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As the international student intake at Monash University is steadily increasing, the need for a positive transition experience is constantly under investigation. English proficiency has been focussed upon previously as the causal factor in unsuccessful transition, however often issues other than language difficulties have created ongoing problems for this group of students. Informal on campus research has identified preparatory academic skills programs implemented at a faculty level as generally not effective for all students. Consequently, new strategies need to be learner rather than faculty focused to more effectively address the academic and social metacognitive issues at hand. This study is an investigation that has moved away from an anticipatory model that intends to identify the academic and social transition needs of South-East Asian international students who come to study at rural campuses such as the Gippsland campus.

Introduction and Background

Australian universities have experienced a steady increase in the enrolment of international students as a viable consumer contingent in recent years (Parr, Bradley & Bingi 1992, Nowak & Weiland, 1997). Therefore, responsively meeting the needs of international clientele has emerged as a nation wide priority.  Monash University has one of Victoria’s largest intakes of international students, distributed across its five urban and rural campuses (Auditor General Victoria, International students in Victorian Universities, 2002). Primarily these students enrol through Monash International P/L, an organisation owned by Monash University, which deals with international student recruitment, admissions and student support.

 

At the rural Gippsland campus, a perception exists that there are a number of transition related issues concerning the needs of newly arrived South-East Asian international students from Hong Kong, Singapore, China and Malaysia. Ongoing informal observations and discussions, as well as formal assessment of these students has been undertaken by Monash International, various academic staff, and Language and Learning, an academic student support service. As a consequence, these transition issues have been identified as twofold.

 

Academically, a significant number of international students do not engage with their specific course, often failing two or more units in their first semester or year of study. Overall figures from Monash International, Gippsland indicate that of international students enrolled in 2002, 19% failed two or more subjects. If these students are examined not as a single cohort but rather as students transferring from an overseas Monash campus and new students beginning their first year of tertiary education a different picture emerges.  Amongst transferees the rate of failing two or more subjects was only 8% but among those commencing university, and for whom transition is most important, the failure rate was 27%. Problematic social experiences are also assumed to contribute to these students’ ineffective university enculturation. Similar findings have been identified but reported as “largely untested assumptions” by Nowak and Weiland et al (1997:192). However the disparity between the failure rates of transferee students and new students suggests the academic aspect of transition is much more significant than the social aspect of transition. 

Monash University’s transition policy states that:

[e]ach faculty shall identify the transition issues relevant to its student cohort and develop appropriate academic orientation activities and transition strategies.

(www.adm.monash.edu.au/unisec/academicpolicies/policy/transition) 

As a consequence, the transition requirements of this cohort of students are not addressed in a coherent, uniform manner but are rather addressed by a range of strategies devised by individual faculties, support services and Monash International. Students responded to enquires about the appropriateness of these strategies by identifying a great deal of repetition that they considered unnecessary and which served to diminish the importance of the messages being conveyed.  More worrying is the possibility that without a single coherent strategy the potential exists for individual students to be lost in the gaps between faculty programs. 

 

The purpose of this research is to investigate the social and academic transition needs of South-East Asian international students. More specifically:

· to determine the self-efficacy of each individual’s initial perception of themselves as a student in an Australian academic environment.

· to investigate the contrast between the metacognitive skills and learning strategies of these students and cultural expectations of Monash University.

· to determine the self-efficacy of each individual’s self-perception of themselves as members of a rural Australian social community.

· to investigate the contrast between life prior to arrival and present circumstances.

It is envisaged this study will contribute to the determination and implementation of an effective, common first year strategy addressing the academic and social transition needs of South East Asian international students studying at the Monash University Gippsland campus. The potential significance of this research is to identify strategies that will assist students to experience a successful transition. Student benefits would involve an increased success in subject completion, assimilation with this university’s learning community, and developing independent learning strategies. For the university the envisioned benefits would entail an increase in retention and subject pass rates and an increased likelihood of recruiting research students on completion of their undergraduate degree.

 

Major Perspectives

 
The moment students enrol in an undergraduate study program at Monash University a number of expectations have already been placed upon them in relation to study skills and abilities. It appears that the success and quality of learning and teaching is closely linked with life learning skills associated with metacognition (Bloom, 1956), self-actualisation (Maslow, 1970), and more recently self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986). Self-efficacy is different from both self-esteem and self-concept. It is particularly suited to this type of evaluation as it examines students’ beliefs about their capabilities in relation to specific skills or tasks.

The concept of learning and teaching for Australian tertiary students and educators has gradually moved from the tradition of the transmission of knowledge as a product to an approach that focuses more on developing individual students’ learning capacities to encourage understanding through the personal construction of knowledge (Marshall & Rowland, 1999). The current ethos focuses on enabling students to feel empowered to gain purposeful understanding rather than merely serving as the receptacles of transmitted knowledge. A difficulty then emerges because quite commonly sectors of newly arrived international students uphold a long standing tradition whereby knowledge has been considered sacred and learning is controlled, objective and efficient (Cranton, 1996). As a result, the learning practices of these students are often misaligned with the most recently evolved tertiary learning outcomes of Australian universities. The assumption that lower order metacognitive skills are no longer appropriate for any resilient students studying in Australia (Pargetter, 2000) adds another level of difficulty to the transition to tertiary study.

 

The enhancement of transition to Australian higher education for international students needs to be seriously addressed. Previously, it has been suggested that poor English and a lack of language skills were the main cause of failure within the international student cohort (Nowak et al, 1997). Yet these students have had to demonstrate English competency and academic achievement before they are accepted into an Australian university. Nowak et al. (1997) cites a Report to the Western Australian Minister for Education, which indicated that in 1993 no university student changed his or her course due to language problems, yet course difficulty was a significant reason. It is Nowak’s (1997) contention that “the basic nature of the problem is related to metacognition rather than language as the causal factor in finding the course too difficult”.  For this reason, transition programs for international students at Monash have had to change their focus from providing English language support to the empowering of students with a range of higher order metacognitive skills that assist students in dealing with both academic and social situations.

 

Transition strategies developed for international students need to be better tailored for each enrolment with an appropriate balance between academic and social development support.  It is understood that for students to achieve their personal goals, basic and more complex physiological factors need to be taken into consideration. Previous on campus research has indicated that the low order deficiency needs, physiological, safety and belongingness (Maslow, 1970) were often not met, resulting in poor quality learning and contributing to a disappointing attrition rate (Osborn, 2002). Most importantly, these deficient needs must be met for students temporarily residing in another country to achieve academic goals. Furthermore, “culture shock” needs to be considered as an added hindrance to academic success.

 

Culture Shock has been defined as:

a condition of tension created within the mind of an individual who is continuously exposed to a range of unfamiliar situations, namely a foreign culture. The shock is caused by the lack of a familiar cultural environment. The person encounters totally different stimuli, such as different smells, sights, personal relationships, methods of transportation, eating and purchasing (Kenyan & Amrapala 1993:10). 

A campus student counsellor identified three major elements, which contribute to the culture shock of international students studying at Monash University, as:

· too little information concerning academic and social behaviour

· too much information concerning study resources such as guides and manuals

· living in a rapidly changing and uncertain environment (Abbott, 1997)

Accordingly, transition to tertiary studies is an event that threatens an individual’s sense of security and this may be further exacerbated for international students.  Wan et al. (1992:608) describe cross-cultural contacts as “inherently stressful” because behaviours in the new environment are shaped and informed by prior perceptions.

 

The higher levels of Maslow’s (1970) Hierarchy of Needs are self-esteem and self-actualisation and these contribute significantly to the achievement of goals. Further, belief in self has also been considered a factor in success in both academic and social settings, particularly in relation to motivation. In the past, reliance was placed on self-concept and self-esteem measurements. However, more recently, educational research has started to move toward the measurement of self-efficacy.  According to Pajares (1996), “the construct of self-efficacy has a relatively brief history that began with Bandura’s (1977) publication of Self-Efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioural Change”. Self-efficacy basically concerns the belief in one’s capability to succeed in a particular situation or endeavour and so concentrates on perceptions rather than actual performance. 

 

In relation to South-East Asian international students studying in a new environment, it is important that any transition program determine the level of efficacy of participants, with the aim of assisting students to be realistically efficacious in their appraisals of their ability to succeed in both academic and social situations. A successful transition program needs to take into consideration not only the needs as perceived by the program developers but those identified as paramount by the participants themselves. This study aims to move away from an anticipatory model of development for transition towards a more responsive approach. Consequently, an ongoing transition strategy will encompass the findings of a responsive method of inquiry, through a continuous assessment of international students’ needs.

 

Methodology 

An integration of qualitative and quantitative research methodology is being employed to collect information on academic and social issues confronted by new students. Primarily a formal questionnaire and follow up interview was used during the campus’s orientation program to collect information concerning family and schooling background as well as aspects of self-efficacy. Students were asked to outline their educational and home backgrounds as fully as possible and to respond to a self-devised efficacy instrument. Confidence ratings in relation to academic and life skills were collated at the beginning of the semester using SPSS, a statistical package for quantitative data, and again at the completion of the study period. 

During the 2002 mid-year orientation program, a questionnaire was given to volunteering students. This questionnaire took approximately twenty minutes to complete. Students also volunteered to take part in an in depth follow up interview later in the semester.  It was anticipated that areas of vulnerability would be identified for future consideration in orientation programs to assist students with the development of enabling skills. The first step however, was to identify those vulnerabilities. Previous programs had been premised on assumptions from existing programs rather than Gippsland specific data, and it was timely to correct this limitation.

Students also completed a Myers-Briggs Type Indicator as part of an orientation session that focused on building self-awareness.  The results from these sessions helped to provide important background knowledge of personality profiles and learning preferences. During the semester these international students were provided with a number of opportunities to discuss their academic progress and degree of enculturation. Their individual profiles as well as information provided through the surveys were more fully explored during individual interviews. 

 

Since this is a work in progress, it is anticipated that the results from this study will contribute to the ongoing formation of an effective and responsive transition strategy to assist South-East Asian international students to become more proficient social and academic problem solvers. A comparison between previous and current living circumstances provided important information about how effectively students were coping with change. 

Results of Student Profiling

The initial cohort of 33 students who completed surveys consisted of approximately equal numbers of males and females. Sixty-four percent were Singaporean, 27% Malaysian and smaller representations were Indonesian, Chinese and Indian. Student ages ranged from 19-32, with the median age being 21 (30%).

Socio-educational profile

Less than half of the group (46%) had a drivers licence and the majority (82%) had not studied away from home before. Of those who had, it had mainly been in Singapore and at the secondary level. The majority (82%) had already completed some form of post secondary education at either college level (57%), TAFE/Polytechnic (21%) or University (3%). Although the majority had never studied away from home, more than half  (52%) had previously lived away from home, and 94% had previously travelled overseas. Most of the group (94%) were living on campus. Not everyone had a desire to attend a rural campus and only 70% indicated that Monash Gippsland was their first choice but 85% indicated that it had been their own decision to attend. While 97% indicated they were aware Gippsland was a rural campus, 70% indicated they knew very little about the campus in general, but most (94%) felt they would like being here. Forty-nine percent of the group came to Gippsland alone, but 42% already knew someone in Gippsland.

Over a third of the group were the first in their family to attend university. Fathers were more likely to have completed post-secondary education (42%) than mothers (30%), although both had the same ratings for university qualifications (18%). Ninety-seven percent came from the city, with most coming from nuclear family situations. Only 12% had grandparents, 15% aunts or uncles and 10% other relatives living with them. Over 80% indicated their mothers were the main ones to carry out household tasks, with assistance from fathers (30%), other family members (36%) and paid employees (30%).

The picture that begins to emerge from these statistics about this particular cohort is that they are not all that dissimilar to the domestic cohort of school leavers in terms of background. For international students, however, studying at the Gippsland Campus of Monash University involves a three-tiered transition experience:

1. the shift to a tertiary institute

2. the move to a foreign country

3. the move to a rural environment.

Arguably for the Gippsland campus, which draws its students primarily from regional areas, the transition experiences of international students are significantly different to those of the domestic cohort.

Seeking assistance

During orientation students were introduced to the various sources of support available to assist with difficulties they may encounter whilst studying at the Gippsland campus. In the survey, students were asked to indicate how confident they felt about approaching various groups for assistance with academic and social matters. This was measured using a Likert scale with responses of 1 indicating “not confident” and 5 indicating “very confident”. Chart 1 represents the percentages of students who circled 4 or 5.
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Chart 1: Confidence in seeking assistance

Overall the results of this aspect of the profiling were pleasing with students indicating a quite high level of self-efficacy, evidenced in a preparedness to seek assistance. However, it is apparent and somewhat disturbing to note that students were uncertain about which avenues of assistance were appropriate for particular issues. Thirty percent of these students presumed lecturers were an appropriate source for assistance in non-academic matters. Almost 60% of students presumed Monash International could provide assistance with academic matters, but less than 30% considered Monash International as a source of assistance for non-academic matters. 

Self-efficacy and beliefs

It is important to be aware of how efficacious students are because those who believe they are capable of performing academic tasks use more cognitive and metacognitive strategies and persist longer than those who do not (Pintrich & Garcia, 1991, cited in Pajares, 1996). International students are particularly at risk of having doubts about their ability to cope as they have not only the academic factors to deal with but also those that are cultural and social.

A self-efficacy scale was devised to tap into the issues, both academic and social, generally involved in undertaking study in a new cultural environment. It consisted of 25 questions, 12 relating to academic factors and 13 to social factors. Students were asked to indicate along a continuum of 1 to 5 how confident they felt in relation to each issue. Charts 2 and 3 represent percentages of students who reported confidence levels above 3 in relation to academic and social matters.
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Chart 3: Confidence in social matters
The results contained in Charts 2 and 3 provide some base line indications for areas of concern, many of which may be similar to those of local students. Prior to this survey many assumptions had been made on the basis of anecdotal evidence presupposing the transition requirements of international students. This information forms the beginning of a database that will be built upon with each new intake of international students so a more realistic appraisal of their needs and concerns can be met through appropriately tailored transition programs.

Sometimes it is more beneficial to look at the overall levels of efficacy to get a more accurate picture of how each student views their academic and social competencies. It also enables the identification of students who are rating themselves very low in either area. This scale was devised with two sub-scales, to measure confidence of international students in relation to issues they would face both academically and socially in a different culture. Reliability analysis was conducted on the two sub-scales to determine whether they could be added together. In both instances, Cronbach’s alpha was .85 indicating a high level of internal consistency.

Charts 5 and 6 show the spreads of scores for both academic and social efficacy. The minimum and maximum efficacy scores possible: academic (12-60) social (13-65).
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Chart 5: Total Academic efficacy scores
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Chart 6: Total Social efficacy scores

Chart 6: Total Social efficacy scores

This group had above average levels of confidence in relation to both academic and social issues, which is to be expected of a group of students who choose to study in a foreign country. It was of interest that in both instances, male scores were higher than females, however with such a small sample size only preliminary statistical analysis was conducted:

Academic efficacy: Males M = 44.5, SD = 6.6 Females M = 40.2, SD = 4.9 

Social efficacy:        Males M = 49.8, SD = 5.5 Females M = 44.0, SD = 8.2.

This data also confirms the initial contention that successful transition and performance is dependent upon preparation to tertiary study more so than an amalgam of educational and social factors. At the time of completing the initial survey, 70% of the group indicated they felt organized and settled and 79% were not feeling isolated or alone. Although this means that 30% were feeling unsettled and 21% were feeling isolated these percentages are not disproportionate to the experiences of all students commencing tertiary study (Peel, 2000).

A surprising result from the Myers-Briggs Personality Indicator (MBTI) was that almost three-quarters (74%) of the group indicated a preference for Introversion. It has often been assumed that international students who choose to study in another country tend to be confident, extroverted individuals, yet this may be a misconception. This preference for introversion confirmed answers to an earlier question in the survey, where 61% indicated they liked to spend much of their spare time alone. This may help to explain some of the concerns of this particular cohort in relation to seeking assistance. Students also indicated a strong preference for Sensing (76%) over Intuition (24%), an aspect that needs to be further investigated. 

Implications for Transition Strategies

The difference between the pass rates for new students commencing tertiary education and those new students who were transferees from tertiary institutions in their home countries indicates that a one size fits all approach to transition strategies is not appropriate (Katanis, 2000). Rather, what we suggest is that for transition strategies to be effective they need to be informed by accurate profiling of the client cohort. For those students who have already successfully “transitioned” into tertiary education their induction into study at an Australian campus may be more appropriate if it included a greater focus on the social aspects. For new students commencing tertiary study, it is these students who are most likely at risk, it is suggested that a coherent series of strategies rather than only a faculty-based approach is needed. This should address both academic and social aspects of transition, with an emphasis on the academic. Over the last four years the proportions of students within the international cohort attending the Gippsland campus has varied considerably as detailed below (Table 1).

Table 1: Breakdown of international student cohort

	
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002

	Transferees
	57
	28
	26
	87

	New Students
	126
	72
	108
	73


These fluctuations make it difficult to plan effectively for the type of transition strategies required by international students new to the Gippsland campus but that does not diminish the importance of working to get the right programs in place. Significantly, given the establishment of the Sunway Campus in Kuala Lumpar, Malaysia and the ongoing relationship with TMC in Singapore it is expected that the proportion of students who are transferees may rise. It is imperative then to continue to gather from these students the type of information outlined in this paper with the aim of developing a more responsive approach to meeting their particular transition needs. 
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