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Abstract
This report describes a small-scale qualitative study of international students’ transitions into UK Higher Education. A combination of interviews and focus groups were used to investigate students’ motivations for studying in the UK, what challenges they faced, what strategies they used to cope with those challenges, and whether a preparatory course in Academic English had any effect on their transition. Students' comments raise questions about whether learner autonomy is a reasonable goal or expectation amongst international students and if so, how it can be supported. 
Introduction
This paper describes the results of a small-scale, qualitative study at Sheffield Hallam University (SHU) whose aim was to understand the transitions experienced by second language, second-culture students entering UK higher education (HE). The paper focuses specifically on students who have experience of higher education in their own country. Its participants therefore include post-graduate and “top-up” students converting their undergraduate qualification into a UK bachelor level degree. It was expected that the move to a different academic culture, especially one that relies on an increased degree of student autonomy (De Vita, 2007: 158), results in very specific challenges. 

The main questions for this research were: to identify the challenges faced by international students when entering a new academic culture; to understand their motivations for undertaking such a formidable task; and to discover what strategies they might use when confronted with the large variety of unfamiliar situations that arise. In addition, participants who had undertaken a preparatory Pre-sessional (PS) Course in Academic English at SHU’s TESOL Centre before starting their degrees were asked whether they perceived any relationship between that course and their degree. It was hoped any relationships perceived by the students might indicate that the course - which is often perceived as solely a language course but includes academic tasks and related study skills training – helps to ease the period of transition to UK higher education.
Following an analysis of the interview and focus group transcripts the question of autonomy was brought into sharp focus. In their study of first year undergraduate students, Fazey and Fazey (2001) select three indicators of learner autonomy as particularly significant. They are “intrinsic motivation, perceptions of competence and an internal locus of control.” (p346) Intrinsic motivation (the desire to learn for learning’s sake) is deemed far more significant than external motivation (eg. the desire to get a better job) in creating autonomous learners. “It is argued that a motivational orientation at the intrinsic end of the continuum is a logically necessary element of autonomy, and that a learner who is only regulated externally could not be considered to be autonomous.” (op cit: 347) The second requisite for learner autonomy, perception of competence, is important in order for a learner to be able to take risks (op cit: 347). If someone lacks a feeling of competence, they are less likely to put themselves in new and challenging situations and are therefore not autonomous. The third characteristic of autonomy selected by Fazey and Fazey (op cit: 348) is having an internal locus of control. This means that a learner feels there is some relationship between their own actions and their desired outcomes. A learner is more likely to act autonomously if they feel they have some kind of control over a situation, rather than being dependent upon others' actions, particularly those in authority. 

It is axiomatic that learner autonomy is both a necessary and a desirable outcome or by-product of higher education. Indeed, one project investigating student guidance which was funded by the DfEE between 1994-6 was based on the assumption that, “the development of autonomous individuals is a key objective of all higher education” (Wallace,1999: 178). With increasing demands for employability, and the expectation in the UK of increased access to and participation in higher education, learner autonomy is also a pragmatic solution to changes in patterns of delivery and increasing staff-student ratios. And while the prospect of a university full of highly motivated, self-confident and responsible students is clearly a positive one, it is also a culturally-bound concept. As pointed out by Ward et al (2001), in addition to individual variations in preferred learning styles and academic achievement “factors that are known to vary cross-culturally, such as the relative importance of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, the level of field dependence and independence, the preference for cooperative, competitive and individualistic learning styles, and even perceptions of intelligence have been discussed in the intercultural educational literature.” (p156)

In the later discussion of participants' comments, the idea of autonomy, its characteristics, and the transition towards it, will come under greater consideration. 

Background of Participants
The data collected for this study come from six in-depth interviews and two focus groups which were held with 14 international
 students towards the end of their first semester. All of the students had had some contact with SHU’s TESOL Centre, either by attending the Pre-sessional Course, or the in-sessional University English Scheme (UES). A summary of the participants’ nationalities and course of study is given in Table 1.

	Interviewees –
all had taken PS Course
	Focus group A
	Focus group B –

all had taken PS Course

	Chinese (1)

Taiwanese (3)

Libyan (2)

	Turkish

German

Chinese

Jordanian

Taiwanese
	Taiwanese

Thai

Chinese

	MSc Accounting and Finance

MSc Communication Studies

MSc Pathological Sciences
MSc Leisure Events and Facilities Management

BSc Business and Finance (top-up)
MSc International Marketing
	MSc Industrial Design

MSc Research in Art and Design (Fine Art)

MSc Hospitality Management

PhD Computing

MSc International Business and Management
	MSc Research in Art and Design (Design)

MSc International Tourism Management
MSc International Hospitality Management 




Table 1 Summary of participants’ nationalities and courses of study (not in order)
The table shows a mixture of nationalities and courses of study and is certainly representative of students who take PS and UES courses. However, the participants form a convenience sample, and it is clear that this small-scale, qualitative study can in no way be generalisable to the whole population of international students at this university. There are, for example, no students from the Indian sub-continent represented in this research, and this group forms an increasing proportion of the student population at this university, and across the UK. Their omission reflects their relative invisibility on EAP courses at the university, a fact which is discussed in Ridley (2004).

The table also hides the personal stories of each individual student who participated in the interviews and focus groups. Personal histories included years of military service, work as a furniture salesman while studying English at evening school, work as a university administrator, and for one participant, a four year application process to obtain a government scholarship in order to come to the UK. All of the post-graduate students had worked prior to making the decision to move to the UK to study, and were therefore making considerable sacrifices to come to the UK. Similarly, the financial and psychological support and sometimes pressure from families who had invested heavily in the move lay some way beneath the surface of the issues presented in this study. 

The methodology 
In all of the interviews, and the focus groups, there were three broad areas of questioning. After inviting students to talk about their current course of study in general, the first question participants were asked was about their motivations for studying in the UK. In line with Kreuger and Casey’s (2000) suggestion, the question “Why did you choose to study in the UK?” was split into two parts in order to distinguish between causal factors, and perceived benefits. One question was therefore, “What influenced you to choose to study in the UK?” and the other was “What benefits do you think you will get from studying in the UK?”. 
The second main area of investigation was what challenges participants perceived they had faced when starting their degree courses. They were encouraged to talk about both life issues and their studies. Thirdly, participants were asked what strategies they had used to overcome those challenges. They were specifically asked either what they had done or whom they had asked for help when facing their challenges. In addition, students who had completed the pre-sessional course (all interviewees and students in focus group B) were asked whether they felt that there was any relationship between the pre-sessional course they had studied, and their degree programme. Finally, everyone was invited to add any additional comments that would “help me to understand the experience of an international student” at the end of the interview or focus group. 

All of the participants were encouraged to expand on their answers and digressions from the interviewer’s questions were frequently developed with unscripted follow-up questions. This open-ended, investigative approach aimed to simulate an interpretative phenomenological approach (Smith et al, 1999). The result of this approach is that all of the themes which have emerged have come primarily from transcriptions of the students' comments, rather than from a predetermined list of expected outcomes. Similarly, in line with this methodological approach, the final conclusions are not intended to provide generalisable recommendations. Rather they are intended to open questions for further enquiry or discussion.
Discussion
The outcomes of the interviews and focus groups can be summarised in relation to the four main points under investigation: motivations; challenges and surprises; coping strategies; relevance of the Pre-sessional course. 
Motivations
When asked what had influenced them to choose to study in the UK, reasons that were frequently stated as influential include duration of study, and English language proficiency. For a few students personal recommendation to the UK and the specific institution were also important. 
The relative brevity of a one-year UK masters course was a major factor in choosing to study in the UK, rather than choosing the USA or other English speaking countries. Related to this, although only mentioned explicitly by one respondent, is the lower cost. Living costs for all international students are estimated to be around £650 per month per year outside of London (British Council, 2008). However, the differential cost of tuition is what stands out for some: one year is cheaper than two. The additional cost of giving up work for a year or more can also be significant. For some, the potential to work in the UK, which current visa regulations now allow, was an additional benefit of choosing to study in the UK.

The second most common influential factor in choosing to study in the UK was English, although none of the students in this research were studying English as the subject of their masters. This is clearly an example of intrinsic motivation, albeit based on a desire to learn the medium, rather than the topic of instruction. 

When asked what benefits the participants anticipated from studying in the UK, almost all participants mentioned career prospects (either in terms of financial gains and job opportunities). A further anticipated benefit was improved confidence, from cooking to overcoming difficult situations without any familiar support structures, and to increased confidence in the very practical and increasingly common experience of coping with multicultural groups. This included developing communicative and cooperative skills involved in group work in globalised working environments. In other words, they expressed extrinsically motivating factors in relation to their subject, and intrinsically motivating factors in relation to their lives and experience of multicultural communication. 
Challenges and surprises

The second key area of investigation was to discover what participants had found surprising or difficult on arriving in the UK and starting their courses. In terms of living in the UK, participants mentioned a wide variety of differences they had noticed, from architecture, to crossing the road or taking the bus. The most frequently mentioned aspects of life in the UK though were the differences in food, and the difficulty and time-consuming nature of opening a bank account. 
In terms of their studies, a common issue that was raised was the low number of British students on their courses. For some this was a cause of surprise, but not disappointment. For others it was disappointing. One participant estimated that between 80 and 90 percent of her classmates were of the same nationality as her. Having travelled so far, she was unimpressed at sharing lectures, seminars and doing group work with students of the same nationality.
The importance of mixed group work was a further issue mentioned by many of the participants. Some participants found the opportunity to work with students of different nationalities difficult because of both linguistic and cultural differences, for example, concepts of meeting times. One participant described power imbalances when another international student thought they knew more about what was required in a group written assignment than the participant and other group members. During the heated discussions about what should be included in the assignment, the participant felt uncomfortable about exerting her ideas. As a result, much of the participant’s writing was omitted from the submission and the whole experience made her feel “very sad and very angry.”

Concepts of individualism versus collectivism (Hofstede, 1991) could be analysed here, but fundamentally, this student’s experiences were undermining her sense of an internal locus of control. Her work was being ignored, or removed, and her results, in her eyes, were being negatively affected. Interestingly, this student did maintain a positive, if slightly ambivalent view of the whole process. 

The process for others was sometimes dissatisfying in other ways, especially when the difference in knowledge between individuals was perceived to be particularly imbalanced. At its extreme, one less confident student felt particularly devalued by the process. When working in a group with British students or students who had lived in the UK for a longer period, this participant felt that during group work his contribution was inferior to theirs and ended up doing copying or asking for help. He expressed his experience thus: “... I didn’t contribute that much and sometimes I feel very embarrassed ...”. This experience could appear to have undermined this participant’s perception of self-competence, one of the key indicators of autonomy. Nevertheless this, and indeed all participants who mentioned group work as a challenging experience valued the opportunity. Perhaps this is related to the intrinsic motivating factors mentioned earlier of wanting to improve their English, and to gain multicultural experiences.  
A further challenge mentioned by the participants was that they expected tutors to be more explicit. This included all stages from the course introduction through to tutorials and feedback. This participant describes his perception of the international student’s situation.
... most of the international students have to pay eight thousand pounds each year ... And if you meet a good teacher, and good education quality then that depends on your destiny. ... For example, the assignment ... You know this assignment, but what the detail of the assignment, what you should do, you will lost something. You didn’t understand it and your tutor didn’t tell you and ... you will be fail perhaps because of the detail, you will be fail in the assignment because of that, that detail. And that is a very unlucky things to you. Because you didn’t understand. And another thing, your tutor’s idea is that you didn’t ask him anything and you know all, anything, you will be OK. That’s his idea. And some good tutors will tell you all the details about the assignment, and he will offer you the best informations to you. And I think that’s the best. And all, every international student pays same expensive tuitions and it all depends on his destiny. 
This quotation highlights two issues. Firstly the student is aware that some tutors may be less explicit in their instructions. Secondly he is acutely aware that there may be a communication black hole because tutors assume that students will ask for clarification, but students may not realise that they had misunderstood. One wonders, if this participant is aware of the issues, why he talks of ‘destiny’ and ‘luck’ rather than thinking about asking the tutor to be more explicit. A possible explanation could come from the ideas of ‘power distance’ and ‘face’ (Hofstede: 1991). In large power distance situations hierarchical power relations are accepted as normal and influence the behaviour, for example, of students who will tend to be less likely to question their teachers. It is possible that for some international students asking questions may be perceived as disrespectful to the tutor (Hofstede, 1991: 61). ‘Face’ needs to be saved, both by the student, who does not want to look ill-informed, and by the tutor, who should therefore not be asked something which they should have explained. There is a mismatch between students’ expectations of tutor explicitness and tutors’ expectations that students “should have an internal locus of control” (Ward et al, 2001: 157). Given the financial investment and risks of studying in the UK, combined with the perceived power differential, it is questionable whether an international student should feel that they are in relative control of their academic situation. In this case, even the idea of being an autonomous learner seems unattainable. The above participant’s understanding that ‘destiny’ is a significant factor in his ability to succeed, is certainly understandable. Perhaps this interpretation provides him with a healthy safety net for maintaining a sense of self-competence, when his recent experience contradicts his expectations, which are themselves based on years of previously accumulated evidence.      
Finally, for some the total experience of studying at an advanced level in a second language and second culture was sometimes unexpectedly time-consuming, and sometimes simply overwhelming: “the time is not enough for get all these things in the same time – the computer and English and the ... study. You see, we meet these three things together in the same time”. 
Strategies 
When asked to describe who they asked for help, or what they did when they encountered difficulties, many students mentioned specific academic and non-academic members of staff within the university. These included course leaders, lectures within the UES team, the International Office, and the Accommodation Office. Apart from the need for greater explicitness mentioned above, participants were satisfied with the support they had obtained from these members of staff.

However, when participants mentioned difficulties with their studies, by far the most common strategy was to make use of informal networks. These networks could be characterised as being formed by three distinct types of group members: firstly, peers from the same course or subject area; secondly, friends from the same home country; and finally social networks outside of the university. This contrasts slightly with the model which was put forward by Bochner et al (1977) and is supported by Ward et al (2001). Bochner et al’s model outlines three different social networks which international students create, the authors argue, to serve distinct purposes, as outlined below. 
	Bochner et al’s model of social networks (group – purpose)
	Networks described by participants in this study (group – purpose)

	students with same linguistic and cultural background – affirm individual’s cultural value and identity
	students from the same degree course or programme, including but not exclusively co-nationals – provide both academic and personal support networks

	host nationals (i.e. Brits) – provide professional or other utilitarian support or advice
	friends from the same home country (not necessarily students at SHU) – provide space to relax and communicate with ease 

	other international students – social network which shares experience of ‘being foreign’
	other people outside of the university (eg. met at a mosque) – social and sometimes study-related support 


The primary importance of forming friendships with course members is evident from all of the participants in this study. Similarly, people with the same background clearly provide significant support for the majority of these participants. Although some studies suggest that specifically developing relationships with host nationals leads to more positive experiences and greater cultural integration for international students (see Furnham, 1997:18-20 and Bamford, 2006), both the low numbers of British students on some courses at SHU and the relative effort required to form relationships with British people, limit the potential for developing such relationships and support networks. 

PS connections

The final area of investigation was to ask whether those students who had completed the Pre-sessional Course in Academic English run by the TESOL Centre perceived any relationship between that course and their destination degree programme. All of the participants who had taken the Pre-sessional Course mentioned at least one area. The most frequently mentioned aspects were: writing skills and structures, dealing with lectures and note-taking, discussion and group work, information literacy skills, and student life.
There are necessarily specific differences between the Pre-sessional Course and the degree programmes which participants proceeded onto. The primary difference is the explicit focus on developing linguistic and academic skills rather than subject knowledge. Nonetheless, some students clearly felt that the tasks and routine of the pre-sessional course helped them to feel prepared for life studying in UK HE. Participants specifically valued the opportunity to undertake realistic academic tasks that prepared them for the reality of life on their degree programmes. The skill of note-taking whilst listening to lectures was much more highly valued than end-of-course feedback forms had indicated, showing a change in priorities once participants had experienced their degree programmes.  Interestingly, however, one participant noted a significant difference between the pre-sessional course and her main degree course: the need to be independent. For this participant, the relatively large number of students in a masters class and the expectation that students will ask for help when needed, meant that she was now required to be more autonomous than before. 

Overall, despite the clear differences between the focus on language and study skills versus the focus on subject knowledge, participants in this study perceived a wide variety of links between the Pre-sessional Course and their degree programmes. Moreover, despite one participant feeling a limited sense of improvement having completed the four week version of the course, and despite the limitations that a short course imposes, for example, exposure to relatively few forms of written genres, the course at least helped to raise participants’ awareness of different conventions and expectations that supported their transition onto their degree programmes. 
Further development

The aim of this research was to deepen our understanding of the transitional experiences of international students. In particular, respondents were asked to described four areas: their motivations for coming to the UK to study; the challenges and surprises that they dealt with; their coping strategies; and the relationship between a preparatory course in academic English and their chosen degree programme. Based upon the discussions above, I would like to leave the reader with the following questions as a summary of some of the key points.

How can tutors maximise students’ motivation and support the development of learner autonomy if the students’ primary intrinsic motivation relates more to the development of their English language skills, intercultural communication skills and life skills, than their subject knowledge? 

To what extent can international students’ experiences of multi-cultural group work be both supported and supportive?

How can students and tutors from different cultures explore and negotiate issues of expectations of behaviour, and in particular, expectations of explicitness?

If autonomy is a desirable aim for international students, how can that goal be supported when it contradicts students’ life experiences both before and during their study in UK HE? 

Are support networks encouraged from the very early stages of an international students’ experience in HE UK and how can they be further developed?

To what extent does each staff member of UK HE expect international students to acculturate themselves, or alternatively, is it possible for us to accept hybridisation. In reality, how might that work?

How can a Pre-sessional Course in Academic English better develop international students’ autonomy?
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