001 overseas
students contributed 79 per cent of the Australian universities' fee-paying revenue
(AVCC Fact Sheet 2, 2001, cited in Feast 2002). AEI (2006) reports a further growth of

8.6% of the international students in Australia in June 2006 over that of June 2005.

A look at the recent statistics will show that large numbers of students from South Asia
are now undertaking postgraduate studies in Australian universities. For example, data
from Semester 1, 2003 indicates that almost 10% of the total full degree international
students in Australia are from South Asia (defined for this study as India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh) and the majority of these are studying at the postgraduate level (IDP,
2003). According to the Victoria University Census Report, Semester 1, 2003, India,
Bangladesh and Pakistan are among the top 10 source countries of the University. IDP
Annual Report 2002 further reveals that Bangladesh was the fastest growing source
country in the IDP network in 2002, achieving 165% growth in student applications,

primarily in the higher education postgraduate market. The trend of student influx into



Australia has been increasing every year. AEI (July, 2005) records that the market for
Australian education in India and Bangladesh has grown further by 29.8 % and 14.1%
respectively. The input from India only in January 2006 amounts to 18,002 enrolments,
a 23.6 % increment over that of January 2005 (AEI Monthly Summary of International
Student Enrolments, 2006). AEI July 2006 statistics reveal that these South Asian
countries have continued contributing increasing number of students to Australian
education providers. Pouring $5,622 million into the Australian economy in 2003-04,
international students constituted its 9™ largest export-earning sector (AVCC Fact Sheet
2004). In justifying the need for cross-cultural research, Magala (2005) most
appropriately observes that ‘cross-cultural management is a crucial challenge for the
successful development of international business. ‘Misunderstandings arise because
culture affects both individuals and organizations’. Looking at the international students
perspective from a different angle, Humfrey (1999) has underscored the significance of
further studies about international students stating that ‘the participation of these
students is no longer seen as a privilege for them, but a necessity’ for the education
providers. What it all means is that such an important area deserves a better

understanding in the interest of all its stakeholders.

Whilst students from South Asian countries share a British colonial heritage that has left
as its legacy some level of familiarity with English, and Anglophone educational
traditions, for most of these students English is either a second or foreign language.
Although they may have undertaken a part of their undergraduate studies through the
medium of English, their proficiency in English is generally not particularly highly
developed, in comparison with Australian educated students, and also reflects features
of their regional variety of English (e.g.Indian English for Indian students), which is
distinct from Australian English and other world "Englishes" (Kachru, 1995).

In addition, the academic culture in the majority of universities in South Asia is one that
is teacher-centred and places a high value on the transmission of a body of knowledge
and the reproduction of this by students, meaning that a high value is placed on skills
such as memorization and repetition (Borland and Pearce, 1999 p. 56). In conformity
with such findings, a mismatch between what is expected from NESB students by
academics in western universities and what those students perform has been noted in

several studies (e.g.Wu et al, 2001 & Feast 2002). One approach to understanding this



has been to recognize cultural differences in learning and teaching styles and the impact
these have on student performance, for example, the body of research on students from
Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC) (Zhang 2002, & Lee 1996). However, Biggs
(1997) has critiqued the assumption that Asian students, particularly those with CHC
background, have a rote learning style and suggested not to make simplistic connections

between cultures and learning styles.

This paper, drawn from data collected for a broader study about South Asian
postgraduate coursework students’ initial understandings, expectations of Australian
postgraduate studies and their gradual adaptation experiences, will limit itself to

analyzing a few themes that emerge in their initial expectations and experiences.

More specifically the paper aims at:
- providing an overview of the students’ diverse experiences as
international students in Australia
- exploring some of their initial expectations as postgraduate students
- exploring some of their initial academic experiences of lectures, class

participation.

Methodology

This qualitative study has followed a longitudinal approach in the setting of an
Australian metropolitan university with a large cohort of South-Asian postgraduates and
involved regular in-depth interviewing of approximately 10 participating students from

South Asia as defined earlier, over a period of 9 months (2 full semesters).

In the interviews students were encouraged to discuss their expectations and
experiences of learning in Australia in comparison with their previous undergraduate
experience, and to reflect on the strategies and techniques that they adopted to assist
them in coping in various learning contexts (e.g. participating in classes, learning
autonomously, working on pieces of assessment, participating in group learning
activities and, interpreting assessment expectations, asking for clarification of and
giving feedback on lectures). In addition to these interviews, focus group discussions

(towards the end of the 9 months), and survey questionnaire about background data of



the students, and journal observations of non-verbal communications were taken into
consideration.

The recorded interviews were transcribed, and coded using Nvivo software and then
analysed thematically. Whilst aspects of the students’ varied experience are intertwined
and interrelated, the discussion and analysis that is presented here focus on insights that

have emerged in relation to some key themes, and each theme will be discussed

separately.
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Shafi Male Bangladesh B. Sc 6.0 | Bengali Beng & Eng Eng Bengali
H)
Suzan Female Bangladesh MSS 7.5 | Bengali Beng & Eng Beng Bengali
Arnold Male India B. 7.5 Eng & Eng Eng Eng &
Physio Hindi Hindi
Anil Male India B. H. 7 Eng Eng Eng Eng &
M Hindi
Azabul Male India B. 6.5 Eng, & Eng Eng Eng &
Engrg Telegu Urdu
Niranjan | Male India B. 7 Eng, Eng & Eng Eng &
Engrg Punjabi Punjabi Punjabi
& Hindi
Dina Female Pakistan MBA | 6.5 Urdu Urdu & Eng Eng Urdu
Qursat Male Pakistan B. 6.6 Eng, Eng Eng Urdu
Comp Urdu
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Legend: GA= Good Average. Y=Yes. N=No. B. Engr =Bachelor of Engineering.

B. Physio= Bachelor of Physiotherapy.

BHM= Bachelor of Hospitality & Management




Initial diverse experiences of a new country and context

Motivation and Expectations prior to Arrival

The South Asian postgraduate coursework students, each of whom, the researchers
would like to imagine, as travelling on a symbolic epic journey to a foreign land
(Australia) in search of higher knowledge, leaving their respective families and homes
several thousand kilometres behind. Considering the amount of investment in terms of
time, energy and money, the researchers expected that these students had all been well
motivated by a genuine interest in obtaining an Australian postgraduate qualification.
However, it is recognised that a range different long term goals and career expectations
may be influencing students’ decisions to come to Australia for postgraduate study.
Although none of the respondents volunteered to talk about whether they planned to
seek permanent residence in Australia, our background knowledge suggests that for
some of them permanent residence is the main motivation for coming to Australia. This
was indicated by their prior study in South Asia and / or choices made to change course
once they had arrived in order to achieve more points for permanent residence
requirements. There may be multiple reasons for not sharing their intention for
permanent residency. One of these may be that it is a private and hidden agenda, and
another may be that they do not want to risk losing their face by openly sharing this

desire in case their attempt to become a permanent resident fails.

At the very beginning, when they arrived they were both excited by its newness, and
also challenged by its odds and alien context. They came with a lot of expectations. All
expected ‘difference’ that was related to the fact that they were moving from a

developing to a developed country. As Dina explained,

“I know that my country is a developing country and I am going to a developed country, so there

EE)

will be there would be - there should be a difference in the classroom....”.

But there are differences in their imaginings of what being “developed” means from an
educational perspective. For Shafi, a telecommunication student, the expectation was
that his education would be comparatively more strongly grounded in practical learning

and application:
“Actually before coming here I had lot of expectation of Australian university- that all my
subjects ...- would be practical oriented — [with a] lot of lab work ... that means I will get to

learn lot practical things.”



Whereas, for Qursat, the motivation as well as expectation was related to the

reputational value of a ‘foreign’ education:

“The name of foreign university is of high value in Pakistan. Basically we look forward for the

name- that we are qualified from foreign university.”

Arnold, like the others, focused on expectations of the superior quality of education,

but specifically in his field of specialisation:
“Before coming here I had a picture or I had a thought like Australia is pretty good in the

exercise rehabilitation and physiotherapy field, so that’s what I thought and opted for Australia

as compared to any other country.”

Suzan’s expectations are more grounded in a person al development paradigm:
“I am not looking for permanent residence or anything else. My aim is to get the best experience

from here and enrich myself and go back to my country.”

Initial Experiences of the New Environment

In recounting their expectations, none of the students focussed on expectations with
reference to living in Australia, which suggests that their assumptions were that this
aspect of their postgraduate experience would be straight forwards. However, they

talked about their initial experiences in some specific areas.

Physical facilities:
As they go on evaluating their initial experiences, during the first couple of weeks,
some of the students have found their expectations fulfilled, as Niranjan, another
telecommunication postgraduate, explains in relation to material facilities:

“ 1 was thinking ... Australian education will be far more different from (that of) our country,

and I find the same. It is different from our universities- our universities ... are not well

equipped as the universities in Australia are.”

Qursat in his initial reaction expressed a kind of satisfaction about the physical
facilities:
“Classrooms are great in Australia ... I was expecting that classroom would be something like
Pakistan but it is something better. We have got multimedia projector here, but in Pakistan it is

only in the labs- in computer labs. Here it is in almost every class. We have got other service

also.”



Suzan cautiously commented on classroom facilities:

“Technologically .......... it is available here but not that much that I should be very surprised.”

University Bureaucracy:

In relation to the provision by the University of service to students, their narratives
highlight that some had an unanticipated initial experience of status change and of
having assumed membership of a minority. Before coming to Australia, these
postgraduates back home enjoyed the status of being members of the majority
community and were from fairly privileged middle class families. They had never felt
themselves as a minority. Immediately after her arrival in Australia, Mita explains how
she felt quite traumatised by the manner in which a student centre front counter staff
member spoke to her aggressively and made what Mita interpreted as quite a derogative
and insulting remark to her because she had not arrived at the right time. As Mita
approached the front desk late, leaving her husband waiting with luggage on the

roadside, the staff responded, she narrates:

““You came at 12°. And there’s already tension. ... there is discrimination; they don’t just talk
to us in a way that they talk to locals. She said, ‘I don’t understand why you people come here to

study’. ... in front of my face she said that.”

All the students, were naturally emotionally distressed after leaving behind the friends
and families, and majority explained how they felt diminished in themselves, and
suddenly realised their lessened and reduced selves in the new context through one or
more interactions in the initial period after their arrival. The communication to them in
various ways of their perceived negativities or deficiencies — their different looks, alien
culture, language deficiency — created for some an overall impression that they are
inferior. This aggravated their sense of minority among the international students and
left an impact, which lasted for some (e.g. Niranjan) throughout their first and second

semesters.

When asked how often she visited the international office, Zinat - an Aus Aid grantee-

recollects how she felt threatened by the unwanted level of surveillance
“My liaison officer asked me to see her once in a fortnight during the semester, otherwise she

would stop my scholarship.”



More than 60% of the participants indicated that they had had similar experiences of

feeling reduced.

Socio-Cultural and Economic Adaptation

The new environment required the students to negotiate with the new system, and
challenged them and forced them to renegotiate their own lifestyles and work frames.
Students coming from South Asian countries usually belong to the upper middle class of
their respective societies and have had a relaxed life style, with full time student status
and hardly any family responsibilities, such as paying bills, shopping, or even family
cooking. Outside the home household functions like paying bills and shopping are
normally done by the father or a male member of the family, and rarely by female
members. When they arrive in Australia all these responsibilities suddenly come down
on the student him/herself, and some, particularly the female students, feel a pressure
for which they had neither training nor any mental preparation, and they find it difficult
to manage. Before coming to Australia, Mita had had only her studies to concentrate

on, but now she has got the whole world of responsibilities to take care:
“(I have to) think about my food, if do wanna buy something from outside and to carry home and
bear that damn luggage everywhere- it’s like troublesome. There in my home country ... I have
to attend my classes only and that’s all. ... I did not have to think about anything- this bill and

that gas bills, electricity bills - like too much pressure”.

Another marked initial experience of the South Asian students involves the comparative
perspective they have of costs. They visualise any expenditure, at the initial stage, in
terms of their local currency, which converts in a low exchange ratio with Australian
currency, in spite of its distinctive purchasing power in their local economy. When
Arnold was asked to pay a tuition invoice he perceived the amount in terms of Indian

currency and this caused him a lot of stress:
“I am spending a hell lot of money — it is not just a thousand dollar or few thousand dollars — it is

35 times of the Australian currency in my currency.”

Although it has not been expressed in explicit terms like this, students often mention
that they are disadvantaged because of low exchange ratio between Australian and their
home currencies. Others, less specifically, commented on the high cost of basic food

items when compared with the price in their home country.



Academic Adjustment Issues

The Role of Teacher:

In the academic context, these students have been confronted by some practices and
norms and requirements that are different from their own. An area of particular focus
for them in their initial experiences is a perception of differences in the teacher’s status
and relationship to his/her students. The understanding they have developed in their
home countries about a teacher is something more than a mere teacher. The teacher’s
job is not only to impart knowledge of their respective field(s). They are expected to
mould their students with certain values and a certain philosophy of life. Teachers are
treated as ‘Guru’, a mentor like a godfather or mother. Calling a teacher by his/her first
name, as is the Australian norm, is seen as compromising the teacher’s status. As

Arnold observes this is seen as indicating a lack of appropriate respect:
“One thing I found very odd is the students here don’t respect their lecturers with their
designations or something. They just interact with them with their direct names ... yeah with
their first name ... . Because back in India whoever be the tutor, we always respect them with

either ‘SIR’ or ‘MADAM?”, and that maintains ... respect between students and teachers”.

And Anil perceives the lecturer in Australia as having a lesser role:

“... in India, all the teachers were mentors to me. But in here (one) is just a lecturer.”

It was unthinkable for Niranjan that he would not be calling his lecturer ‘sir’ because of

their greater age. He notes his discomfort and astonishment:

“I used to respect them by calling “Sir’ ... ‘Madam’. Here I have to call them by name and it is

tE)

very difficult. They are older than me and I am calling them by name .....
Even after spending the first semester in Australia he feels uncomfortable in calling a

teacher by name:
“... even today when I call [sic] them — I said ‘Sir’ and then when I realise [sic] that I am in

Australia, I called them by name.”

Cagility and Bichelmeyer (2000) have noted similar observation in their study with
Turkish students in the U.S. context, who found aspects of teacher-student interaction,

such as use of teachers’ first names, quite inappropriate

Another dimension of the South Asian concept of teacher is that the teacher is seen as
unquestionable authentic source of knowledge. This conception contributed to students’

all encompassing expectations about the knowledge of lecturers, including their



assumed knowledge about their international students. Qursat explains these

expectations in his observation notes:
“I thought that the Australian lecturers would be highly qualified- they would understand the
psyche of the international students- they should understand what kind of medium they have

been taught in Pakistan.”

As he continues, Qursat indicates his expectation of teacher’s knowledge-dome as well

as his expectation of teacher’s role in giving knowledge to students:
“... teacher has knowledge — he knows everything — he [almost] knows the course 80% -90% of

the course (subject) he is teaching. He has to give us what he has got in his possession.”

Dina compares the teachers’ roles in her home country and in Australia and makes
evaluative judgement:
“... in our country teacher had the final, you can say, authority to give marks to the students .
This is the biggest drawback, which I have observed during my student life, ... they give high

grades or good marks to students who are friends to them. ...Here (in Australia) I think there is

no such kind of thing, ... up till now I haven’t seen such kind of things.”

What this highlights, besides the expectation of the teacher having broad inter-cultural
knowledge, is a belief about the teacher’s authority and didactic role in passing his/her
knowledge to the students. Whilst the researchers do not feel that it can be confidently
claimed that this expectation amounts to what Cook (in Cagility and Bichelmeyer,
2000) calls ‘indoctrination’, such assertions do suggest the need for further research on
what learning style the students are assuming. Comments such as this obviously refer to
an expectation of teacher-centred education. When these students from such academic
culture are rocketed to a Western academic environment, which is perceived to enhance
‘the knowledge base through participatory, learner-centred, analytical approach’
(Ballard and Clancy, 1997), some students have found the requirements of the new

academic culture challenging.

Classroom Participation:

In classroom participation, the language barrier poses an additional hurdle to the
difficulties created by shyness and cultural difference, for South Asian students like
many other international students. Although the students in discussion have had the

benefit of some exposure to English from the legacy of the British rule in undivided

10



India, they are segregated, as Kachru (1992 pp.66-67) puts it, by their ‘linguistically
identifiable, geographically definable ... non-native models of English’. The ‘accent
bar’ stops many of them in getting into class interaction, as well as affecting their
interactions in other spoken contexts. When asked what causes difficulty in her spoken
interaction, Mita comments:

“Because of accent.... we messed up everything ...we cannot speak point to point- sometime ...

he just wonders, “What he or she is talking about”.
In spite of feeling that she has improved her spoken communication over the first four
months, she still faces difficulty in transmitting her message:

“I don’t have difficulties understanding my Australian lecture but the teacher - sometimes he

doesn’t understand {us} in general. ... Umm... I understand them more than they understand

ER]

me.

Dina also identifies accent as main problem with spoken interaction:
“Accent, yeah, accent, because if they (Australian classmates) thought that my grammar was not
OK, still they could understand... they don’t take it so seriously. ... If they can’t understand the

accent .... they take it seriously.”

When Azabul was asked why he did not take part in class interaction he admitted that:
“I don’t understand the lecturer‘s point of delivery- so that I can’t ask question regarding the

lecture”.

Attributing this to a “language problem” that he feels also stops him from being able to
adequately explain his problem. However, some students did not experience much
language related difficulties. For example, Niranjan felt that his language difficulties

were limited compared to some others, explaining:
Suppose we are talking for five minutes- and it could be just one or two words that we have to

repeat or they have to repeat.

And Anil seemed to be very confident about his spoken interaction:

“Yes, yes. No communication problem at all.”

Social integration

A number of the students talked about their initial experiences of isolation and
segregation from the majority of Australian students body. Whilst language related

issues contribute to this, there may be other factors that impede the adaptation process,

11



such as psychological and cultural adjustment factors. When asked how conducive she

finds her class and academic environment, Suzan explains:

“T think we feel a bit isolated sometimes and that creates. ..psychological pressure.”

The perceived individualistic grooming of the local students may be another reason of

segregation. In her comment Zinat reiterates what she was told in the IAP class:

“I think the international students are little bit isolated, because in my classes, ...we were
informed by our IAP course teacher that Aussies are very inconsistent, they won’t approach us

but still ... they have their pride, they won’t approach international students.”

One factor that could be contributing to the segregation of international students is their
clustering into certain postgraduate courses with many students from their same
background. In some engineering classes, most of the students are from South Asia and
they feel bunched together on the basis of homogeneity of culture, language, and
sometimes, also gender. Shafi talks about his classmates:

“Actually in my class ... no Australian pupils here. All of them are Indian — Indian continental

people. One from Pakistan. Most of them are Indians.”

Dina describes her class:

“There are very few Australian classmates in all the four subjects.... Most of them are Chinese

and Indians.”
Regarding her group selection Dina says:

“In our group I had one friend from India- we had common language — that’s why there was no
problem.”
As she tell her experience of group work, she continues:

13

. Me and Farah - the other (female) friend from India- we were working .... and she (the
Chinese girl) came and we asked her to sit — but she did not participate and she was not feeling
comfortable, we had to repeat sentences many times for her. That’s why I was saying she was
not feeling comfortable. One factor could be that when we were talking in our common language

as well and she felt something like .... isolated ... .

Conclusion and Recommendations

Whilst the South Asian postgraduate coursework students share some common
experiences and perceptions of Australian academic issues, they also differ in many
ways. They have had almost identical views about the status of a teacher but their
views about other issues are quite diverse. The observable general trend is that they

experience some disjuncture between their expectations of and initial experience in an

12



Australian university. It is interesting to note also that most of them, in their initial
stage, are inclined to view everything comparatively and through the lens of their own

home experiences, and their observations are judgmental in nature.

Students coming from a multi-lingual environment like India, and who have had an
English as medium instruction background reported relatively less difficulty in spoken
communication than those coming from primarily monolingual societies like
Bangladesh and Pakistan, where all or most instruction has been in their native

language..

As we realise that the students experience multifarious and multi level difficulties when
they approach this new social and academic environments, some efforts may be made to
lessen their initial shocks and facilitate their adjustment to Australian setting. Most of
the respondents reported that they had come here without any pre-departure briefing.
Those who came under the AusAid program observed that their pre-departure briefing
was too brief. In this context, the Australian High Commission, DIMIA, or IDP could
profitably organise intensive and comprehensive pre-departure briefing sessions to give
the prospective students a clear idea about Australian culture, life style, educational
requirements at postgraduate level. Alternatively, pre-academic programs like
Introductory Academic Programme (IAP) can be reconstructed in the light of the needs
of the new international students, and such programs may include a linguistic
component like a contrastive analysis of Australian English and other major varieties of
English used in other parts of the world as well as modules of non-linguistics cultural
issues such as Australian social and academic norms, and of academic requirements
like class participation, assignment writing, presentations. This type of training will not
only help build confidence about the required skills but also would at least provide them
with a sense awareness that will facilitate their adaptation to this culture and reduce any

possible cultural shock.

Besides that, the on-campus university staff members, particularly those who have to
deal the students directly, also may benefit from additional training to accommodate the
cultural differences of international students. They should be aware that these students
come with different baggage of culture and values, and it is not fair to expect them all to

be uniform and knowledgeable about conventions and expectations in Australian

13



context, and that cultural differences should be respected. Studies can also conducted as

to the effectiveness of such staff trainings.
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