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An Exploratory Study of Factors Influencing the Transition of International Students in 

their First Year of Study in a Multicultural Institution in the United Arab Emirates 

Abstract 

The purpose of this research was to explore the factors influencing the transition of 

international students in their first year of study in a multicultural higher education 

institution in the United Arab Emirates. There is a consensus that the first-year experience 

is likely to have implications for the retention and success of these students, which is 

important to the institution’s goals and the sector more widely. The literature on this topic 

is plentiful, but it deals primarily with international students, as a minority population, in 

situations where there is a dominant ‘home-student’ population, societal culture and 

institutional pedagogy. In this study, international students make up the majority of the 

student population. Additionally, the faculty are almost exclusively expatriate and 

represent numerous nationalities. 

 

Four research questions guided this study: How do international students describe their 

experiences of factors which helped or hindered them during their first year of study at the 

institution? What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  What challenges do international faculty 

consider limit their ability to support international students to succeed in their first year of 

studies? How do international students and faculty consider the first-year experience of 

studying in the institution could be enhanced to promote retention?  

To answer these questions, a descriptive phenomenological approach was used. Six focus 

groups were conducted with first-year international students, whereas semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 8 international faculty members who teach first-year 

students. To select participants, I used purposive sampling; a combination of criterion and 

maximum variation sampling for students, and maximum variation sampling for faculty. 

An inductive approach was used to analyse the qualitative data from students and faculty. 

After key themes were developed for both data sets, the findings were integrated to 

highlight commonalities and areas of difference between them.  

 The findings generally revealed no major differences between the views held by 

international students and international faculty relating to their different nationalities and 

cultural backgrounds. This is in contrast to some previous widely published work discussed 

in the thesis. Also, the international student participants raised concerns regarding the 

transition process and emphasised that future international students need to receive 

accurate and adequate information before they join the institution, and a more timely and 

effective orientation upon arrival. International student and faculty participants stressed the 

importance of professional development of faculty members who teach international 

students, both in relation to their knowledge of effective pedagogical skills and the national 

culture. Participants also wanted the institution to improve the social experiences for 

students outside the classroom. Recommendations are provided for the institution and 

faculty to assist international students’ transition into the institution and to enhance their 

undergraduate experiences.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

This thesis explores the factors influencing the transition experience of first-year 

undergraduate international students in a private higher education institution in the United 

Arab Emirates (UAE). The purpose of this research is to help identify any implications for 

student long-term retention. In response to the institution’s aim to improve student 

retention rates and to foster the first-year experiences of undergraduate international 

students, research questions were designed to explore the perceptions of first-year 

undergraduate international students regarding the factors that influence their first-year 

transition experiences. Moreover, the perspectives of faculty teaching first-year 

undergraduate students are particularly relevant because most of the institution’s faculty 

are also international. Therefore, they might have various perspectives regarding how to 

support the transition experiences of first-year undergraduate international students with 

the potential to affect retention rates. Transition experiences involve what the institution 

understudy undertakes to support international students’ transition into the institution’s 

academic and social life and the host country’s new environment. Transition experiences 

also refer to how international students manage the living and learning in the host country, 

given that their prior experiences are in principle relevant to their transition. 

To ensure the anonymity of both the institution and the research participants, the higher 

education institution under study has been referred to throughout as the institution, the 

institution under study, or the institution where the study took place. 
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1.1 Background of the Study  
 

The publications on the internationalisation of higher education can be traced back to the 

middle ages (De Wit & Merkx, 2012).  However, the term internationalisation became 

popular in the higher education sector from the early 1980s onwards (Knight, 2003). 

According to De Wit and Merkx (2012), only in the 1980s, “internationalisation of higher 

education became a strategic process”, and major changes took place in the higher 

education sector (p. 57).   

The internationalisation of higher education has been fuelled by globalisation. However, 

there is agreement among researchers that internalisation is not globalisation (Guo & 

Chase, 2011). Altbach and Knight (2007) in their definition of internationalisation have 

related it to globalisation, whilst acknowledging that the two concepts are not similar; they 

define globalisation as “the context of economic and academic trends that are part of the 

reality of the 21st century” (p. 290) and internationalisation as “the policies and practices 

undertaken by academic systems and institutions—and even individuals—to cope with the 

global academic environment” (p. 290). Globalisation has increased international students’ 

mobility, and international students have contributed to host countries’ economies (Levent, 

2016). The demands from governments, businesses, and consumers have encouraged 

higher education institutions to become more accountable and efficient (Thaver & Mählck, 

2008).  The institution under study aims to transform its education system and to prepare 

its students to cope with the growing demands of the globalising market. Like other private 

institutions, it wants to compete based on the same measures of education adopted 

worldwide and to respond to the effects of globalisation associated with students’ and 



10 

 

faculty’s cultural diversity and academic practices, all in order to maintain its place in the 

national and international market.  

Knight (2013) has argued that institutions that seek to internationalise themselves need to 

consider the values and objectives that drive internationalisation because globalisation has 

changed the traditional conception of internationalisation. Knight and de Wit (2018) have 

questioned whether anyone could have forecasted the changes that have shaped the values 

of internationalisation, and how these have been transformed from a “traditionally 

considered process based on cooperation, partnership, exchange, mutual benefits, and 

capacity building” (p.  4) to values “characterised by competition, commercialisation, self-

interest, and status building” (p. 4). The institution under study wants to be 

internationalised and has adopted international educational values to recruit more 

international students in an attempt to enhance its reputation and improve its ranking. In 

the institution under study, its publicly available strategic plan for 2014-2019 underscores 

its attempt to elevate the institution to greater international success and to offer world-class 

education, to meet international standards, and to achieve academic and professional 

excellence. That could be one of its reasons to seek international accreditation. However, 

an evaluation of the attainment of certain values can measure how close or far away the 

institution is from its vision, whilst helping stakeholders to ensure about what is important 

to the institution to keep its educational business (Calder, 2014). According to Calder 

(2014), interviews and focus groups are some of the approaches that can be used to discover 

whether an institution’s values are relevant in terms of its day-to-day operations. Therefore, 

in this thesis, using these data collection procedures to explore the perspectives of the first-

year international students and the international faculty who teach them can help the 
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institution to determine whether the various initiatives and behaviours implemented are 

sufficient, relevant, and adequate. Further details about the institution’s accreditation are 

discussed in Section 1.2. 

In recent years, the definition of internationalisation in higher education has been 

broadened to include other vital aspects including upgrading international students’ skills 

and perspectives by providing them with opportunities for cross-cultural understanding 

(Knight, 2013). According to Yemini (2015), internationalisation is “the process of 

encouraging the integration of multicultural, multilingual, and global dimensions within 

the education system, with the aim of instilling in learners a sense of global citizenship” 

(p. 21). This definition acknowledges the importance of cultural aspects in the learning 

experience of international students and underlines the need to break the language and 

cultural barriers that limit international students from becoming global citizens. In addition, 

Robson (2011) has stressed the need for teaching and learning to become inclusive 

practices based on respectful interactions with other cultures while responding to both 

students’ and staff’s heterogeneous cultural and learning backgrounds, expectations, and 

motivations. Campbell (2010) has emphasised that international students need to acquire 

an understanding of the different cultural values of the foreign country they are studying 

in in order to adapt successfully and to broaden their intellectual horizons through 

interacting with students from the different ethnic and cultural background. Therefore, 

international students become more tolerant of other students from other cultural 

backgrounds who also exhibit values, skills, beliefs, and attitudes that are different from 

their own (Campbell, 2010). Although the international students at the institution where 

the study took place might benefit from attending a multicultural higher education 
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institution, this thesis avails them and the international faculty who teach them the 

opportunity to describe whether the cultural differences of international students can 

ultimately advance or hinder their first-year experiences.  

1.2 Research Setting 
 

The UAE has attracted international attention since 1971; in the beginning, it was due to 

its oil reserves but, more recently, it was due to its economic and social development 

(Sartawi et al., 2002). Since 1985, UAE has witnessed a massive transformation in its 

educational sector (Sartawi et al., 2002). According to Abdullah (2019), “The UAE has 

elevated its position globally” (para.1), not only because of advances in its infrastructure, 

trade, and tourism but also because of the significant transformation in the educational 

sector due to the internationalisation of higher education.     

The UAE has a large population of expatriates. According to the UAE public policy 

(United Arab Emirates’ Crown Prince Court, 2020), people from more than 200 

nationalities are currently registered as living in the UAE. These expatriates bring with 

them their own experiences, values and, cultural heritage, which can be considered as one 

of the additional forces advancing the internationalisation of higher education in the 

country. The UAE government has executed different regulations that make it easier for 

students and professionals to stay in the country (Abdullah, 2019; Haine, 2018). The UAE 

government has revised the visa regulations and offered a long-term visa of 5-years for 

students, 10-year visa for exceptional graduates, and part-time work visas for professionals 

(Abdullah, 2019). Further details about the visa regulations governing international 

students and professionals in the UAE are discussed in Section 2.2. The UAE is also known 

for its high level of security and has been ranked the world’s safest country in 2019 (Al 
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Shouk, 2019). Ahmad and Hussain (2017) concluded that one of the reasons for 

international students to choose the UAE as their higher education destination is because 

the country is known as being a safe country, while being able to accommodate the needs 

of multicultural students. 

The study site is a large private higher education institution in Abu Dhabi, the capital city 

of the UAE. There is also a smaller branch campus in Al Ain that includes undergraduate 

programmes. However, only the main campus was used for this study because the highest 

percentage of international undergraduate students, and the international faculty who teach 

them, reside in the main campus in Abu Dhabi.  The institution’s main campus is situated 

in a suburb of Abu Dhabi. According to the institution’s records for the academic year 

2017-2018 (the year the study took place), 2,622 international students were enrolled in 

the main campus, compared to 584 international students who registered for the same year 

in Al Ain Campus.  

The institution is distinguished for its multinationalism. At the time of the study, the World 

University Rankings (QS Top Universities Rankings, 2018) has considered the institution 

as 10th globally in terms of its percentage of international students, and third globally for 

its percentage of international faculty. As per the institution’s records for the academic year 

2017-2018, the institution’s overall number of undergraduate students was 4,720. 

According to the same records, international students were from more than 70 nationalities 

in its two campuses in Abu Dhabi and Al Ain and comprised 67.92% of the overall ratio 

of undergraduate students. In the same academic year 2017-2018, 70.07% of the first-year 

undergraduate international students studied at the institution’s main campus in Abu Dhabi. 

Specifically, the 44 nationalities in this research population were in their first year. In 
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addition, the first-year female international students constituted 64.03% of all first-year 

female students, whereas male international students comprised 63.89% of the overall 

percentage of undergraduate first-year male students. Furthermore, according to the same 

records for the academic year 2017-2018, there were 319 faculty members at the institution, 

with international faculty compromising 96.55% of this total. It should be noted that there 

was no information available about the exact number of international faculty who taught 

first-year students on the main campus during the research. 

This institution has received national accreditation from the UAE Ministry of Education 

and also attained international accreditation from the Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges (WASC), one of six regional institutional accreditation bodies in the United 

States. Moreover, some programmes in the institution have also received accreditation 

from external professional bodies. The institution has worked to achieve international 

accreditation for its undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. As of its 2018 records, 

44 programmes delivered at the institution are internationally accredited. 

The institution also has gender-segregated education for all undergraduate students at both 

its main campus in Abu Dhabi and the Al Ain campus. In addition, although the institution 

attracts students from various age groups, the majority of first-year students for the 2017-

2018 academic year were aged between 17-21. Table 1 presents the age profile of first-year 

undergraduate students for the 2017-2018 academic year.   
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Table 1 

The Age Profile of First-Year Undergraduate Students at the Institution for the 2017-

2018 Academic Year 

Age % 

17 – 21  49.44 

22 – 26 40.60 

27 – 31 6.03 

32- 36   2.50 

37 and above 1.43 

 

1.3 Research Problem 
 

As mentioned previously, the institution under study is unusual because it has a high ratio 

of international students and the vast majority of its faculty members are also international. 

The international students who come to study there might have different reasons for 

choosing this institution in particular, and the increase in their number substantiates the 

need to explore and to understand their first-year experiences. This is because the 

expanding numbers of international students are now integral to the institution’s viability 

as a business. Therefore, is it not only in the interests of the students but also that of the 

business to continue attracting international students. 

The institution collects quantitative data, such as the enrolment ratio of international 

students classified by nationality and by gender (see Section 1.2), while presumably also 

retaining data on achievement and progression. However, I have not been able to access 

the data on student achievement and progression, including the actual results of the students 

during their first year of education or later. Also, I have not been able to access the data 

pertaining to the percentage or number of students who progressed or failed to progress 
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from one year to the next. This is because such type of data shall be accessed only 

by authorised staff who are assigned administrative roles. However, there is also a lack of 

qualitative data that might illuminate the experiences of international students in their first 

year of study, data that have the potential to understand their ability to transition. Thus, 

there is a need to comprehend the experiences of first-year international students and the 

factors that might promote or hinder their learning experiences and success.  

Furthermore, because most of the faculty at the institution are international, they might 

have various experiences that can help these international students to transition into higher 

education. Most of the literature on the transition of international students focuses on them 

as a minority group studying at an institution with a majority of domestic students enrolled, 

(Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003; Seidman, 2005). In such a scenario, the transitional 

experiences may differ from that of the students in this institution.  The literature also 

focuses on situations where a significant proportion of faculty are from the host country or 

have experienced higher education in the host country (Akanwa, 2015; Yan & Sendall, 

2016). This might lead to more of a standard approach to pedagogy in such institutions. 

Therefore, the faculty profile of this institution is of interest in relation to exploring the 

transition experiences of its first-year international students.  

Moreover, as is common with many higher education institutions, retention is one of the 

institution’s strategic goals. According to the institution’s website at the time of the study, 

first-year student retention rates are a key indicator for the institution to measure its overall 

ranking. Also, prospective students use the retention rates to determine student satisfaction 

level and the institution’s distinction. At the time of the study, the retention rate for first-

year undergraduate students in the institution for the academic year 2017-2018 was 81%. 
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Therefore, the institution was supportive of this project because they were keen to 

understand more fully the experiences of this group of students and saw its relevance to 

promoting retention.   

Furthermore, throughout my teaching experience at the institution, I used to deal inside and 

outside the classroom with first-year international students and heard accounts of their first-

year experiences. In addition, my participation in the university college task forces and 

committees also helped me to be aware of a few of the issues they face in their first year. 

I, along with some other colleagues, used to communicate students’ issues in college 

meetings. However, I, as a faculty member, had a limited scope to enact change. But with 

robust data to support observations, I hoped to have a greater influence on raising 

awareness to the need for change. Therefore, as I was working within the institution at the 

time of collecting data, I wanted to employ the research skills I had developed through my 

experience of the EdD programme to support future students and my institution’s goals.  

 

 1.4 Research Aim and Implications for Practice 
 

In this study, I aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors influencing the 

transition of international students in their first year of education in the institution, as 

described by the undergraduate first-year international students and the international 

faculty who teach them. I aimed to provide qualitative information to the institution that 

can be used to enhance the first-year experience of international students, which might 

promote student retention in the long term.  
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 1.5 Research Questions 
 

The following research questions guided the study: 

 

1. How do international students describe their experiences of factors which helped 

or hindered them during their first year of study at the institution? 

2.  What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  

3. What challenges do international faculty consider limit their ability to support 

international students to succeed in their first year of studies? 

4. How do international students and faculty consider the first-year experience of 

studying in the institution could be enhanced in order to promote retention? 

 

 1.6 Researcher Positionality  
 

In the institution under study, I was teaching the general requirement courses (Academic 

and Technical Writing Courses). Through my regular association with the undergraduate 

international students in the institution, I became interested in developing greater insight 

regarding their transition experiences as I wanted to help foster their learning while 

increasing their engagement with the institution’s life. I also believed that conducting 

research exploring the first-year experiences of undergraduate students would help the 

institution better to support and to enhance their transition experiences, especially given 

that international students form the majority of the institution’s first-year students.  
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Despite the fact that I moved away from the institution in August 2019, that has not affected 

data collection because all the data were collected in June and July 2018. As an insider, I 

was well informed of the research context and had an emic perspective, as noted by Currall 

and Towler (2003). In addition, despite changing my position from an emic to an etic 

perspective, my research positionality of conducting research that is ethically sound and 

accurate has not been altered. I was aware of the potential for my experience and 

knowledge to influence my research, and I knew I would have to take care to minimise my 

researcher bias. Therefore, I have presented the experiences of first-year international 

students as described by them and the international faculty who teach them.  Further details 

on how I approached this can be found in Chapter 3.  

 

 1.7 Definitions of Key Terms 

 

International student. In the context of the present study, an international student 

is a student of non-UAE nationality who has either moved to the UAE specifically to study 

in the institution or moved to the UAE 1 year before the research was conducted and is 

undertaking their first year of higher education study at the institution. Therefore, the 

international student is someone whose previous education experiences were outside the 

UAE. 

International faculty. International faculty, in this study, is an academic staff 

member of non-UAE nationality who specifically teaches first-year students at the 

institution. 
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First-year experience. The first-year experience refers to the experiences students 

have in their first year of undergraduate study at the institution. These experiences include 

(but certainly not limited to) all the curricular, cocurricular, and extracurricular initiatives 

and efforts taken at the institution to engage students in learning, help them succeed and, 

at the same time, be retained.  

Transition. Transition, which is also cited in this study as adaptation or 

adjustment, refers to how the international students navigate their university lives in their 

first year of study at the institution. This term also refers to how international students 

manage the living and learning in the host country, given that their prior experiences are in 

principle relevant to their transition. 

Transition experience. Transition experience refers to the factors that help or 

obstruct the students’ smooth transition into their academic and social lives at the 

institution. That involves what the institution understudy undertakes to support 

international students’ transition into the institution and their new environment and the 

potential challenges and changes that student may experience.  

Student expectations. Student expectations refer to the first-year undergraduate 

international students’ perspectives and assumptions about what their first-year experience 

will be like. These perspectives and assumptions are influenced by prior educational, 

social, and cultural backgrounds. 

Student retention. Student retention refers to the retention process and strategies 

undertaken at the institution understudy to ensure student successful completion of their 

studies; from registration to graduation.  
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Outside classroom activities. Outside classroom activities refer to all cocurricular 

and extracurricular activities that students do or can be involved in outside of the 

classroom. 

 

 1.8 Thesis Design 

 

The current chapter contains an introduction to this thesis. It covers background 

information, research setting, research problem, research aim and implications for practice, 

the research questions, researcher positionality, and definitions of key terms. The 

remainder of this thesis includes six further chapters.  Chapter 2 provides a review of the 

literature relevant to this thesis. This chapter includes additional analysis of the 

internationalisation of higher education, push and pull factors and types of international 

students, and internationalisation at home. It also highlights the literature that focuses on: 

international students’ expectations, international students integration with domestic 

students, English language as a medium of instruction, international students’ retention and 

institutional support, and institutional staff support and development. The chapter also 

includes coverage of the applied theoretical framework (Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions) 

that guides the research. Chapter 3 contains a definition of the purpose of each research 

question and an outline of the research paradigm and epistemological stance that influenced 

the research design and approach as well as the data collection methods. In this chapter, I 

also provide information about the research sample and participants and the method of data 

analysis. This chapter also includes a discussion of the ethics framework adopted, measures 

taken to protect human rights, and a description of my role as the researcher. Chapter 4 
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presents the findings and discussion of the focus group data collected from the international 

student participants. Chapter 5 provides a presentation of the findings and a discussion of 

the data collected from the international faculty participants via semi-structured interviews. 

Chapter 6 includes a summary of the interconnected findings that were presented in 

Chapters 4 and 5 and an examination of the findings, wherever relevant, through the lens 

of the theoretical framework. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes the study, presents the 

limitations encountered throughout the research process, and outlines the future 

implications that can be considered based on the research findings.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter will examine the literature, which aided my understanding of the research 

problem, enabled me to plan the study and to have a better understanding of the factors 

influencing the transition of international students into their new environment. The review 

contains two major parts. The first part provides a discussion of the internationalisation 

context, containing the following sections: Internationalisation of higher education and 

related concepts, push and pull factors and types of international students, 

internationalisation at home, international students’ expectations, international and 

domestic students, English language as a medium of instruction, international students’ 

retention and institutional support, and institutional staff support and development. The 

second part outlines the theoretical framework, containing the following sections: 

Theoretical framework (Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions) with two sub-headings:  A 

summary of Hofstede’s six dimensions and a criticism of Hofstede’s theoretical 

framework. Finally, a conclusion will conclude this chapter. 

 

2.2 Internationalisation of Higher Education and Related Concepts 

 

The burden of globalisation has pressurised administrators to develop strategies that 

enhance the competitiveness of their higher education institutions (Allemann-Ghionda, 

2014). Higher education institutions have started working on preparing students and 

equipping them with the fundamental career-relevant skills that they need to be successful 
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in the global workforce (Yeravdekar & Tiwari, 2014). Rumbley, Altbach, and Reisberg 

(2012) suggested that the major factors that motivate administrators of higher education 

institutions to take part in the process of internationalisation include: increased student 

mobility, international competition among higher education institutions, raising awareness 

and intercultural understanding, and being part of an international network that consists of 

higher education institutions and systems. Knight (2003) summarised these as the three 

major dimensions that form the “triad” of internationalisation (p. 2), namely, international, 

intercultural, and global factors. International refers to the relationships among cultures 

and countries, whereas intercultural is used to address the diversity of cultures that take 

place within countries, societies and institutions, and, finally, global, which is used to 

“provide the sense of worldwide scope” (Knight, 2003, p. 2). These three dimensions 

together represent the depth, richness, and breadth of internationalisation (Knight, 2003).  

The transformed values of internationalisation have led to the development of higher 

education services such as “the inclusion of an international, intercultural, and global 

dimension into the curriculum and teaching-learning process” (Knight, 2004, p. 6), 

especially when considering current labour market demands that require knowledge of 

global technology, global awareness, and international connections (Hénard, Diamond, & 

Roseveare, 2012). Requiring graduates who can interact in a global setting has meant that 

institutions place more importance on the internationalisation of their educational systems. 

Today’s graduates need to be proficient in English as the international language (Benzie, 

2010) while having the intercultural skills necessary to be able to interact in a global 

workplace environment (Tran & Pham, 2016).  
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Much of the literature on internationalisation emphasises student mobility and the 

challenges encountered in teaching and learning due to the increasing diversity of the 

student body (Robson, 2011). Traditionally, student mobility occurs when students from 

developing countries move to other developed countries to continue their higher education. 

Many of these students are attracted to study in English-speaking countries, such as the 

United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. However, due to the increase in the 

number of internationally mobile students, the internationalisation of higher education, and 

competition among higher education institutions, which is motivated by profit, many 

international students have identified new destination countries, such as Malaysia and 

Singapore (Wadhwa, 2016).  Malaysia aims to have a leading position in the “global 

education market” (p.465) and to be recognised as an international hub for higher education 

(Singh, Schapper, & Jack, 2014). The significant increase of international students in 

Malaysia has been achieved by offering affordable education and living expenses 

compared to other well-known destinations such as the UK, USA, and Australia (Shafaei, 

Nejati, Quazi, & Von der Heidt, 2016). Malaysia also uses English as a medium of 

instruction in Malaysian higher education institutions (Mahmud, Amat, Rahman, & Ishak, 

2010). Moreover, through implementing the 2007 internationalisation policy, Malaysia 

aims to attract international students and employ international academicians  (to promote 

credit transfer programs and foster research collaboration) (Singh et al., 2014). In Malaysia, 

the number of international students who originated from 167 countries has increased from 

3 thousand in 1970 (Singh et al., 2014)  to 30 thousand in 2003 (Mahmud et al., 2010). In 

2010, the number of international students in Malaysia exceeded 24,200 in public higher 

education institutions and around 62,700  in private higher education institutions (Singh et 
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al., 2014, p. 466 ). Most international students in Malaysia originate from Middle Eastern 

countries such as Iraq and Yemen, Southeast and Middle Asia such as China and Indonesia, 

and Africa such as Nigeria ( Mahmud et al., 2010;  Singh et al., 2014). In the institution 

under study, the high ratio of international students are integral to the institution’s viability 

as a business. Therefore, I hoped that the data to be collected in this study would lead to 

the identification of initiatives taken by the institution to attract and retain international 

students and whether international students  found these efforts helpful when adapting to 

the new learning experiences at the institution.  

Like Malaysia, Singapore has changed the policy associated with the development of its 

education system. It has promoted itself as a premier education hub in the eastern part of 

the world because education is a key driver for the country’s economy (Basillote, Gradus, 

Lamb, Sharoni, & Thng, 2016; Toh, 2012). Singapore has strong public institutions ( Toh, 

2012)  as well as internationally renowned private institutions  (Kabanbayeva, Gureva, 

Bielik,  & Ostasz, 2019). The diversity of academic institutions in Singapore “aims to 

attract substantial numbers of full-fee-paying international students and corporate 

executives to Singapore for corporate training” (Toh, 2012, p.7). To encourage 

international students to join Singaporean institutions, the government in Singapore has 

provided a significant amount of scholarships and additional benefits to them. Also, in 

order to attract international faculty, Singapore provides generous salaries and research 

grants (Basillote et al.,  2016). According to Basillote et al. ( 2016), Singapore attracted 

around 75 thousand international students in 2015. It has even attracted more Singaporean 

citizens to choose to study in their home country because of the increased government 

funding, highly ranked local institutions, and the existence of diverse studying programs 
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(Basillote et al., 2016). In this study, international students might like to describe the factors 

they were looking for when choosing an institution away from their home countries. Also, 

international students and faculty would have the opportunity to discuss the initiatives that 

the institution could take to attract future students to undertake their international study in 

this institution.  

Looking at the Malaysian and Singaporean higher education contexts reveals that student 

mobility not only is an institutional agenda to attract international students but also has 

become a national agenda for different countries. According to Knight (2012), competition 

among higher education institutions will increase in terms of attracting the brightest 

students who can bring benefits to their countries. Knight (2012) also indicated that “higher 

education is becoming a more important actor in policymaking, and is now working in 

closer collaboration with immigration, industry and the science and technology sectors to 

build an integrated strategy for attracting and retaining knowledge workers” (p. 28). Host 

countries identify international students as a prospective source of skilled workforce; 

therefore, they adjust their immigration policies to encourage international students to stay 

and work after their graduation (Knight, 2012).  

Policy makers in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region are promoting the 

internationalisation of higher education sector by undertaking quality initiatives, 

developing educational hubs, and seeking the involvement of the higher education private 

sector (Vardhan, 2015). At the same time, they hope to balance out between moving toward 

internationalisation and the efforts to fit in the local views and national values of their 

countries (Vardhan, 2015). According to a recent report conducted by the British Council, 

the UAE is one of the countries that provides the best support to international higher 
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education based on three measures, namely: “openness of higher education systems, access 

and sustainability and quality assurance and recognition of international qualifications” 

(Pennington, 2017, para. 6). This is underlined by the UAE’s increasing enrolment of 

international students and the expansion of its education system’s internationalisation. An 

article published in Al Khaleej Times indicated that the UAE is expected to experience 

remarkable growth in the number of its international students (Nasir, 2018). Indeed, 

international students who choose the UAE for their higher education can now get a 5-year 

residency visa, which can be extended to 10 years if they demonstrate exceptional 

performance in their studies (Nasir, 2018). This promotes the UAE as a hub for higher 

education while it has also increased the number of international students coming to the 

country by 10% in the first year of the policy’s implementation and by 50% within 5 years 

(Alsharari, 2018; Mahani & Molki, 2011; Nasir, 2018). According to Dr Fazal Malik, an 

associate professor at Amity University, extending 10-year residency visas to exceptionally 

performing students provides them with the opportunity to gain employment. Thus, they 

become highly qualified professionals, thereby bringing significant improvements to the 

UAE’s “knowledge economy” (Nasir, 2018, para. 8). Therefore, with the potential growth 

of international students in the UAE, it is no wonder that student mobility and international 

students’ adjustment, primarily in their first year of study, will continue to be a significant 

priority for the institution under study.  

2.3 Push and Pull factors and Types of International Students  

There are different internal variables within the home country and external variables within 

the host country that drive students’ decision to study abroad. These factors are also known 

as “push and pull factors ” ( Perez-Encinas, Rodriguez-Pomeda, & De Wit, 2020, p. 1) or 
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as “push and pull variables [which affect significantly] the pace, directions and outcomes 

of international student mobility” (Choudaha & De Wit 2014, p.19). Based on earlier 

studies, De Wit (2008) identified five main factors for students’ decision to undertake 

international study: political, economic, social, cultural, and educational. Agarwal, Said, 

Sehoole, Sirozi, and De Wit (2008), identified the push factors as: educational such as the 

value of national degree versus the international one and ranking of higher education 

institutions, political and socio-cultural such as political instability and linguistic and 

information isolation, and economic such as financial capacity and employment 

opportunities after graduation. On the other hand, the pull factors are: educational such as 

diversity of higher education system, ranking of higher education institutions, and 

education cost; political and socio-cultural such as the language of instruction, academic 

freedom, and immigration policies; and economic factors such as level of financial support 

and employment opportunities during the study and after graduation (Agarwal et al., 2008).   

Perez-Encinas and  Rodriguez-Pomeda (2018) referred to factors related to the host 

institution reputation, financial matters such as living expenses, and teaching factors that 

depend on the characteristics of the host institution,  city, and country. Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002) argued that social and economic issues within the home country function as  ‘push’ 

factors for students to undertake their studies’ abroad. However, the selection of the host 

country to attain their degrees depends on several pull factors such as referrals of former 

alumni and the quality of reputation of the host country and its higher education institutions 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Caruso and De Wit (2015) revealed that students are likely to 

choose a country that can grant them funded services and financial incentives in addition 
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to other factors such as “the actual level of safety” ( p.1), degree of openness, and Per 

capita gross domestic product (GDP) of the host country.  

Several other studies revealed that family plays an important role in students’ education 

choice ( Joseph & Joseph 2000; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2002). One of the factors 

that make students decide to select a particular host country or institution to obtain their 

international education is the recommendations they receive from other family members 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Phang, 2013;  Pimpa, 2002). Family members who graduated 

from a particular institution and enjoyed their experience encourage students to join it. 

They also provide them with information about the host country, institution and academic 

programmes (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). According to Pimpa (2002), students are 

influenced by their families’ expectations: that students would benefit from an academic 

qualification from an overseas institution, become fluent in a foreign language, and gain 

life experiences (Pimpa, 2002). Also, international students largely depend on the financial 

support they receive from their families to pay for their tuition fees and cost of living 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2002). The family also plays an essential role in 

international students’ persistence in the education system ( Stevenson & Bland, 2017). 

Stevenson and Bland (2017) revealed that international students need family support, 

motivation, and encouragement in order to persist and continue their education, especially 

when they feel homesick and lonely, need financial support and want to discuss their 

feedback about assessments, workload, and academic insecurities.  

International students who decide to study abroad are not the same; they have different 

needs and expectations and should not be classified under one category (Choudaha, Orosz, 

& Chang, 2012). Choudaha et al. (2012) surveyed around “1,600 prospective international 
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students from 115 countries” in the United States, and they identified the following types 

of international students: 1) Strivers: Two-third of them are employed on a full time or 

part-time base at the time of their application process. One of their top three needs is to 

seek information on financial aids because they need to support themselves.  Despite that, 

67% of them seek to attend top tier US institutions. 2) Strugglers: They need to be further 

prepared to do well in the classroom. They also have limited financial resources and are 

less selective about the institution to attain their education; also, only 33% of them seek 

information about an academic institution's reputation. 3) Explorers: This group is very 

keen on studying abroad. Their interests are not mainly academics. They are also not fully 

prepared to attain the academic challenges of the best US tier institutions but are more 

likely to join second-tier US institutions. They are most interested in the student’s services 

and to learn about personal and experiential matters. 4) Highfliers: They are academically 

prepared and financially able to attend more expensive institutions. They seek US 

institutions for their reputation, and for almost half of them, the institution’s reputation is 

one of their top three information needs. (Choudaha et al., 2012). These types indicate that 

international students are highly heterogeneous and that their profiles, behaviours, and 

information needs are different from each other. Therefore,  higher education institutions 

need to deeply understand those differences to appropriately map their recruitment efforts 

and be more effective in resource allocation (Choudaha et al., 2012). The institution under 

study, with its 2014 International, Visiting and Exchange Student Policy, focuses on 

encouraging international students to enrol. The policy emphasises the facilities that can 

be provided to international students, such as giving them one semester grace period to 

complete the attestation of their certificates in addition to the possibility of sponsoring 
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some of them who meet the institution’s admission requirements. However, due to the high 

proportion of international students in this institution and their diverse cultural 

backgrounds, their needs and expectations might differ. Therefore, in this study, I hoped 

that international students would relate to their reasons for joining this institution and 

whether that played a role in their transitioning experiences. 

 

2.4 Internationalisation at Home  

Higher education institutions have increased the attention they have given to 

internationalise their education system in order “to contribute to the type of skills needed 

in a globalised and multicultural society” (Jones, Coelen, Beelen, & De Wit, 2016, 

p.1).  This has included deepening their understanding of what is needed to internationalise 

education and diversify their practice in order to enhance students’ educational experiences 

(Jones et al., 2016). Robson (2017) argued that if higher education institutions truly aim to 

internationalise, then “they should start at home” by reviewing “their current 

internationalization practices” (p. 368 ). Therefore, as institutions pay attention to the “ 

abroad side of internationalization” ( De Wit & Leask, 2015, p. 12), they also need to be 

more inclusive and pay more attention to the internationalisation of the curriculum at home 

to ensure that more or even all students are involved in internationalisation (De Wit & 

Hunter, 2015; De Wit & Leask, 2015).  

 

Therefore, Internationalisation at Home has become a “strategic priority”  for higher 

education institutions (Almeida, Robson, Morosini, & Baranzeli, 2019, p. 200), as it calls 

for enhancing “the quality of education and research for all students and staff”, not only 



33 

 

for mobile few, and to ensure internationalisation fully contribute to society (De Wit & 

Hunter, 2015, p. 3).  Therefore, internationalisation at home calls for putting more “focus 

on the curriculum and learning outcomes” (De Wit & Hunter, 2015, p. 2). This could be 

achieved through the “purposeful integration of international and intercultural dimensions 

into the formal and informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning 

environments” (Beelen & Jones, 2015, p. 69 ). In other words, internationalisation at home 

aims to  incorporate global, international and intercultural dimensions into the content of 

the curriculum, learning outcomes, teaching methods, assessments, and academic support 

services (Leask, 2015). According to De Wit and  Leask (2015), developing approaches to 

internationalisation that aims to ensure quality and innovation of education for all students 

are potentially able to address inequalities in educational settings and to assist in 

internationalising the learning outcomes for all students. Therefore, De Wit and Leask 

(2015) suggested that institutions that want to transform their identities and approaches to 

internationalisation need to change their internationalisation agenda and focus more on 

incorporating “epistemological, praxis, and ontological elements into the life and learning 

of today’s students” (p. x ). That can ensure that all graduates are well prepared and will 

make a positive change in the future (De Wit & Leask, 2015). Tran (2020) indicated that 

educators need to understand students’ identities, educational and cultural backgrounds, 

and their study purposes in order to provide effective teaching and learning practices in 

international education. Educators also need to build their capacities to adapt their 

curriculum and pedagogical strategies to cater to students' needs (Tran, 2020). Engaging 

international students and domestic students in reflexive practices and comparing 

contrasting processes about diverse cultural norms and prior experiences of people can help 
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students develop their capacities and open-minded perspectives to rationally learn from 

what the international students can bring into the classroom ( Tran, 2020). 

 Moreover, purposeful usage of international materials, perspectives, case studies and 

examples into the curriculum can diversify the curriculum content and pedagogical 

strategies, thus improving students’ global awareness and intercultural competence, which 

are vital for internationalising students’ learning outcomes and experiences (Tran, 2020).  

Furthermore, international students need to be positioned as “ co-constructors” ( Tran, 

2020,  p. xv) or  “ partners” ( Green, 2019,  p.10) of knowledge in the classroom 

community. There needs to be a recognition among all students and faculty in the 

classroom that everyone influences and contributes to the learning of others. This would 

make international students feel that they are an integral part of their curriculum, 

classrooms, and the institution community ( Tran, 2020). 

According to Carroll and Ryan (2005), intercultural learning does not take place by just 

placing students in multicultural groups. However, it requires “developing international 

teaching and learning environment” (Montgomery, 2009, p. 267) that warrants “intellectual 

and social exchange across cultures” (Montgomery, 2009, p. 256).  Robson (2011) 

indicated that  “ Forward thinking institutions”(p. 619) that aim to internationalise focus 

on both incoming international students and domestic student population and work on 

addressing the teaching and learning challenges that increase with the multicultural student 

population. Therefore, they attempt to make the curriculum more inclusive, engaging, and 

relevant to all students. According to Robson (2011):  

opportunities for self reflection, critical thinking and critical engagement 

with content and each other can assist students to make meaningful connections 
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to the curriculum and develop awareness of how identities and culture shape the 

ways in which they and others learn and apply their knowledge. (p.622) 

 

Although internationalised higher education institutions attempt to provide an ideal 

environment for cross-cultural interaction among all students, cross-cultural exchange of 

intellectual and social experiences are still limited amongst students (Montgomery, 2009; 

Strauss, Alice, & Young, 2011). A study by Strauss, Alice, and Young (2011) showed that 

students from multicultural backgrounds had initial discomfort with working in 

multicultural group projects because they preferred to be working with other students 

whom they share with the same linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Students will not 

prefer to work with people from other cultures unless they are strongly motived to do so 

(i.e., wanting to work with other group members who are reliable and hardworking).  

Strauss et al. (2011) indicated that “ such motivation can be provided by designing projects 

that call for diverse skills and knowledge and allowing students to gain some insight into 

the work ethic of their peers” (p.826). To avoid the students, self-select homogenous 

groups, there is a need for more careful planning in the curriculum, and an effective 

designing and management of group work, especially when groups consist of diverse 

groups of students (Cotton, George, & Joyner, 2013; Strauss et al., 2011). Cotton et al. 

(2013)  provided recommendations to motivating students to be involved in intercultural 

group work: 1) active classroom management and more “metacognitive” (p. 281) 

instructions given to all students before undertaking the group work, 2) allocating specific 

roles and responsibilities in advance to ensure equity among all group members and to 

achieve more balanced discussion and contributions, and 3) having minimal assessments 
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of group work in order to engage all students and to encourage them to focus on the 

importance of the intercultural interaction skills on their future careers (Cotton et al., 2013). 

 

Leask (2016) recommended that in order to have the internationalised curriculum be 

focusing on improving the learning for all the students, faculty members need to be 

involved in the process of internationalisation. They need to have the required knowledge, 

experiences and skills that are needed to internationalise the curriculum across their 

different disciplines of study. In addition, those educators who do not have these 

requirements should be supported by experts who can advise them to identify the learning 

outcomes and to support the students to achieve them (Leask, 2016). Moreover, the 

administrators at the higher education institutions that aim to internationalise their 

curriculum need to develop policies and provide strategies that focus on the concept and 

rationale of the internationalisation of the curriculum and address the needs of different 

disciplines (Green &Whitsed, 2015).  

The international dimension in higher education has also become more dominant in the 

institutions’ mission statements and institutional documents (De Wit & Adams, 2010). The 

institution where the study took place has recently updated its vision and mission 

statements, which reflect the influence of internationalisation. For example, for the 

academic year 2018-2019, the institution has identified its new vision for the year 2022 as 

a truly international experience. Moreover, its new mission statement underlines that the 

overall goal for the institution is to provide students with a world-class education that is 

transformative, innovative, flexible, student-centred, and internationally accredited and to 

prepare them for their future careers. 
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2.5 International Students’ Expectations 

 

International students might encounter major issues related to their adaptation to the new 

approaches to teaching and learning at their host institutions. In addition, their prior 

expectations might play a significant role in their transitioning. Maunder, Cunliffe, Galvin, 

Mjali and Rogers (2013) found that the cultural experiences of first- and second-year 

international students who participated in the study shaped their internal images about the 

institution, which they used to interpret their experiences and form their expectations. 

However, according to Crisp et al. (2009), international students’ expectations “when 

entering an institution for the first time may not necessarily align with the realities of 

common university practices” (p. 12). Kingston and Forland (2008) highlighted the 

misconceptions that arise between the expectations of East Asian students and the apparent 

rules that govern the U.K. higher education’s academic and social settings. For example, 

both faculty and native students had a common misconception that students from 

Confucian traditions perform less well than do their western peers. (Kingston & Forland, 

2008, para. 4); however, these researchers indicated that this misconception is often 

unsubstantiated. Kingston and Forland (2008) attributed the difference between the 

expectations of academic staff and those of East Asian students to the differences in the 

philosophies of the two cultures: The United Kingdom typifies a Western individualist 

culture, whereas East Asians tend to represent a collectivist culture. This, however, could 

give rise to tensions and might impact the social and learning experience of international 

students. 
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 Kingston and Forland (2008) also indicated that the gap in expectations between students 

and faculty could extend to issues related to the assessments techniques that impact East 

Asian students transition into the higher education system in the United Kingdom. The 

study revealed that one of the misunderstandings among the native academic staff is “their 

belief that students with Confucian philosophies use rote-learning methods as the sole 

means of learning” (Kingston & Forland, 2008, p. 206). However, numerous studies 

indicated that the memorisation process is effective for some learners because they use it 

to deepen their understanding and learning (Kingston & Forland, 2008; Tan, 2011). 

Moreover, the students learning approaches are impacted by the form of assessments 

(Entwistle, 2000). Some forms of assessments encourage a surface approach to learning 

(i.e. memorisation rote) (Au & Entwistle, 2001).  Au and Entwistle (2001) revealed that 

both British and Chinese students use rote memorisation to manage the assessments that 

require specific factual responses. Therefore, the approach to learning depends on the 

students and how they perceive the demands of the same assessment (Au & Entwistle, 

2001). Also, whether the classroom context is Western or non- Western, faculty members 

are responsible for achieving more profound learning outcomes; therefore, they need to 

support students and ensure that they all feel involved in the learning process (Watkins, 

2000).  In the institution where the study took place,  there is no one predominant culture . 

International students and international faculty are from   diverse cultural and academic 

backgrounds. Thus, I hoped that the data collected for this study would help in exploring 

whether the issue of cultural differences would impact the teaching experiences of the 

international faculty members and the learning experiences of the international students. 
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Dalglish and Chan (2005) advocated the importance of understanding the previous 

educational experiences of international students in order to help them adapt to the new 

teaching and learning styles to which they will be exposed in their new institution and to 

assist them in their transiting process. Gaining an understanding of the experiences of 

international students in their first year of study will enable the institution to develop 

research-informed interventions to facilitate the transition process (Dalglish & Chan, 

2005). In this study, students and faculty are from many different educational backgrounds. 

Therefore, some international faculty might be more familiar with particular teaching 

approaches than might others, and some international students might be more familiar with 

some pedagogies than might others. With such a wide variety of students and faculty from 

different countries, the variation of expectations and experiences can be extensive.  

Moreover, the high proportion of international students in the institution under study could 

increase their diversity with respect to their prior learning and academic experiences. 

According to Dorsett (2017), international students might have various academic 

expectations, especially about class preparation, group/individual work, plagiarism, 

academic preparation, and critical thinking. At the institution where the study took place, 

the students in their first semester of study are required to attend some sessions organised 

by the Student Affairs Department during the orientation week. In those sessions, these 

students are introduced to their new environment, where they receive orientation about 

digital literacy, library facilities, safety and security, peer mentoring, advising and 

registration, and students’ rights and responsibilities, while also learning about the Office 

of Academic Integrity. Moreover, first-year students are required to take a course in their 

first semester of study, wherein they are introduced to the university environment and to 
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the academic skills that are essential for their success at the university. In this course, the 

students get to know the concepts and skills they need for their personal and intellectual 

growth such as self-management, research techniques, critical thinking enhancement, 

problem-solving, and academic integrity. In this study, international students would have 

the opportunity to describe their views about these experiences and whether they have 

found them helpful when adapting to the new learning experiences at the institution.  

 

 

2.6 International and Domestic Students 

 

One challenge facing the internationalisation of higher education is for international 

students to engage with local students, thereby reducing the gap between them (Xiao, 

2018). A study by Urban and Palmer (2014) on the perceptions of international students 

enrolled at a university in the United States revealed that the presence of international 

students in an institution cannot be considered as a sign of internationalisation unless the 

institution helps international students to engage fully with the domestic students, both 

inside and outside the classroom. According to Urban and Palmer (2014), cultural events 

provide international students with substantial opportunities to engage with domestic 

students; therefore, it is important to make these events available for all potential 

participants. Arthur (2017) also indicated that the engagement of international students is 

essential for them as they obtain unique opportunities to enhance their cross-cultural 

learning and communication. However, Xiao (2018) argued that this has become 

complicated and fragmented somehow; thus, the gap in higher education institutions 

between these two groups needs to be bridged. According to Wu, Garza, and Guzman 
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(2015), international students advance the academic excellence of the institutions they 

attend because many of them are offered adequate academic preparation in their home 

countries before joining international institutions. International students also offer an 

important source of cultural diversity because they bring with them new and different ways 

of thinking. Xiao (2018) has also emphasised that higher education institutions should 

foster international students’ integration, bringing together  various approaches and 

perspectives, increasing community engagement, and letting both groups (i.e., international 

students and local students) learn from each other. International students also help other 

students and faculty build their cultural sensitivities and abilities to work with people from 

various backgrounds (Wu et al., 2015). Although most of this literature tends to focus on 

international students as a minority of the student population, in the institution under study, 

the situation is somehow more complicated because the proportion of international students 

in the institution as a whole was 67.92%, compared to local students who made up 32.08% 

of the student population, according to the 2017-2018 Academic Year Statistics (at the time 

of the study). Also, the proportion of international students in the main campus, where the 

study took place, was 70.07% for international students compared to 29.93% for local 

students. However, international students are not one homogeneous group but rather come 

from many different countries and cultural backgrounds (see Section 1.2). I hoped that the 

data to be collected in this study would lead to the identification of initiatives taken by 

teaching and administrative staff as well as senior management to help international 

students integrate with co-nationals and local students through social activities and 

academic settings.  
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2.7 English Language as a Medium of Instruction 
 

Many researchers have reported that language proficiency plays a significant role in 

international students’ academic success  as well as in their social and cultural adjustment 

(Alsahafi & Shin, 2016; Bifuh-Ambe, 2009; Da Cunha, Volpato, Marques Rocha, & Moog 

Pinto, 2017; Dorsett, 2017; Guo & Chase, 2011; Trice, 2007; Wu et al., 2015; Yi, Lin, & 

Kishimoto, 2003). The English language has a strong presence in higher education globally 

and has become the most prominent language due to its essential role in developing 

education and business worldwide (Al-Sobhi & Preece, 2018). O’Dowd (2018) reported 

that many higher education institutions use English as the medium of instruction to, 

respectively, internationalise, make their programmes more attractive to international 

students, and enhance the international status of their staff. However, international students 

might face a challenge related to their adaptation to language differences while being 

exposed to new content that they had not known before (Da Cunha et al., 2017).  

The English language proficiency of students might vary based on the primary language 

that they speak, read, write, and comprehend. The author of the   English Proficiency Index  

(Education First, 2015), who studied 910,000 adults from 70 countries, revealed that 

“regions are still the strongest predictor of English ability,” and that is particularly obvious 

in the Middle East, Latin America, and parts of Europe (p. 4). For example, this report 

revealed that adults in the Middle East and North Africa had very weak English skills 

compared to adults in other regions (Education First, 2015). In the same report, it was also 

revealed that the UAE was the country most highly proficient in the English language 

proficiency of the 11 Arab states that were included in the survey (i.e., the UAE, Yemen, 

Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Qatar, Libya, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, and Algeria) (Education 
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First, 2015). Still, according to the same survey, the UAE, with a world ranking of 42, was 

classified as having “low” English proficiency compared to the other countries in the study 

(Education First, 2015, p. 49). This report helped me to understand that the place of origin 

of international students probably has an impact on their English language abilities. For 

many international students in the institution under study, English is not their first 

language; therefore, their proficiency level might vary due to factors that can be related to 

their educational and cultural backgrounds. Some students who have limited English 

language proficiency might find it difficult to fully process new content, compared to other 

students who are much more proficient in English.  

The primary concern that comes to mind is to understand what higher education institutions 

do to support students when they use English as the medium of instruction. The findings 

of a survey conducted by O’Dowd (2018) in 70 European universities between 2014 and 

2015 revealed that different methods and approaches were used in training faculty in 

various European universities for teaching using English as the medium of instruction. 

However, the study also highlighted the need to have a broader agreement on what the 

faculty training should include across the spectrum of European higher education, taking 

into consideration the requirements of each discipline and what is being taught through 

English. In the institution being studied, English is the medium of study for most of the 

programmes taught so that international students are experiencing most of their courses 

through English. There are no training sessions for faculty to learn how to teach through 

English before they start their instruction. In this study, I am interested in finding out what 

strategies and techniques international faculty use to deal with varying language 

proficiency to promote language skills of students. Therefore, in this study, I will provide 
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the opportunity for international faculty to discuss issues of teaching in English and 

strategies they have found effective. 

 

2.8 International Students Retention and Institutional Support  

 

Many international students face challenges due to pursuing their education outside of their 

home countries, which affects their adjustment process. These challenges include: 

“unfamiliar living circumstances … or any difficulties related to language, culture, and 

personal barriers” (Wu et al., 2015, p. 2). Moreover, the first-year experience of university 

is itself challenging and difficult for students as they transition to higher education (Flierl, 

Howard, Zakharov, Zwicky, & Weiner, 2018; Webster, Richards, de Zwart, Reilly, & Le 

Mire, 2018). Much of the literature on internationalisation focused on the challenges 

international students encountered as they transition into higher education institutions. For 

example, a study by Guo and Chase (2011), conducted on international students studying 

in Canadian institutions, revealed that international students faced major challenges related 

to their integration into the Canadian institutions including marginalisation, alienation, 

isolation, and low self-esteem. Another study conducted in Turkey (Cetinkaya-Yildiz, 

Cakir, & Kondakci, 2011), involved the examination of factors that lead to psychological 

distress among international students. The findings indicated that observed cultural 

difference, integration into social life in the host country, and life satisfaction were the 

major causes of “psychological distress” among international students in Turkey 

(Cetinkaya-Yildiz, Cakir, & Kondakci, 2011, p. 534). 
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Student integration into their social community can be understood from how rich their 

interaction with other peers and faculty members is, their academic progress, and their 

understanding of the academic expectations at the institution (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, & 

Hayek, 2006).  According to   Wilcox,  Winn, and Fyvie‐Gauld (2005) aspects related to 

social support in the academic side (that is, with other students and faculty staff ) can either 

facilitate or hinder first-year students’ “quest to develop workable and supportive 

friendship networks” (p. 716) and are major factors for their decision to stay or leave the 

institution. For example, early social networks with approachable academic staff and 

friends on course supported first-year students with aspects related to their academic work. 

Academic staff and friends helped in international students’ social integration into the 

institution life and were more central to them than their course work (Wilcox et al., 2005). 

Wilcox et al. (2005) found that using high standards of teaching and learning strategies and 

a wide range of collaborative and interactive methods such as working in small groups are 

important approaches for enhancing student retention and helping them get to know each 

other in a better way.  

International students can also be retained through good teaching which can be spotted in: 

1) classroom interaction (i.e. how students and faculty relate to each other), 2) what faculty 

do in the classroom to acknowledge students and encourage them to participate such as 

using different methods for solving problems, helping students enhance their problem-

solving skills, listening to students questions and inviting their comments, preparing 

additional materials, and providing extra explanations, and 3)  fair assessments (Mesa, 

Burn, & White, 2015).  Concerning fair assessments, Mesa et al.(2015) recommended that 

when there are common final examinations, faculty need to collaborate in terms of making 
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contributions and designing examinations. They also need to use a common rubric to grade 

the common final examination. This could ensure equality of outcomes and lead to 

improving student learning (Mesa et al., 2015). Rasmussen and Ellis (2015) also indicated 

that having common final examinations does not entail that faculty members teaching the 

same course are controlled, but it entails an important aspect of the coordination system 

because faculty meet regularly to discuss different issues related to assignments and 

examinations. In this study, international students and faculty might like to describe   the 

way common final examinations are coordinated and implemented at the institution and 

how that could help or hinder first-year students’ learning experiences.   

Knowledge of the factors that help international students in their adjustment process can 

help academic institutions to serve them better (Mesidor & Sly, 2016). These factors 

include recognising the academic, cultural, and social services needed to improve 

international students’ adjustment (Andrade, 2006; Mesidor & Sly, 2016). According to 

Mesidor and Sly (2016), the adjustment of each international student is a “unique process” 

(p. 276), which could be the reason why international students can find it difficult to adjust 

to their new environments and way of life (Banjong, 2015). Being a unique experience 

makes it more challenging to find supportive strategies, but there is also evidence of some 

commonalities. Salinitri (2005) provided evidence that successful mentoring programmes, 

which include academic and personal counselling helped low-achieving students, who 

participated in the study, increase their overall grade point average (GPA) and retention 

rates compared to other students who did not join the mentoring programmes. This reveals 

that when institutions design similar effective programmes to help first-year students, they 

can help low achievers improve their levels of academic performance, in the long run 
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enhancing their retention rates. The institution being studied has academic centres that 

provide academic support to first-year students. There used to be two separate centres 

during the academic year 2017–2018: a Writing Centre, which helps students improve their 

academic and technical writing skills, and a Learning Support Centre, which provides the 

students with academic support, especially in their different first-year subjects. The two 

centres merged in August 2018 into the Academic Success Centre. Therefore, the students 

who participate in the study have the opportunity to reflect on their experiences with the 

academic support centres. 

Successful integration of international students into the institution’s learning environment 

is also considered an essential factor to increase their retention rates (Tas, 2013). According 

to Lee (2012), creative social support programs and institutional support positively impact 

the retention of international students. Guo and Chase (2011) developed an international 

program to integrate and to adapt the international students into the Canadian learning 

environment. The finding showed that the program “developed a sense of belonging, 

increased cross-cultural understanding and raised awareness about global issues. More 

importantly, it helped international students with their integration into a Canadian learning 

community” (p. 305). According to Jibreel (2015), the goal of international students is to 

belong to their new environment and reduce their feelings of distress and loneliness; 

however, failing to form social relationships with other people in the host culture could 

influence student personal adjustment.  Tran (2020) indicated that the successful 

integration of international students depends on the empathy faculty and students in the 

host institution display towards international students. In order to develop empathy among 

all students and enhance the sense of belonging among international students, faculty need 
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to develop activities that can help other students understand how international students feel 

when they are in a new academic and social environment (Tran, 2020).   

Carroll and Ryan (2005)  reported that the support provided to international students when 

studying in Western countries starts when institutions arrange some services before their 

arrival, including pre-arrival information, information on the given institution’s website 

with answers to frequently answered questions, and different forms of buddy systems or 

mentoring to link newly enrolled international students with home students or other senior 

international students. The offices of academic advisors in Western universities also 

provide international students with information about the available academic services, 

social activities, and orientation in written form for those international students who have 

missed the orientation days (Carroll & Ryan, 2005). As part of the academic and social 

support provided, faculty and support staff also play a significant role in supporting 

international students to adjust to Western countries (Carroll & Ryan, 2005). However, 

despite the importance of the previously mentioned literature dealing with the support 

provided in Western countries to enhance international students’ social and academic 

experiences, my research context is quite different because the institution under study is 

non-Western. However, the institution strives to internationalise and to provide academic 

and social services to its international undergraduate students. Therefore, in this study, I 

hoped that international students would be able to identify the support services at the 

institution that they view as being helpful or problematic to their adjustment process.  

Tas (2013) pointed out that orientation programs are crucial to the retention process. They 

provide international students with continuous support, not only in introducing and 

welcoming them before their arrival but also after joining the institution. According to 
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Murphy, Hawkes,  and  Law (2002),  some international students are not emotionally, 

psychologically, and socially prepared for life in a new environment and culture; therefore, 

there need to be special orientations to encounter the difficulties they face in their transition 

into their institutions. There is a need for proactive measures at the host institution to 

increase the awareness of international students of the institution and the new community 

culture they will join ( Murphy et al., 2002).  

Güvendir (2018) in a study that included first-year students undergraduate and graduate 

international students at a higher education institution in the United States, examined the 

relationship between the frequency of using the centre for orientation training sessions and 

the international students’ social success. Güvendir (2018)  found that the training sessions 

were important for international students’  transition and integration into the institution. 

Moreover, Murphy et al. (2002) revealed that web-based orientation provides valuable 

information for international students and help them to transition into the host institution 

and new country. The web-based orientation can offer supportive information to students 

starting from the pre-departure orientation information to the support international students 

need upon graduation such as application to graduate and job search. (Murphy et al., 2002). 

Web-based orientation can also provide international and domestic students with general 

information about admission procedures, academic requirements, financial support, and 

types of technology available to students. Moreover, Web-based orientation can provide 

direct information to international students about visa applications, authorisation forms and 

information about campus life such as information about community programs, academic 

support, counselling programs, and intercultural clubs (Murphy et al., 2002).  
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Mack (2010) indicated that the adjustment period for international students may last from 

the first week till the end of the first semester; therefore, orientation has become a critical 

part of institutions’ enrollment management and retention plans. According to Mack 

(2010), institutions need to carefully plan and implement their orientation programs 

because a positive orientation experience can help the international students sit their 

expectations, see how they can fit and serve them to finalise their enrollment decisions. 

Positive orientation experience can also positively contribute to students’ transition 

experience by educating them about the available resources at the institution that can ensure 

their academic and social success (Mack, 2010).  

Mann, Andrews, and Rodenburg (2010) provided insight into the components that should 

be in the orientation program and also provided guidelines to effectively implement the 

orientation program. While Mann et al. (2010) acknowledged that the components to be 

used in the orientation program might vary from one campus into another, they indicated 

that to ensure smooth integration of the students into their new learning environment,  the 

components of the orientation program need to be designed according to the diverse needs 

of students. These components are related to the physiological needs of students such as: 

1) living on campus, 2) safety needs such as community standards and campus polices, 3) 

belonging needs such as campus activities and icebreakers with other students, 4) esteem 

needs such as academic integrity, study skills, and academic requirements, and 5) self-

actualisation needs such as career planning information (Mann et al., 2010).  

Ward-Roof and Guthrie  (2010) also recommended those who are in charge of students’ 

orientation, transition, and retention to involve orientation staff, financial personnel, and 

academics when they discuss student retention issues. This is because they will be more 
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aware of how vital retention programs are to achieve the institutional mission and make 

students experience a success (Ward-Roof & Guthrie, 2010). Moreover, Mann et al. (2010) 

highlighted that the orientation programs need to be tailored as per the various populations 

of students such as international students, student-athletes and honour students. In these 

different orientations, the students receive the same information as the general student 

population. Still, the delivery of the orientation programs is tailored to supplement and 

assist each group with specific information that can help them to address their unique 

transitions needs (Mann et al., 2010).    

 The institution under study usually holds orientation sessions during the second week of 

the semester (after the students are enrolled and already registered in courses). This 

institution mandates that all new students, including international ones, must attend those 

orientation sessions to introduce them to the institution and to help them adjust to campus 

life. In this study, international students and faculty would evaluate the orientation sessions 

provided to international students and whether that helps or hinders their first-year 

experiences.  

International students studying at the institution contribute to the diversity of the classroom 

and to the internationalisation of the institution itself. According to Carroll and Ryan 

(2005), international students bring their various perspectives into the classroom. They are 

future ambassadors, not only for their institutions but also for the country they are studying 

in as well for their home countries. Therefore, embracing them has good returns for their 

institutions, including enhancing academic prestige, financial benefits, and cultural 

exchanges (Carroll & Ryan, 2005; Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2015). Due to the large number 

of private higher education institutions in UAE, the institution being studied has made the 
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retention issue one of its top priorities. Thus, the data to be collected from the international 

students and faculty might be helpful to the institution to determine what could be enhanced 

in order to promote retention.  

In addition to positive orientation experience, literature revealed that campus residency for 

students could also improve their resilience and retention (Flowers, 2004; Pike & Kuh, 

2005; Schudde, 2011). For example, Schudde (2011) studied whether living on-campus 

housing influence student retention. The study found that the probability of students staying 

enrolled in their second year of study was higher among students residing on campus than 

those residing off-campus. (Schudde, 2011). Students who reside on campus have better 

opportunities to receive social support and a bigger chance to access additional resources ( 

e.g., staff members and resident advisors) in comparison to off-campus students.  

Therefore, living on campus can lead to an increased social integration into the campus 

community which “is an important predictor of retention” (Schudde, 2011, p. 3). Kaya 

(2004) demonstrated that first-year students residing on-campus dormitories found 

residence hall as helpful because that helped them increase their personal, academic, social, 

and institutional adjustment into their college experience. Also, Flowers (2004)  found that 

living on campus had positive effects on the personal and social development of African 

American students. Flowers (2004) revealed that the students who interacted ( asked for 

assistance or offered to help others with academic work ) and got involved in educational 

services and programs in the residential hall reported a higher level of personal and social 

development than other African students who were living off-campus. 

However, dormitories experiences sometimes can make international students’ adjustment 

and integration into their new environment become harder (Algahtani, 2015). Algahtani 
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(2015) revealed that the dormitories in the United Stated do not meet the expectation of 

students, especially those who are new to the US culture and lifestyle. Most students do 

not prefer to live on campus because  “dormitories lack pleasant ambience, convenience 

and comfort” as a result of being poorly designed ( Algahtani, 2015, p. iii). According to 

Algahtani (2015),  that can lead to a sense of isolation and separation among international 

students and to facing difficulties in their integration into their new academic and social 

environment. However, Algahtani (2015) indicated that if the design and living space of 

these dormitories have been changed,  they will become more appealing for international 

students and will attract them to live on-campus. Thus, international students can be more 

involved in social activities, have access to the institution’s resources and facilities,  and 

have a better chance to interact with domestic students. This, in consequence, can enhance 

international students transition and improve their psychological, academic and social 

experiences ( Algahtani, 2015).  

2.9 Institutional Staff Support and Development  
 

Faculty play an essential role in the internationalisation process (Childress, 2010). 

Therefore, it is necessary to understand the factors that result in their engagement in 

internationalisation. Faculty help international students to cope in their new environments 

and to help them to succeed in their studies (Carroll & Ryan, 2005). Li and Tu (2016) 

conducted a study in China which revealed that providing faculty with positive motivation 

and incentives to enhance their competence and efficacy played a significant role in their 

engagement in internationalisation. Schoepp (2011) surveyed 364 expatriate (international) 

faculty members from four public higher education institutions in the UAE. The findings 

revealed that “global citizenry” (i.e., international and cross-cultural experience) was one 
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of the leading reasons that motivated expatriate faculty to remain in their institutions in the 

UAE (Schoepp, 2011, p. 58). The international faculty members in the institution under 

study might not be different from expatriate faculty's perspectives in Schoepp’s (2011) 

study. They are probably motivated by issues of global citizenry and to be engaged in 

internationalisation. Ababneh (2020), who studied 249 faculty members representing all 

26 universities in the United Arab Emirates revealed that understanding faculty’s attitudes, 

perceptions, actual behaviour and behavioural intentions is essential for any higher 

education institution looking for being efficient and effective in its learning process. 

 Moreover, some studies have indicated that faculty can improve their intercultural skills 

and teaching approaches if they receive proper professional development. For example, 

Arthur (2017) suggested that faculty need preparation and development to be able to 

support international students and to provide them with a high-quality educational 

experience. Likewise, Teixeira dos Santos (2014) suggested that one way to improve the 

quality of internationalised education is to start by training faculty. In addition, Sia (2015), 

who conducted a study in Uzbekistan, recommended that institutions train the faculty 

academically by guiding them on pedagogical issues and culture, and by advising them 

about the specific differences of each country. Likewise, Urban, Navarro, and Borron 

(2018) recommended adequate faculty development programmes that train faculty in 

global matters, pedagogy, and content. In the institution under study, new faculty receive 

essential start-up orientation from the Human Resources Department. In addition, the 

institution organises and facilitates a Faculty Development Day that usually takes place at 

the beginning of each regular semester (Fall and Spring). Moreover, when new faculty 

members join the institution, they are usually assigned to colleagues in the college who 
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mentor their work and introduce them to the syllabus and curriculum. However, there is no 

one form of training or a development programme, that prepares all new international 

faculty how to teach and communicate with culturally diverse students.  

As mentioned earlier, according to the institution’s records for the academic year 2017-

2018 (the time of the study), international students are not a minority in the institution; they 

make up almost two thirds of the first-year undergraduate students. In addition, 

international faculty make up 96.55% of the overall ratio of faculty. Therefore, students’ 

cultural differences and linguistic diversification can present faculty with challenges when 

selecting and designing the curriculum, teaching methods, and assessing students. Some 

international faculty may stick only to a traditional teaching approach wherein the class 

content is just theoretical and based on rules and discipline instead of focusing on what the 

learners need to do and how the content can engage all students. They might only use the 

traditional teaching approach because they do not have prior experience in teaching, or it 

can be the dominant pedagogy in their education system. In this study, international 

students would evaluate the teaching strategies that faculty use in their classrooms and 

whether that helps or hinders students’ learning experiences.  

 

2.10 Theoretical Framework (Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions) 
 

The varied cultural backgrounds of both student and faculty suggest a more complex notion 

of internationalisation than that commonly related in the literature. The cultural dimensions 

of the host country are not necessarily reflected in the institution being studied because the 

vast majority of staff, including faculty, are also from a variety of cultural backgrounds. 



56 

 

Because in my reading of the literature, I saw that having a majority of international 

students and faculty was unusual, I felt that the multiple cultures represented could have a 

significant influence of how students experienced their first year. I felt it was possible that 

their experiences of factors which promoted or hindered their persistence, might be 

different depending on their cultural backgrounds. The fact that Hofstede (2010) had 

specifically considered his dimensions in relation to education led me to believe that this 

framework might be very helpful when it came to interpreting my findings.  

Hofstede et al. (2010) have defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind that 

distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others” (p. 6). These 

cultural dimensions refer to the state of affairs that distinguish one country (not the 

individuals of that country) from another. In the beginning, Hofstede (1980) studied culture 

and its influence in the workplace when he was employed at International Business 

Machines Cooperation (IBM). After 10 years of researching and interviewing individuals 

from more than 40 countries, his cultural dimensions framework emerged. The data that 

Hofstede collected via his 1967-1973 research helped to identify four cultural dimensions 

that were subsequently used to distinguish one culture from another (Hofstede et al., 2010). 

Hofstede added a fifth dimension in 1988 and the sixth dimension in 2010 (Hofstede, 

2011). In this theoretical framework, Hofstede uses a scale ranging from 0 to 100, with 50 

as a mid-level to analyse the results. Based on the data collected from each culture, if the 

score of a given country in one of the dimensions exceeds 50, then the cultural scale for 

that country is high, and if it is under 50, then the cultural scale for that country is low 

(Crosson, 2010; Hofstede et al., 2010). For example, a culture with a score of 40 would be 

collectivist, and a culture with a score of 80 would be individualist (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 

 Hofstede’s Six Cultural Dimensions (Hofstede et al., 2010)   

 

 

2.10.1 A Summary of Hofstede’s six dimensions.  

 

1. Low power distance / high power distance. 

 

Hofstede et al. (2010) defined power distance “as the extent to which the less powerful 

members of institutions and organisations within a country expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally” (p. 61). Power and inequality are fundamental in any society 

(Hofstede, 2011, 2013; Hofstede et al., 2010). Hofstede (2011) also has argued that “All 

societies are unequal, but some are more unequal than others” (p. 9).  

Hofstede (1986) related the differences in faculty-student and student-student relationships 

to the first dimension (power distance). Table 3 presents some of the major differences that 

I have adapted (i.e., extracted relevant information) from Hofstede’s (1986) original tables.  
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Table 3 

 Power Distance Dimension: Faculty-Student and Student-Student interaction (Adapted 

from Hofstede, 1986, p. 313) 

 

Power Distance Dimension and Faculty – Student and Student – Student 

Interaction 

Small (i.e. Low) Power Distance Large (i.e. High) Power Distance 

A teacher should respect the 

independence of his/ her students 

A teacher merits the respect of his/her 

students 

Student-centred education (premium 

on initiative) 

Teacher-centred education (premium on 

order) 

Teacher expects students to initiate 

communication 

Students expect teacher to initiate 

communication 

Students may speak up spontaneously 

in class 

Students speak in class only when invited 

by the teacher 

Students allowed to contradict or 

criticize teacher 

Teacher is never contracted nor publicly 

criticized  

Outside class, teachers are treated as 

equals  

Respect for teachers is also shown 

outside class 

Effectiveness of learning related to 

amount of two-way communication in 

class 

Effectiveness of learning related to 

excellence of the teacher  

 

Based on the high and low power distance characteristics detailed earlier, it is clear that 

teaching and learning pedagogies are affected by this dimension. For example—and 

generally speaking—in a high-power distance culture, students are taught to be obedient at 

school and home and to treat teachers with high levels of respect. Faculty are also the ones 

who take all the initiative, whereas students do not undertake any initiative because this 

might be considered as being disrespectful in that culture. In contrast, in a low power 

distance culture, students treat faculty equally, and faculty expect students to take some 

initiative in the classroom. In the institution under study, some students come from what 

Hofstede et al. (2010) deem to represent high power distance cultures such as India, 
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Pakistan, Jordan, and Egypt. Meanwhile, the same group of students might be taught by 

faculty from a low power distance culture such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 

and Canada. This study will examine whether the cultural differences between faculty and 

students, as well as among the students themselves, have an impact on the learning 

experiences of international students. 

 

2. Low uncertainty avoidance / high uncertainty avoidance. 

Uncertainty avoidance “deals with a society's tolerance for ambiguity” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 

10), and refers to the extent that people from a particular culture are comfortable or 

uncomfortable in chaotic situations. Hofstede (1986) listed the differences between 

faculty-student and student-student relationships with reference to the uncertainty 

avoidance dimension. Table 4 presents some of the expected major differences as adapted 

(i.e. extracted relevant information) from Hofstede’s (1986) study. 
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Table 4 

Uncertainty Avoidance Dimension: Faculty-Student and Student-Student interaction 

(Adapted from Hofstede, 1986, p. 314) 

Uncertainty Avoidance Dimension and Faculty – Student and Student – Student 

Interaction 

 Weak (i.e. Low) Uncertainty 

Avoidance  

Strong (i.e. High) Uncertainty 

Avoidance  

Students feel comfortable in 

unstructured learning situations: vague 

objectives, broad assignments, no 

timetables 

Students feel comfortable in structured 

learning situations: precise objectives, 

detailed assignments, strict timetables 

Teachers are allowed to say “I don’t 

know” 

Teachers are expected to have all the 

answers 

A good teacher uses plain language Good teacher uses academic language’ 

Students are rewarded for innovative 

approaches to problem solving 

Students are rewarded for accuracy in 

problem solving 

Teachers are expected to suppress 

emotions (and so are students) 

Teachers are allowed to behave 

emotionally (and so are students) 

 

Based on the detailed characteristics concerning low/high uncertainty avoidance cultural 

dimensions and their impact on classroom interactions, it is clear that teaching and learning 

pedagogies are affected by this dimension. For example, in a high uncertainty avoidance 

culture, such as the UAE (the host nation culture in this study) and Saudi Arabia (the KSA), 

generally speaking, people exhibit high uncertainty avoidance (namely, a score of 80). The 

people have an emotional need for rigid rules to avoid uncertainty. Having a high 

uncertainty avoidance means that people from those two cultures get annoyed by 

uncertainty. Thus, they attempt to prevent it by preferring to follow the rules. In the 

institution under study, some students come from high uncertainty avoidance cultures such 

as the UAE and the KSA. 
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Meanwhile, the same group of students might be taught by faculty from a similar or even 

higher uncertainty avoidance culture such as Russia (Hofstede et al., 2010). Moreover, the 

same group of UAE and KSA students might attend another class with faculty from a low 

uncertainty avoidance culture like Ireland. Each faculty member might be using different 

approaches in the classroom. The faculty from high uncertainty avoidance cultures might 

find it inappropriate that students have different opinions and disagree with him or her; 

however, a faculty member from a low uncertainty avoidance culture might find the 

different perspectives of students an opportunity to stimulate students’ critical thinking and 

data analysis. In this study, the situation is even more complicated, given the range of 

cultural differences due to the students’ cultural diversity. Indeed, it can be expected that 

in any given classroom in the institution, there will be students from both high and low 

uncertainty avoidance cultures.  

In this study, the responses of the participants (international students and faculty) will help 

to configure whether the cultural differences between faculty and students and among the 

students themselves are explicitly reflected in their teaching and learning experiences.  

 

3. Femininity / masculinity. 

Here, masculinity is seen as the opposite to femininity at the societal level, “not as an 

individual characteristic” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 12). This dimension is fundamental for any 

society and focuses on how values are distributed between genders. Hofstede (1986) related 

differences in faculty-student and student-student relationships to the 

masculinity/femininity dimension. Table 5 presents some of the major differences as 

adapted (i.e., extracted relevant information) from Hofstede’s (1986) study. 
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Table 5 

 Masculinity/Femininity Dimension: Faculty-Student and Student-Student Interaction 

(Adapted from Hofstede, 1986, p. 315) 

 

Masculinity – Femininity Dimension and Faculty – Student and Student – Student 

Interaction 

Feminine Societies Masculine Societies 

Teachers avoid openly praising students Teachers openly praise good students 

System rewards students’ social 

adaptation  

System rewards students’ academic 

adaptation performance 

A student’s failure in school is a 

relatively minor accident 

A student’s failure in school is a severe 

blow to his/her self-image and may, in 

extreme cases, lead to suicide 

Students admire friendliness in teachers Students admire brilliance in teachers 

Students practice mutual solidarity Students compete with each other in 

class 

Students attempt to behave modestly Students attempt to make themselves 

visible 

 

 

Based on the detailed characteristics of the masculine/feminine dimension in classroom 

interaction, it is clear that teaching and learning pedagogies are affected by this dimension; 

therefore, it is important to underline that the institution under study is a segregated 

educational system where male and female students attend same-sex classes (see Section 

1.2). However, female students are drawn from diverse cultures, and the same applies to 

male students. For example, a female Nigerian student, whose society is rather masculine, 

with a score of 60 (Hofstede et al., 2010) might not have the same learning and interaction 

skills as a female student who is from the Philippines whose society scores 35 (Hofstede 

et al., 2010). In a masculine society, students are driven by achievement, competition, and 

success. They are more concerned about their related academic interactions with faculty 

and peers; however, students from a feminine society care more about the quality of life. 
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They enjoy social interaction more than being concerned about wanting the best grades or 

the highest academic performance.  

According to this dimension, faculty’s behavioural patterns are also affected by the 

masculinity or femininity of their societies. Hofstede et al. (2010) indicate that “in feminine 

cultures, teachers will rather praise weaker students, to encourage them, than openly praise 

good students. Awards for excellence—whether for students or teachers—are not popular; 

excellence is a masculine term” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 159). However, “on the masculine 

side, teachers’ brilliance and academic reputation and students’ academic performance are 

the dominant factors” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p .162). Thus, Egyptian faculty in the 

institution under study, whose society is relatively feminine with a score of 45 (Hofstede 

et al., 2010), might avoid openly praising good students because Egyptian society values 

“equality and solidarity” in work (Hofstede, 2018, n.p.). However, faculty from the United 

States, whose society has a high masculinity score of 62 (Hofstede et al., 2010), openly 

praises students for good performance because U.S. society not only values its people when 

they work to be the best but also when they freely display their success. 
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4. Collectivism / individualism. 

 

Table 6  

Individualism/Collectivism Dimension: Faculty-Student and Student-Student Interaction 

(Adapted from Hofstede, 1986, p. 312) 

 

Individualism – Collectivism Dimension and Faculty – Student and Student – 

Student Interaction 

Collectivist Societies Individualist Societies 

Positive association in society with 

whatever is rooted in tradition 

Positive association in society with 

whatever is “new” 

Students expect to learn how to do Students expect to learn how to learn 

Individual students will only speak up 

in class when called upon personally 

by the teacher 

Individual students will speak up in class 

in response to a general invitation 

by the teacher 

Individuals will only speak up in small 

groups 

Individuals will speak up in large groups 

Large classes split socially into smaller, 

cohesive subgroups based on 

particularist criteria (e.g., ethnic 

affiliation) 

Subgroupings in class vary from one 

situation to the next based on 

universalists criteria (e.g., the task “at 

hand” 

Formal harmony in learning situations 

should be maintained at all times (T-

groups are taboo) 

Confrontation in learning situations can 

be salutary: conflicts can be brought into 

the open 

Neither the teacher nor any student 

should ever be made to lose face 

Face-consciousness is weak 

Teachers are expected to give 

preferential treatment to some students 

(e.g., based on ethnic affiliation or on 

recommendation by an influential 

person) 

Teachers are expected to be strictly 

impartial 

 

 

The collectivism/individualism dimension, together with the power distance dimension, 

tend to differentiate between wealthy and poor societies (Hofstede, 1986) while revealing 

the extent to which people are integrated into certain groups within their societies. In some 

cultures, an individual cares about his or her own self and immediate family, while ties 

among individuals are looser. However, in a collectivist society, people are unified and 
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integrated into strong groups while people care about others in the same group and even 

take care of extended families (Hofstede, 2011). 

According to Hofstede et al.’s (2010) when faculty from  an individualist society move to 

teach in a more collectivist society, they might complain that the students do not speak up 

in class, while those students from collectivist societies might only speak up when the 

faculty ask them to do so. These cultural differences might extend to other differences 

between the institution’s students and faculty. The students from collectivist societies 

might be used to their traditional methods of instruction, whereby they receive instructions 

on what to do from the faculty, while the faculty members from individualistic societies 

will lean towards involving these students and encouraging them to learn themselves. 

Therefore, Hofstede et al. (2010) recommend that if the faculty member wants the student 

to participate and to answer a particular question, the teacher needs to address that specific 

student personally. 

 

5. Long-term / short-term orientation. 

This dimension was added in 1988, and it is strongly associated with organisations’ 

economic development (Hofstede, 2011). Those organisations with long-term orientations 

emphasise future outcomes and deep and stable progression investments, whereas 

organisations with a short-term orientation emphasise the past and quick outcomes.  
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Table 7 

Difference Between Short- and Long-Term Orientated Societies (Adapted from Hofstede, 

2011, p. 15) 

Differences Between Short- and Long- Term Oriented Societies 

Short-Term Orientation Long-Term Orientation 

Personal steadiness and stability: a 

good person is always the same 

A good person adapts to the 

circumstances 

Traditions are sacrosanct Traditions are adaptable to changed 

circumstances 

Supposed to be proud of one’s country Attempting to learn from other 

countries 

Service to others is an important goal Thrift and perseverance are important 

goals 

Students attribute success and failure 

to luck 

Students attribute success to effort and 

failure to lack of effort 

 

 

Compared to the previously mentioned dimensions, Hofstede has not outlined detailed 

cultural differences concerning faculty and students’ interaction in relation to this 

dimension. However, Hofstede (2011) has helped in identifying obvious details regarding 

students’ cultural differences in short- and long-term oriented societies in relation to their 

understanding of success and failure. He has also indicated that those students from the 

long-term oriented (LTO) cultures tend to study hard and attribute failure to lack of effort, 

whereas students from the short-term oriented (STO) cultures focus on short-term success 

and attribute failure to a lack of luck. 

 

 

6. Restraint / indulgence. 

 

This sixth dimension according to Hofstede (2011) covers aspects that the literature 

identified as “happiness research” (p. 15). Indulgence refers to the society that allows 

moderately free enjoyment of basic and accepted human desires, whereas restraint applies 
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to the society that restricts people and controls their indulgences by putting strict social 

rules and norms.  

 

Table 8 

Differences Between Indulgent and Restrained Societies (Adapted from Hofstede, 2011, 

p. 16) 

Differences Between Indulgent and Restrained Societies 

Indulgence Restrained 

A perception of personal life control A perception of helplessness: what 

happens to me is not my own doing 

Freedom of speech seen as important Freedom of speech is not a primary 

concern  

Higher importance of leisure Lower importance of leisure 

More likely to remember positive 

emotions 

Less likely to remember positive 

emotions 

More people actively involved in 

sports 

Fewer people actively involved in 

sports 

 

 

Compared to the first four dimensions, Hofstede did not provide detailed differences 

regarding faculty’s and students’ interaction regarding this dimension; still, these 

differences, as identified in his 2011 work, help to highlight the cultural challenges that 

exist in these different cultures.  

 

2.10.2 Criticisms of Hofstede’s theoretical framework. 
 

Hofstede’s theoretical framework has encountered criticism based on the argument that 

most of it is based on theoretical and methodological perceptions (McSweeney, 2002). 

Researchers also have questioned whether the results of the data that Hofstede collected 

while he was employed at IBM can be generalised and used to understand other cultures 
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(McSweeney, 2002), taking into consideration that work values do not necessarily match 

with national cultural values (Triandis, 1988). However, Hofstede (2002) did not measure 

nations in his study but collected information from individuals drawn from different 

countries in order to understand the cultural differences among different national cultures. 

Some researchers have also criticised the method used to collect the data. Using 

questionnaires as one instrument to collect data is considered insufficient to cover all the 

cultural aspects involved (Obeidat, Shannak, Masa’deh, & Al-Jarrah, 2012). This can be 

true, while at the same time, we cannot ignore that surveys—like any other research 

method—are a valid source of collecting data in empirical research. In addition, concerns 

were raised about the framework’s theoretical perspective.  

Despite the criticism of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, it is still considered to have 

a very important role in identifying those cultural issues relevant to education 

(Schweisfurth, 2011; Zufi, Hossen, & Siddiqui, 2017). Understanding the differences 

among cultures should never be undervalued in teaching and learning. In the institution 

under study, students and faculty are from different cultures and might think and react 

differently from each other when they are exposed to different concepts and problems in 

an educational setting. Thus, I considered that Hofstede’s theory would help me to 

understand the learning processes of different international students, which could be based 

on cultural differences derived from their respective national cultures. This might also help 

me in understanding the cultural factors that influence their adjustment process and their 

impact on their first-year learning experience. Also, the different teaching processes used 

by faculty at the institution will also be explored through the participants’ responses in 
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order to understand how this can help to bridge the gap between the two groups, thereby 

helping to retain students in the long run.  

In the institution under study, the international students are from many different 

nationalities. Table 9 details the cultural scores of some of the countries from where the 

first-year students came at the institution where the study took place and the percentage of 

those students enrolled in the 2017-2018 academic year (the time of the study), as per 

Hofstede’s (2018) Cultural Tools Country Comparison. In this study, I am not actually 

using Hofstede et al.’s (2010) survey tool; however, I am just having an awareness of how 

different cultural influences might influence students’ sense of difference when they 

transition to their new environment. 

Table 9 

Student Nationality as a Percentage of the Institution’s Total Student Population (2017-

2018) and Cultural Scores for Each Country as per Hofstede’s (2018) Cultural Tools 

Country Comparison 

 

Country Percentage 

in the 

institution 

Power 

Distance 

 

Individualism 

/Collectivism 

 

Masculinity 

/Femininity 

 

Uncertainty 

Avoidance 

 

Long-Term 

/Short-

Term 

Orientation 

 

UAE 32.08% 

 

90 25 50 80 - 

Jordan 8.33% 

 

70 30 45 65 15 

Canada 0.78% 

 

39 80 52 48 36 

India 3.13% 

 

77 48 56 40 51 

Lebanon 1.91% 

 

75 40 65 50 14 

Pakistan 3.65% 

 

55 14 50 70 50 

United 

States 

0.78% 40 91 62 46 26 

Egypt 8.33% 70 25 45 80 7 
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Country Percentage 

in the 

institution 

Power 

Distance 

 

Individualism 

/Collectivism 

 

Masculinity 

/Femininity 

 

Uncertainty 

Avoidance 

 

Long-Term 

/Short-

Term 

Orientation 

 

 

Saudi 

Arabia 

 

1.65% 95 25 60 80 36 

Nigeria 

 

0.35% 80 30 60 55 13 

Iraq 

Palestine 

1.22% 95 30 70 85 25 

6.68% - - - - - 

Yemen 

 

5.56% - - - - - 

Sudan 

 

4.51% - - - - - 

Syria 

 

8.07% 80 35 52 60 30 

 

Many other nationalities have not been included in Table 9 due to the large number of 

nationalities involved. In addition, it has been noted that some Arabic and African countries 

are not listed on Hofstede’s scale, including Palestine, Yemen, and Cameroon. As 

presented in Table 9, it is clear how the cultural scores of each country differ from one 

another, and this can influence the perspectives of the research participants in this study.  

 

2.11 Conclusion 
 

International students and international faculty might have various expectations and 

interaction processes due to their cultural differences. The best solution to this dilemma 

remains Hofstede’s (1986) suggestion of a “sustained effort on both sides” (p. 305), which 
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requires both groups to bridge the gap between them by increasing awareness of each other 

while focusing on the demands of their contemporaries and by being patient. 

International students who come from abroad to study at the institution might benefit 

immensely, especially in terms of their interaction with the outside world. However, the 

institution and the academic staff need to be familiar with such students’ different values 

and customs in order to enhance their positive learning experiences, thereby allowing the 

students to enjoy the mutual benefits of this relationship. This research will explore the 

existing strategies used by international faculty as well as the opportunities provided by 

the institution to facilitate international students mingling with faculty and other students 

from different nationalities while assessing how this contributes to the first-year experience 

of undergraduate international students. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

 

3.1  Introduction  
 

As explored in Chapter 2, the literature revealed a profile of international students’ 

challenges, expectations, and experiences when studying abroad. The literature also 

showed that the experiences of international students in their first year of study at any 

higher education institution are likely to have long-term implications for retention.  

This chapter describes and justifies the research methodology of this thesis, and it is divided 

into several sections. The chapter begins by restating the research aim and questions. The 

chapter also presents my justification for using the descriptive phenomenological approach 

for this investigation. Moreover, the chapter describes the research methods I utilised to 

collect and analyse the data. It also includes a discussion of ethics and participant protection 

in addition to the role of the researcher. 

 

3.2  Research Aims and Questions 

In this study, I aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors influencing the 

transitioning of international students in their first year of study in the institution. Also, I 

aimed to provide qualitative information to the institution that can be used to enhance the 

first-year experience of international students, which might promote student retention in 

the long term.  
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The following research questions guided the study: 

1.  How do international students describe their experiences of factors which helped 

or hindered them during their first year of study at the institution? 

2. What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  

3. What challenges do international faculty consider limit their ability to support 

international students to succeed in their first year of studies? 

4. How do international students and faculty consider the first-year experience of 

studying in the institution could be enhanced in order to promote retention? 

 

In this research study, the four research questions were posed using the questions “what?” 

and “How” to explore the factors influencing the first-year transitional experiences of 

international students, and the perspectives of international faculty who teach them. The 

purpose of using such an approach was to narrow the boundaries of the research study and 

to mirror its nature, as recommended by Corbin and Strauss (2008). International students 

make valuable educational and economic contributions to institutions, and the 

administrators and other stakeholders in the institution under study want to become more 

knowledgeable about the factors that influence international students transitioning and 

learning experiences in their first year of study.  

The first research question (RQ1) was to explore students' experiences of the key events 

and activities that shaped their first-year experiences at the institution. The literature, as 
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discussed in Chapter 2, revealed a strong relationship between international students’ first-

year experiences and their academic and social transition into higher education institutions.   

 

The second research question (RQ2) investigated the experiences of the students and the 

perceptions of faculty about the best activities and practices faculty use to promote 

students’ engagement and learning experiences. Because the participants in this study were 

from diverse cultural backgrounds—even though their cultures are considerably different 

from each other as well as from the host culture—it was expected that cultural differences 

would be a substantial factor.  

The third research question (RQ3) explored the perceptions faculty have about the 

challenges that limit their abilities to pursue their academic and social roles when teaching 

international first-year students. Those challenges could be because of the faculty 

themselves or perhaps the fault of the institution. Therefore, the question could help to 

comprehend the capacity of international faculty to understand their own cultures and to 

adapt to the students’ other cultures. In addition, the aim was to understand the limitations 

that affect the faculty’s educational mission and whether there are any institutional barriers 

that would limit their capacity to fully support first-year international students. 

The fourth research question (RQ4) was addressed to both international students and the 

international faculty who teach them in order to understand the academic and social support 

that should be provided to future international students to help retain them. This question 

elucidates the factors that international students perceived were lacking throughout their 

first-year experience and which the international faculty found are essential for first-year 

international students’ success and transition into the institution. Therefore, this question 
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was expected to help anticipate the factors that can increase the retention rates in the long 

term.  

 

3.3  Research Paradigm and Epistemological Stance 
 

Teherani, Martimianakis, Stenfors-Hayes, Wadhwa, and Varpio (2015) have defined 

qualitative research as a “systematic inquiry into social phenomena in natural settings” to 

understand “how people experience aspects of their lives, how individuals and/or groups 

behave, how organizations function, and how interactions shape relationships” (p. 669).  In 

this study, a qualitative research approach was used. The scarcity of qualitative data that 

the institution has about the first-year experiences of international students supported the 

appropriateness of using a qualitative research approach (see Section 1.3).  

Chilisa and Kawulich (2012) revealed that deciding how the research will proceed 

(“Methodology”) begins with choosing “the research paradigm that informs the study” (p. 

3). A paradigm leads the researchers to ask certain questions and systematically to inquire 

about the nature of reality using appropriate approaches (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012). Tracy 

(2013) indicated that researchers often subscribe to theoretical approaches to understand 

better reality, to build knowledge, and to collect information because “these theories can 

usefully serve as lenses that guide methodological practices and the choice of points of 

focus” (p. 61). Different researchers refer to these theoretical approaches using different 

terminologies, such as “philosophical worldviews” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 5), 

“philosophical assumptions” (Yin, 2011, p. 18), and “paradigms” (Tracy, 2013, p. 39).  
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In this study, I set out to explore the experiences of international students transitioning to 

this institution from a social-constructivist view, and what better way to explore this, than 

with the learners themselves and those who are involved in teaching them. According to 

Hoagland (2000), social constructivism is an outgrowth of constructivism, which is a 

subjectivist, psychological learning theory, and which includes elements of Vygotsky’s 

(1962, 1978) sociocultural theory (Palinscar, 1998). According to Creswell and Poth 

(2018), social constructivism presumes that individuals “develop subjective meanings of 

their experiences” (p. 24). According to this approach, individual meanings are usually 

formed through negotiations and interactions with others (i.e., social construction) and 

“through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (Creswell & Poth, 

2018, p. 24). Adom and Ankrah (2016) have suggested that researchers construct meaning 

through the constructivist paradigm when they seek to understand the research 

phenomenon from the viewpoints or experiences of the participants. Therefore, in this 

study, I portrayed the constructed and co-constructed views of participants that were 

formed through their individual and social experiences to explore the factors that influence 

international students transitioning to this institution. 

 

3.4  Research Design and Approach  
 

Phenomenological research, which has its roots in the qualitative research tradition, is used 

to explore the essence of a phenomenon from the perspectives and meanings that 

“participants ascribe to that phenomenon,” according to Teherani et al. (2015, p. 670), and 

to describe their lived experiences, as discussed by Christensen, Welch, and Barr (2017).  
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The main task of phenomenology is to articulate and to describe the “‘whatness’ of a 

phenomenon as it ‘comes to appear’” (Todres & Holloway, 2004, p. 82) “from those who 

have lived it” (Mapp, 2008, p. 308). Another important aspect of this approach is that the 

lived experiences need to be common to all the individuals who experienced the same 

phenomenon (Lopez & Willis, 2004). In this study, using a phenomenological research 

approach provided me with an opportunity to explore the lived experience of the first-year 

international students, and the faculty who teach them. The phenomenological approach 

also helps to describe fully their individuals’ lived experiences of the phenomenon because 

only those who “have experienced phenomena can communicate them to the outside 

world” (Mapp, 2008, p.308).  

The choice of this approach in this study was guided by the research questions because 

there was a need to discover the real nature of international students’ experiences in their 

first year of study and those who are involved in teaching them and in understanding the 

participants’ perspectives on these experiences on the long-term retention of students. In 

other words, there was a need to focus on describing the phenomenon that all participants 

have experienced. The institution’s quantitative data alone did not provide the whole 

picture, which explained the value that I placed on qualitative phenomenology in creating 

knowledge was at the forefront. 

  

3.4.1 Descriptive phenomenology.  
 

There are different types of phenomenology. However, according to Sloan and Bowe 

(2014), the two main approaches to phenomenology are descriptive and interpretive. 

Descriptive phenomenology has a strong philosophical stance that is heavily based on the 
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writings of Edmund Husserl (Christensen et al., 2017). Edmund Husserl developed 

descriptive phenomenology, whereas interpretive phenomenology is based on the work of 

Martin Heidegger, Husserl’s student, who modified the latter’s work and developed the 

interpretive approach (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). The major difference between the two 

types of phenomenology lies in how researchers in each approach handle bracketing 

(Connelly, 2010). In descriptive phenomenology, the researchers put aside their biases or 

pre-assumptions so that they do not affect the study (see Section 3.4.2). On the other hand, 

researchers using interpretive phenomenology do not believe that it would be possible to 

put aside their biases as “they are a part of the person; the researcher only can be aware of 

them and any effect they have on the study” (Connelly, 2010, p. 127). According to Sloan 

and Bowe (2014), the use of each of the two types (descriptive or interpretive) is based on 

judgments as to when it is appropriate to use any of them in a particular study. Reiners 

(2012) suggests that the type of research question determines whether to use descriptive or 

interpretive phenomenology: In interpretive phenomenology,  the researcher “asks for the 

meaning of the phenomenon” (p. 2) without bracketing their biases and prior knowledge,  

whereas in descriptive phenomenology, “the researcher wants to describe the phenomenon 

under study and bracket their biases” (p. 2). Thus, when researchers follow descriptive 

phenomenology, they manifest the phenomenon as it is formed based on a collection of 

subjective interconnected lived experiences (Qutoshi, 2018).  Sloan and Bowe (2014) 

suggest that Husserl’s philosophy of phenomenology is concerned with the relationship 

between consciousness and objects of knowledge, such as perspectives and emotions 

(Connelly, 2010). Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007) have argued that the philosophical 

component that guides the researcher to understand any phenomenon at a conscious level 
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is based on how it appears directly to the individual participant rather than to what s/he 

conceives through culture and media.  

In this study, the descriptive phenomenology was the approach used to describe the 

meaning of the phenomenon from the views and lived experiences of the international 

students and the international faculty who teach international students. That helped in 

reducing my biases as a researcher and my preconceived ideas about the research 

phenomenon; this also helped in improving rigour (see Section 3.4.2.). For example, 

international faculty, based on their lived experiences with first-year international students, 

may describe the issues that limit their abilities to support first-year international students, 

and may accordingly suggest solutions to retain future international students. The 

international faculty’s views and perspectives may also describe the commonalities of 

experiences and perspectives they share with international students about the first-year 

experience. 

3.4.2 Bracketing. 
 

“Participants’ meaning,” according to Creswell and Creswell (2018), is constructed when 

researchers “focus on learning the meaning that the participants hold about the problem or 

issue, not the meaning that the researchers bring to the research or that writers express in 

the literature” (p. 182). I have worked at this institution for several years. I am also an 

international faculty who teaches first-year students and have gone through several 

situations where I dealt with international students at the academic and social levels (see 

Section 3.9 for more information about the role of the researcher). Despite this, I have 

attempted to bracket my knowledge and experiences and avoid having them override “the 

importance of the content or methods” of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 184) or 
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to shape the themes or the way the findings are interpreted. To bracket myself, I used a 

selection of participants’ direct quotations. In descriptive phenomenology, “no 

interpretations and textual constructions are made” (Kleiman, 2004, p.8). Therefore, my 

intent, in this study, was to discover the meaning of the phenomenon under study based on 

the descriptions of the research participants. According to Chan, Fung, and Chien (2013), 

the researcher, who is a human being, unavoidably influences the research process, while 

bracketing will help in minimising that influence all through the research process and in 

“demonstrating the validity of data collection and analysis process” (p. 1). Therefore, the 

researchers who opt to use this method put aside their collection of knowledge, 

experiences, and values to describe accurately the life experiences of participants. In 

addition, Chan et al. (2013) pointed out that bracketing in phenomenological research could 

be achieved via the following four strategies: (a) mental preparation before choosing the 

research paradigm, wherein the researchers put to one side their knowledge and 

experiences; (b) “Deciding the scope of the literature review” (p. 2), wherein the 

researchers decide to stop the process of the literature review. This happens when the 

researchers find themselves having a sufficient understanding of the topic but “maintaining 

the curiosity in the research area” (p. 2); (c) “Planning data collection” (p. 4), wherein the 

researchers set the interview questions, yet allow the research participants to bring issues 

that the researchers had not thought about before; and (d) “Planning data analysis” (p.5), 

wherein the knowledge is generated from the participants, and the findings are mostly 

representing the participants’ meaning. Reading my thesis, the reader can follow how I 

attempted to adhere to these strategies. For example, through my work experience as an 

international faculty teaching international students in their first year of study, I got some 
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inkling about some of the challenges international students encounter in their first year of 

study. However, I did not want to jump to conclusions. Moreover, I genuinely did not know 

the answers to the research questions. Therefore, I anticipated that the study findings would 

provide a deeper understanding of the experiences of the research participants and how that 

might influence their long-term retention. 

 

3.5  Research Participants 
 

The participants in this study were divided into two groups. The first group consisted of 

first-year international students who enrolled in the institution’s undergraduate 

programmes. This group comprised international students who either moved to the UAE 

specifically to study, and those who moved to the UAE in the last year and were enrolled 

in their first year of higher education study at the institution. Therefore, this group of 

international students consisted of all those whose previous education experiences were 

outside the UAE because that group had probably experienced different styles of education 

and ways of life in their home countries, compared to the UAE’s education system. The 

second group was international faculty who were of foreign nationality and specifically 

taught first-year students at the institution. 

The study population consisted of everyone who met the aforementioned inclusion criteria 

and were based at the institution’s main campus. This population included all international 

undergraduate students who were enrolled in their first year of study and all international 

faculty who taught the first-year students in the main campus.  
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3.6  Data Collection and Sampling  
 

In light of the social constructivism’s approach, two qualitative research methods were 

used to collect data from the two groups of research participants. Specifically, focus groups 

were used with the international students, whereas semi-structured interviews were used 

with the international faculty.  

 Darlaston-Jones (2007) remarked that “multiple perspectives on an issue or topic provide 

the researcher with a varied understanding of how that issue appears to different people as 

a result of their different interpretations of the issue” (p. 23). These multiple meanings, 

whether they are generated at the individual level or social level, guide “the researcher to 

look for the complexity of views”, and to use broad questions that are more open-ended to 

“address the ‘processes’ of interaction among individuals” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 24). 

Therefore, based on my social constructivist epistemology, the use of multiple perspectives 

influenced the research design and the use of broad questions related to the choice of 

method. Therefore, I used open-ended questions and had the opportunity to ask follow-up 

questions whenever needed to explore some topics further. I coordinated the processes of 

interaction among international students, and also my interaction with international faculty 

who teach them, to collect data about the research problem rigorously and systematically. 

It was necessary to form a deep understanding and construct knowledge of how the 

international students and international faculty perceive the first-year experiences of 

international students at the institution. Selecting samples from these two groups of 

participants was purposive and directed by my thesis research questions; thus, only those 

who had experienced the phenomenon under study were included.  
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For international students, I used a combination of two purposive sampling techniques, one 

of which was criterion sampling. Criterion sampling is used to select participants for the 

study who “meet some predetermined criterion of importance” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 

535).  In this study, the predefined criteria for all focus groups were: all the participants 

were international students, were studying in the same institution, and were in their first 

year of study. Moreover, focus group participants were taught via single-gender education; 

therefore, in the female group, they were all females because they were taught in a female 

group, and in the male group, they were males because they were taught in a male group. 

In addition, I used maximum variation sampling to ensure that I could have a wide variety 

of participants who represent as many cultures as possible. According to Collins, 

Onwuegbuzie, and Jiao (2007), the purpose of using maximum variation sampling is to 

choose a diverse range of candidates related to the topic of the study in order to “maximize 

the range of perspectives investigated in the study” (Collins et al., 2007, p. 272). Further 

details about the focus group are discussed in Section 3.6.1. 

For international faculty who teach first-year undergraduate students, I used maximum 

variation purposeful sampling. In order to maximise the perspectives investigated by 

international faculty, I did not want to have more than one from each nationality so that I 

could have as many cultures represented as possible. Further details about the semi-

structured interviews are discussed in Section 3.6.2. 
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3.6.1 Student participant focus groups. 
 

As mentioned before, in this institution, international students were drawn from more than 

70 countries, including Iraq, Jordan, Somalia, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Syria, Yemen, 

Egypt, India Morocco, Tunisia, the United States, Sudan, Pakistan, and Lebanon. Although 

Webb and Kevern (2001) suggested that focus groups are incompatible in 

phenomenological research, Palmer, Larkin, de Visser, and Fadden (2010) indicated that 

focus groups “can be attractive because they allow multiple voices to be heard at one 

sitting, drawing a larger sample into a smaller number of data collection events” (p. 100).   

Using focus groups is a valid form of data collection in phenomenology and that, in some 

particular circumstances, they were a better option than were one-to-one interviews 

because they elevate the discussion, open up new points of view, and are advantageous for 

checking the collected data with a wider variety of participants (Bradbury-Jones, 

Sambrook, & Irvine, 2009). In this study, accessing a wider variety of nationalities would 

have not been possible with individual interviews due to the large number of student 

nationalities and also due to time constraints. Moreover, I wanted to explore whether 

students of different nationalities would have different perspectives from each other. 

Therefore, I brought them together to stimulate new ideas and to generate useful discussion 

among them. In addition, using focus groups with international students was more practical 

compared to semi-structured interviews because conducting individual interviews would 

have affected the representation of international students in this study and would have led 

to having a smaller number of nationalities being represented. Also, I thought that 

international students might feel less inhibited if they were in a group situation. 
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The focus groups were undertaken better to understand the international students’ 

perspectives and experiences regarding their transition and first-year experiences of study. 

Thus, having them engaged in discussions with each other on similar topics was essential 

to ensure they shared their common experiences and to enhance the validity of the collected 

data. Moreover, all of the first-year international students who participated in each focus 

group represented the same gender because all teaching in the undergraduate’s programmes 

in the institution occurs via single-gender education. Table 10 represents the number of 

focus groups, participants, and their nationalities in each group.  

Table 9 

Focus Groups Distribution as per Number of Participants and Nationalities 

 

Number of Focus 

Groups 

 

 

Number of 

participants in 

each focus group 

 

Nationalities of participants in each 

focus group 

Male Focus Group 1 

 

6 Egyptian, Indian, Nigerian 

Male Focus Group 2 8 Jordanian, Pakistani, Palestinian, Egyptian 

 

Male Focus Group 3 

 

8 Yemeni, Jordanian, Indian, Nigerian 

Female Focus Group 1 

 

6 Egyptian, Palestinian, Indian 

Female Focus Group 2 

 

6 Bangladeshi, Pakistani, Sudanese 

Female Focus Group 3 

 

6 Cameroon, Jordanian, Palestinian  

 

The international students who took part in the focus groups were made up of 10 

nationalities. One aspect that might have affected the focus group discussions was that the 

student from each nationality might have felt isolated in the focus group so that he or she 

might not have talked openly. However, Gill, Stewart, Treasure, and Chadwick (2008) 
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observed that participants in focus groups might be motivated to interact freely with other 

participants within the same group without fearing the outcome when there are other 

participants of the same nationality. Therefore, in this study, I increased the diversity of 

nationalities by using focus groups, but in order to prevent participant isolation, I used a 

clustering strategy, as suggested by Faris (2009), wherein I clustered two students of the 

same nationality in each focus group.  

In this study, six focus groups were involved, comprising three male groups and three 

female groups, wherein between six and eight international students were invited to 

participate in each group. Four of the groups had six participants, and two had eight 

members. Many researchers have discussed the best sample size in a focus group. 

Greenwood, Ellmers, and Holley (2014) have indicated that it is typically between six and 

eight participants. However, it can sometimes exceed this number to reach 14 participants 

(Gill et al., 2008). Although the sample size in a qualitative research methodology is often 

smaller compared with the sample size in a quantitative one, the data gathered using 

qualitative research are collected in-depth and reflect the nature of the situation or 

phenomenon (Dworkin, 2012).  

All undergraduate first-year international students were invited to participate in single-

gender focus groups. To achieve this, a third party was involved in recruiting these students 

to provide a distance between the student participants and me as a researcher. The third 

party were two academic mentors (one male and one female student) who used to volunteer 

at the institution’s Support Centres. The academic mentors were undergraduate students 

with an outstanding academic performance who volunteered to provide academic support 

to other students through one-to-one tutorial sessions or in small groups. An academic 
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advisor colleague, whose role was to help students register in their classes and to 

understand their study plan and academic curriculum, recommended these two academic 

mentors because of their outstanding performance at the educational and service levels. I 

chose the two academic mentors because I did not want to have any power or authority 

over the student participants and to ensure that the students’ participation was genuinely 

voluntary. I also used this strategy to assure the student participants that there would be no 

consequences if they decided not to take part in the study.  

The male and female student mentors went through a face-to-face interview with me and 

were informed about their roles and the ethical recruitment standards. For example, they 

were informed that they needed to ensure that all the potential research participants were 

to be treated in a fair, confidential, and respectful manner. Thus, the academic mentors 

were requested to distribute recruitment posters among the first-year international students 

at the institution. They were also informed about the data collection method and the number 

of participants required as per gender and group. Because the educational system in the 

institution was gender segregated, the male academic mentor recruited the male students, 

and the female academic mentor recruited the female students. The academic recruiters 

provided information about the study to any first-year international students who might be 

interested in participating before actually volunteering to be recruited. I made sure that the 

academic mentors had the participant information sheets (PIS’s) (see Appendix C) to 

distribute, and only when potential participants were satisfied, and they understood what 

the study was about, would they be asked to consent to the mentors and to provide their 

contact details to me. The participant information sheet (PIS) included my contact details, 

thereby facilitating any potential participant to seek further information if required. It 
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should be noted here that I used two separate templates of the consent forms (see Appendix 

E ) and PIS’s (see Appendix C) where I made it clear that these forms were for a focus 

group participation because there was another template that was used for faculty (see 

Appendix D).  

After the recruitment of all the participants who volunteered to take part in the study had 

been completed, I communicated with them through email and shared the consent forms 

and ensured that they were able to schedule their participation. Before starting the meeting 

with each focus group, I reminded the participants that the meeting was going to be audio 

recorded and ensured that the student participants understood and signed the consent form.  

In addition, to ensure that the identity of the participants would be protected, the 

participants were invited to meet at a comfortable and safe location.  The focus groups were 

held, as per gender, in the institution’s male and female discussion rooms within the library. 

These rooms were a safe environment for all the students because it was usual for groups 

of students to meet in these rooms; therefore, there was nothing to suggest that the focus 

group participants were taking part in a research study. To stimulate the discussion among 

the participants in each focus group, questions were asked with additional prompts when 

necessary. The focus group questions covered the topics detailed in Table 11.  
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Table 10 

 Focus Group Questions Mapped onto the Student-Related Research Questions 

 

 

 

Research Question 

 

 

Focus Group 

Question # 

 

 

Focus Group Question 

 

RQ 1. How do 

international 

students describe 

their experiences of 

factors which helped 

or hindered them 

during their first year 

of study at the 

institution? 

1 Could you tell me about the factors you think 

are important to be considered when teaching 

students from diverse cultural backgrounds? 

 

2 Could you outline some of the strategies the 

faculty adopt when teaching students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds? 

 

3 Could you tell me about the factors that have 

helped you with your first-year experience of 

studying at the institution? 

 

4 Could you tell me about any difficulties and 

challenges you experienced that affected your 

first-year experience? 

RQ 2.  What 

strategies, designed 

to support the first-

year experiences of 

international 

students, do faculty 

adopt in their 

practices?  

5 Could you tell me about the factors you think 

are important to be considered when teaching 

students of diverse cultural backgrounds? 
 

6 Could you outline some of the strategies the 

faculty adopt when teaching students of diverse 

cultural backgrounds? 

RQ 4.  How do 

international 

students consider the 

first-year experience 

of studying in the 

institution could be 

enhanced in order to 

promote retention? 

7 What more do you think faculty can do to assist 

international students in their first-year 

experience? 

8 What more could the institution do to assist 

international students in their first-year 

experience? 

9 Is there anything more you would like to say 

about how international students can be helped 

to complete their programmes here in the 

institution? 
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3.6.2 Faculty participant semi-structured interviews.  

 

Individual interviews are the norm in phenomenological research, and I meant to use this 

method with international faculty because I perceived that some of them might find the 

subject sensitive and difficult and might not like to talk openly in front of each other in a 

focus group setting. Instead, they would rather discuss their perspectives privately in a one-

to-one interview. In addition, native faculty were not included in this study because there 

were very few full-time Emirati faculty at the institution and securing their confidentiality 

as participants would be virtually impossible.  

Semi-structured interviews, according to Brinkmann (2014), can help the interviewer be 

more flexible and modify the sequence of the questions, the pace, and the style to collect 

the best responses from the participants being interviewed. In addition, semi-structured 

interviews allow the research participants to provide their responses in the way they find 

appropriate to them, such as using their own language (Qu & Dumay, 2011). 

All the international faculty who met the selection criteria were invited via email to 

participate in the study. When the email was sent to all of them, it clearly stated that 

volunteers needed to be teaching first-year undergraduate students. The first eight faculty 

members of different nationalities who responded to the invitation were selected. One more 

faculty showed a strong intent to participate in the study, but he left the institution prior to 

data collection. The gender issue of international faculty was not considered in this 

selection criteria because there was no gender segregation among faculty members. Faculty 
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from both genders coordinated and worked closely together. Table 12 represents the 

number and nationalities of the interview participants.  

 

Table 11 

Interview Participants’ Nationalities  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sample size of eight faculty members is in line with a balanced consideration of the 

guidelines given in several publications. For example, according to Creswell and Creswell 

(2018), the sample size for semi-structured interviews may include four to five participants. 

Tracy (2013) has indicated that the sample size is essential to generalise the results, but 

usually, the quality overweighs the quantity; thus, he recommends that the sample size 

could be between five and eight interviews, but sometimes this number is constrained by 

the richness of the data, time factors, and research goals.  For phenomenological research 

studies, Dukes (1984) suggested between three and 10 participants, whereas Morse (1994) 

recommended at least six participants and Polkinghorne (1989) suggested between five and 

 

Interview No. 

 

Nationality of each interview participant  

1 New Zealand 

2 Kenyan 

3 Russian 

4 Egyptian 

5 American 

6 Bulgarian 

7 Canadian 

8  Pakistani 
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25 participants. Therefore, my sample size of eight participants was consistent with all of 

these recommendations.  

 

Moreover, Yin (2011) suggests that the number of units to be conducted within a qualitative 

research method is rather determined by the complexity of the research topic and the 

required depth of data collection: “Having larger numbers is not the only way of boosting 

confidence in a study’s findings” (p. 92); however, the character of the composition of the 

interviewees is necessary in qualitative research in order to avoid “rival explanations or 

undesirables biases” (p. 92). In addition, according to Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora 

(2016), “Information power indicates that the more information the sample holds, relevant 

for the actual study, the lower number of participants is needed” (p. 1). Semi-structured 

interviews present the opportunity to gain in-depth knowledge because they are usually 

organised around some pre-planned, open-ended questions (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 

2006; Gill et al., 2008. In this study, the preplanned questions tailored the discussion, and 

occasionally additional probes were deployed to acquire more detailed responses. The 

semi-structured interview questions covered the topics detailed in Table 13.  
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Table 12 

Interview Questions Mapped onto the Faculty-Related Research Questions 

 

 

 

Research Question 

 

 

Interview 

Question 

# 

 

 

Interview Question 

 

RQ 2. What strategies, 

designed to support the first-

year experiences of 

international students, do 

faculty adopt in their practices?  

 

1 Could you tell me about factors you 

think are important to be considered 

when teaching students of diverse 

cultural backgrounds? 

2 Could you outline some of the strategies 

you adopt when teaching students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds? 

RQ 3.  What challenges do 

international faculty consider 

limit their ability to support 

international students to 

succeed in their first year of 

studies? 

3 Could you please give me examples of 

any challenges that limit your ability to 

support international students to 

succeed in their first year of studies? 

 

RQ 4.  How do international 

faculty consider the first-year 

experience of studying in the 

institution could be enhanced 

in order to promote retention? 

4 Could you please give me any examples 

of what you faculty could do to enhance 

the first-year experience for future 

international students?  

5 Could you please give me any examples 

of the things the institution could be 

doing to enhance the first-year 

experience for future international 

students?   

 

On the interview consent form (CF) and participant information sheet (PIS), I made it clear 

that each session would be a one-to-one interview and was designed for faculty. In addition, 

the interview protocol was prepared before conducting the interviews. However, having 

the interviews being semi-structured allowed me to probe any item raised by the 

participants and that warranted further exploration. Several participants requested the 

interview schedule ahead of the interview. Therefore, to ensure equity, I sent an outline of 
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the topics to all participants ahead of the interview. This turned out to be beneficial because 

it was clear that participants had reflected on the topics and were able to draw on examples 

without having to think of them for the first time during the interview itself.  

To ensure that the identity of the participants was protected, the participants were invited 

to choose the location where they preferred to meet and might feel more comfortable. Five 

of the faculty preferred to meet in their offices, whereas the other three decided to meet in 

the discussion rooms in the library.  I conducted all the interviews in person and via a one-

to-one format. Before beginning each interview, I reminded the participants that the 

meeting was going to be audio recorded and ensured that the faculty participants 

understood and signed the consent form. They were asked to confirm they had received 

and read the PIS. 

 

3.7  Data Analysis Method 
 

Thematic analysis is a tool or framework that functions as "a foundation method for 

qualitative analysis" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.4). In this study, I used an inductive thematic 

analysis approach based on the six-stage process of Braun and Clarke's (2006) framework. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), inductive analysis is "a process of coding the data 

without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame or the researcher's analytic 

preconceptions. In this sense, this form of thematic analysis is data-driven" (p. 12). This 

study involved the use of the phenomenological inductive approach, which, according to 

Burkhardt (2013) and Creswell and Poth (2018), involves the use of inductive reasoning 

and allows the findings to emerge from the themes generated from the data in order for the 
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researcher "to write a coherent account of the meaning of those experiences" (Thomas, 

2006, p. 241). 

I used Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis to identify, to analyse, and to report the 

patterns within the data and to ensure that the qualitative data collected via the focus groups 

and interviews were set in "rich details" (p. 6).  I also used NVivo Software version 12 

(QSR International Pty Ltd., 2018) to manage efficiently the large amount of focus group 

and interview data. Using NVivo helped to save time and to generate a pattern of meaning.  

The first stage of Braun and Clarke's (2006) data analysis started when I familiarised 

myself with the collected data by transcribing them. Although transcribing the data was a 

tedious process, I undertook this myself to ensure the accuracy of the transcribed data. This 

stage is important because it familiarised me with the "depth and breadth of the content" 

as described by Braun and Clarke, 2006 (p.16) and to become immersed in the data through 

repeated listening to audio and reading the transcribed text. I listened to the audio 

recordings pertaining to the six focus groups and eight interviews several times to ensure 

that I had accurately transcribed the data.  

The second stage of data analysis involved importing the transcripts as two separate folders 

(one for focus groups and one for interviews) into NVivo, where the transcripts were coded 

into containers called nodes. Each node contained related material, which made it easier to 

detect patterns, relationships, and even contradictions if there were any. All the initial 

nodes were then grouped and developed into larger nodes called categories. This process 

of coding led to having groups of relevant categories. Going through the data under each 

category several times helped to group them under broad themes; this was the third stage 

of the data analysis. According to Elo and Kyngäs (2008), creating categories increases the 
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understanding of the phenomenon and helps the researchers who use the inductive 

approach to create knowledge. Thomas (2006) has argued that, in an inductive approach, 

using a "systematic set of procedures for analysing qualitative data [can] produce reliable 

and valid findings" (p. 237). By this means, these procedures condense the raw data while 

helping to establish a clear connection between the summarised findings derived from the 

raw data and the research objectives (Thomas, 2006).  

 

The third stage was followed by the fourth stage "of reviewing and refining the themes" 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 20). During this stage, I again went through the generated themes 

to ensure that they were significant. I wanted to ensure that the emergent themes were 

generated via coherent thematic patterns and without being influenced by the research 

questions, as suggested by Thomas (2006, p. 238). This was to help ensure the credibility 

of the themes, as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). This stage also involved 

reviewing whether any themes were problematic or whether some extracts needed to be 

relocated, and so forth. The fifth stage of data analysis was to define the themes by writing 

a detailed analysis for each theme and identify the aspects it captures (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). The sixth and final stage of data analysis was to write up the thematic analysis, to 

determine which data or extracts were interesting and coherent with each theme, to arrange 

them into accounts, and to determine how they were relevant to my study and why (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006).  

I also used an audit trail, which was looked over by both supervisors, as a legitimation 

strategy to show the rigour of my data analysis and the trustworthiness of the findings. An 

audit trail is a strategy advanced by Halpern (1983) and Schwandt and Halpern (1988), and 
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it aims to illustrate how the data were analysed rigorously, and the findings are based on 

the participants' stories.  

 

3.8  Ethics and Protection of Human Rights 
 

To ensure participants’ confidentiality and anonymity in the semi-structured interviews and 

focus groups, certain ethical approval measures were followed from the very beginning of 

the research. First, ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Research Board 

(IRB) at the local institution, where the study was conducted. Following local approval, I 

applied to the Virtual Programme Research Ethics Committee (VPREC) at the University 

of Liverpool, which was also approved. 

In addition, I ensured that each participant signed the consent form and PIS before 

beginning the interview sessions. The PIS provided the participants with a description of 

the study, whereas the consent form was to ensure that the participant agreed to take part 

in the study and was free to withdraw at any time that they wanted and without giving any 

reason. I also wanted to assure to the research participants that I was the only person who 

would have access to the responses, and the data will be protected wherein no information 

will identify any of them in the research. In addition, all the signed consent forms and PIS's 

were scanned and saved on my password-protected PC, and the papers were shredded to 

ensure the participants’ confidentiality.  

Because the focus groups were drawn from a group of students from various national 

backgrounds, I assured them that they could share what they felt safe to disclose. Also, I 

reiterated at the start of each focus group that everyone was entitled to his or her views and 



98 

 

that participants should respect each other’s views. They were also told that they could 

disagree respectfully. In addition, I reminded them that they were not supposed to disclose 

what was discussed outside of the focus group interview. As for data security, I ensured 

that this was recorded and securely saved only on my password-protected PC and that I 

would protect the research participants who participated in the research both during and 

after the research.  

 

3.9  Role of the Researcher 
 

Because my role in this study was that of a practitioner researcher, this meant that I was 

located within the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). At the institution where the research was 

conducted, I worked as a Senior Instructor at the time of the study. I also used to be the 

Writing Centre Coordinator for 3 years. Although the participants who enrolled in this 

study were students and faculty within the institution, it is important to note that none of 

the student participants were in my classes before or during the period of study. Also, the 

faculty who volunteered to take part in the study were not requested or required to provide 

any information except for their own perspectives. Moreover, I was not in a position of 

authority in the institution. 

Through my several years of teaching at the institution under study and in other institutions 

in the UAE, I have become aware of the challenges that first-year students encounter, 

including local and international students. However, because almost two thirds of the 

institution’s students are international, I anticipated that the study findings were going to 

provide deeper insights for me, my colleagues, and the institution regarding international 
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students’ first-year experiences there and how that might influence their long-term 

retention.  
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Chapter 4. Findings and Discussion of the International 

Students Focus Groups 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

In the next three chapters (i.e., Chapters 4, 5, and 6), I will present the findings of this 

study. Chapter 4 covers the findings pertaining to the international student participants; 

Chapter 5 contains the findings related to international faculty participants; and Chapter 6 

highlights the commonalities and differences among both groups of participants (i.e., 

international students and faculty).  Although it might have been ideal to identify the 

nationality of the focus group and interview participants in the three findings chapters, 

because that would give specific cultural context, my agreements with the research ethics 

committee in the institution and with VPREC did not permit that. In addition, from the 

information given to participants prior to volunteering, they would not expect that level of 

personal detail to be given with their responses. Therefore, in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I have 

assigned a continent or region for participants, although I am very aware that this does not 

necessarily mean that they have shared cultural values. Nevertheless, having referred to 

Hofstede’s theoretical framework, giving some context to some of the statements reported 

here can sometimes illustrate a relevant link. Therefore, I will provide the continent or the 

region of participants only where it helps understanding the context of the statement. I will 

use the same style in Chapters 5 and 6 for the same reasons outlined earlier. Finally, I will 

refer to Hofstede’s Theoretical framework wherever relevant in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. The 

use of Hofstede’s framework (2010) provides one theoretical lens, amongst others, with 

which to frame and interpret the findings once the data had been analysed. As you will see 
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in the forthcoming chapters, the cultural influences on students’ experiences were not as 

notable in my findings as I had anticipated they might be.  

 

The current chapter presents the overarching themes as revealed by the qualitative data 

analysis of the six first-year international student focus groups. The chapter also provides 

background regarding how I arrived at these overarching themes from the data collected. 

The qualitative data presented in this chapter were collected in the Spring 2018 Semester 

via audio recordings of focus group interviews, which were subsequently transcribed. The 

open-ended focus group questions (see Section 3.6.1) allowed the first-year international 

students to convey their perspectives about their first-year experiences. There was a robust 

discussion and broad engagement in all the focus groups as the line of questioning followed 

a logical consequence. This allowed the participants to be comfortable, to interact openly, 

and to contribute as equally as possible to the discussion. For example, when I was 

collecting the data from each focus group, I kept a physical distance between me and the 

participants, used eye contact, and facilitated an equal opportunity for all participants to 

contribute. 

As explained in Section 3.7, the analysis of the focus group discussions began with a 

compilation of the verbatim transcripts of the six focus group interviews; three male groups 

(i.e., MG1, MG2, MG3) and three female groups (i.e., FG1, FG2, FG3). After that, coding 

then was completed using NVivo software version 12 (QSR International Pty Ltd., 2018). 

Because I was conducting a phenomenological research study that focused on identifying 

the common experiences of the study participants regarding a specific phenomenon, I used 

an inductive approach to data analysis, as described in Section 3.7. This analysis approach 
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began by reading the transcribed data several times to gain an overall understanding of the 

participants’ perspectives regarding their first-year experiences and to identify the codes 

(i.e., words, phrases, and statements) that were used repeatedly by them. The first round of 

identified codes contained 85 codes. For example, the focus group participants repeatedly 

talked about “first-year experience sessions,” “information provided in the student 

orientation,” “orientation overlap with UNS Course,” “orientation over a week,” 

“orientation program,” “orientation in the first week,” “second week orientation,” and 

“orientation for new students.” However, going through these codes several times helped 

to understand the connection among them to create categories. For example, “orientation 

in the first week” and “second week orientation” were grouped together under “timing of 

freshmen orientation,” and “information provided in the student orientation” and 

“orientation overlap with UNS Course” were grouped together under “content covered in 

the freshmen orientation.” This approach resulted in sorting the relevant data into 19 

categories that were then grouped under five broad themes. Table 14 lists the five themes, 

with the categories used for each. 
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Table 13 

Focus Groups Themes and Categories 

 

 Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4 Theme 5 
Reasons 

Motivating 

Students 

 for Joining 

this 

Institution 

Students’ 

Experiences of 

Freshmen 

Orientation  

Students’ 

Experiences 

of Assessment 

and Feedback 

Teaching 

Strategies and 

Academic 

Challenges 

Institutional 

Environment 

Categorie

s 
The 

Institution’s 

Quality 

Accreditation  

The 

Appropriateness 

of the Timing of 

Freshman 

Orientation 

Assessment 

Challenges  
Experiences with 

Teaching 

Strategies 

Adopted by 

Faculty 

 Socio-cultural 

Experiences  

Perceptions about 

Course Syllabi 

and Content 

Explanation 

 Reasonable 

Cost of 

Education 

 and Finances 

Opportunities 

Quality of 

Content/ 

Material 

Covered in the 

Freshman 

Orientation 

Importance of 

Group Work 

and 

Experienced 

Difficulties 

and Concerns  

 

 

 

Limited Activities 

Outside 

Classroom  

 

Quality of 

Interaction and 

Social 

Engagement 

Availability of 

Residencies/ 

Dormitories 

 Grading 

Rubric Issues 

Students’ 

perceptions about 

E-book and E-

learning 

Platforms 

 

Perceptions 

about the 

Effectiveness 

of Feedback 

on 

Assessments 

 

Effective 

Academic 

Support Services 

 

Language 

Barriers 

Influence of 

Family  
Gender Issues 
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Because the themes were gleaned from the focus group discussions, I edited the quotations 

to a reasonable length in order to select what accurately represented each theme. I also 

labelled the quotations per group number and gender, namely, the three male groups (i.e., 

MG1, MG2, MG3) and the three female groups (i.e., FG1, FG2, FG3).  Moreover, as 

mentioned in Chapters 1 and 3, the institution had gender-segregated undergraduate 

education that required me to have gender-segregated focus groups discussions.  

This chapter is specifically concerned with the following research questions:  

RQ1.  How do international students describe their experiences of factors which helped or 

hindered them during their first year of study at the institution? 

RQ2. What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  

As discussed in Section 3.2, one purpose of this question was to investigate the experiences 

of international students and to understand their perspectives about the strategies that 

faculty use to promote students’ learning experiences and social engagement within and 

outside the classroom. In the next chapter, I will describe the strategies that faculty 

themselves reported using, which was the other purpose of the second research question.  

The other relevant research question is RQ4: How do international students and faculty 

consider the first-year experience of studying in the institution could be enhanced in order 

to promote retention? 

It is worth noting here that “faculty” were referred to as “instructors” by the focus group 

participants, and the “institution” was referred to as “the university”; however, both terms 

were coded synonymously.  
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In the following sections, the categories aligned under the five themes are described and 

analysed. The five themes were as follows: (a) Reasoning Motivating Students for Joining 

this Institution, (b) Students’ Experiences of Freshmen Orientation , (c) Students’ 

Experiences of Assessment and Feedback, (d) Teaching Strategies and Academic 

Challenges, and (e) Institutional Environment. 

4.2 Themes identified 

 

4.2.1  Reasons motivating students for joining this institution.  
 

Although the purpose of the warm-up question at the beginning of each focus group 

discussion was to give participants the opportunity to relax and to feel comfortable talking 

to me and others within the group, the participants reported interesting information about 

their reasons for joining the institution under study. All focus group participants 

contributed reasons for attending this particular institution. These reasons were: (a) Quality 

accreditation, (b) tuition fees, scholarships, family discounts, and financial Aid, (c) 

availability of residencies/dormitories, and (d) family influence. Such information is 

important because it helps to understand international students’ expectations. As the 

literature reveals (see Section 2.3), one of the significant factors shown to contribute to 

attrition is a gap between students’ expectations and reality. The information also helps us 

to understand how the marketing materials provided by the institution are perceived by 

international students while identifying what the international students are looking for 

when they choose an institution away from their home countries. Each of these factors is 

discussed in the following sub-sections. 
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•  The institution’s quality accreditation. 

The institution under study had gained academic accreditation from both national and 

international organisations, and many group participants reported attending the institution 

for reasons related to the accreditations that the institution had attained. For example, one 

participant stated: “I joined the university because the Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges internationally accredits the university” (MG3). 

Some participants reported that the institution’s set of accreditations for specific majors 

were also an added attraction to attend the institution: 

Family had recommended the institution to me because of the accreditation it had 

from the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business for my business 

major. (FG1)  

For engineering, the university is accredited by the Accreditation Board for 

Engineering and Technology. (MG3) 

 

According to Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), one of the major factors that influences 

international students’ choice of a host country is the quality of education and whether the 

attained degrees will be recognised when they return to their home countries. Therefore, 

higher education institutions that aim to improve the standard of their quality assurance 

systems need to ensure that their “programs, degrees or institutions meet certain outside 

standards or requirements” (Sywelem & Witte, 2009, p. 2). This accreditation helps the 

institutions to monitor the quality of education on offer while also ensuring that it is 

recognised by its students and the public (Eaton, 2006). Sywelem and Witte (2009) 

informed that accreditation helps the transfer of programs and courses among different 

higher education institutions to go smoothly. 
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The institution under study aims to enhance its enrollment rates and to earn international 

accreditations in the belief that this will help to attract prospective domestic and 

international students. Zammuto (2008) has suggested that students can use the 

accreditation information to access authentic data about the providers in order to assess 

their employability prospects or if their education will help them continue with 

postgraduate studies. According to Eaton (2015): 

Market forces are enhancing the importance of an institution’s or provider’s profile, 

reputation, and courses. Major investments are being made in marketing and 

branding campaigns to get name recognition and to increase enrollments. Some 

type of accreditation is part of the campaign, assuring prospective students that the 

programs and awards are of high standing. (p. 3) 

 

For example, according to Trapnell (2007), the international accreditation received from 

The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) can provide an 

“important external validation” (p. 67) to high quality business schools. Thus, earning such 

accreditation by the institution under study can help it to be identified by prospective 

students and employers. 

At the institution under study, accreditation is important for international students because 

they need portable and transferable qualifications. They likely want their qualifications to 

be recognised by future employers and other institutions in their home countries or 

worldwide. Even domestic students might need accreditation, especially if they want to 

continue with postgraduate studies abroad. 
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•  Reasonable cost of education and finances opportunities. 

 

Some focus group participants revealed that international students join the institution for 

its reasonable fees in comparison to some other private institutions in the UAE. According 

to Roy, Lu, and Loo (2016), the cost of education and available financial aid and 

scholarships are pull factors for international students to choose a particular institution to 

undertake their higher education study. This factor was found in the data for the focus 

groups of both genders, as exemplified by the following statement: “This university is 

considered to be relatively cheaper to some other universities in the UAE” (MG1). Another 

participant remarked that: “The university provides the same level of education at a 

reasonable price as compared to other universities” (FG3). Other group participants 

indicated that they joined the institution because they were given scholarships due to 

different reasons, such as secondary school results: “I got a 45% scholarship due to my 

high school scores” (MG1). In addition, some female participants indicated that they were 

awarded 50% scholarships before they joined the institution, and that was the major reason 

that attracted them to study there. All participants who received scholarships indicated that 

they needed to maintain their CGPA at 3 and above to continue their awards.  

At this institution, the majority of international students were financing themselves. 

However, some of them were granted scholarships from governmental sources. The 

institution also awarded other kinds of scholarships and financial aid to potential students 

to encourage them to enrol in the institution. For example, the institution provided a family 

tuition reduction. According to the 2017 Family Tuition Waiver Policy, this tuition 

reduction happens only at the undergraduate level when two or more family members are 

enrolled at the institution. The percentage fee reduction depends on the number of family 
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members enrolled. All the students’ family members also had to maintain a minimum 

CGPA of 2.5. In addition, as per the 2017 Institution Funded Scholarship Policy, all the 

students who pass for two consecutive semesters with a minimum CGPA of 3.70 receive 

20% waiver on tuition fees. Moreover, the 2017 Institution Financial Aid Policy indicates 

that the institution supports students who need financial assistance and requests such 

students to provide authentic documents to the Committee of Financial Aid and Award. 

The students who apply for financial aid need to maintain a minimum CGPA of 2.5 while 

the financial aid ranges from 10% to 40%.  

These policies provide a model example of the strategies that the institution implemented 

to provide competitive pricing services to students to attract them to join the institution. 

The international students reported that although such fee structures attracted them to enrol 

at the institution, maintaining high grades was stressful for some of them. For example, 

one participant stated that “to receive a 40% discount, I am required to maintain at least a 

CGPA of 3.7 all through the 5 years. This means that the lowest grade I can get is a B+ to 

maintain my scholarship” (FG3).  

Some participants described the fee structures as demanding, which affected their social 

lives and integration into the institution. This might impact the students’ first-year 

experiences and eventually their long-term retention because if the international students 

would not be able to maintain their scholarships, then it might be possible that they would 

have to leave the institution. That might also have affected the time that the students needed 

to take to adapt to the institution’s environment.  
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• Availability of residencies/dormitories. 

All the participants who live in the dormitories were satisfied with their experiences there. 

The institution has two dormitories in two separate areas: one for male students and another 

for female students. The students who are housed in the dormitories were of different 

nationalities, including a few students who came from other Emirates to study at the 

institution’s main campus. The participants in this study explained that they felt secure 

because of living in campus dormitories. Living on campus also eased their transition into 

the institution because they had the chance to meet other students from the same and other 

nationalities. In the dormitories, the international students found the opportunity to break 

the ice with other people of other nationalities and to get to know them. According to Pike 

and Kuh (2005), “living on campus puts students in close physical proximity so they cannot 

avoid being confronted on an almost daily basis by others who look, talk, and hold values 

different from their own” (p. 289).  

Some MG1, FG2, and FG3 participants mentioned that they got to know many details about 

the institution and academics from their seniors who lived with them in the dormitories. 

For instance, one participant stated that “I am happy to have a senior student as my 

roommate as she tells me about everything I need to know about the institution” (FG2). 

According to Reynolds (2012),  

students in dormitories often have better measured outcomes compared to students 

at the same university who live at home … Students living off-campus are assumed, 

almost by definition, to be less engaged in their education and institution and 

therefore are less likely to be successful. (p. 4)  
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The “live and learn spaces” (La Roche, Flanigan, & Copeland Jr, 2010, p. 48) help 

international students to integrate their academic experiences in and outside the classroom. 

Schudde (2011) has indicated that those students who live in dormitories receive support 

from different people, including other campus residents, staff members, and resident 

advisors. Therefore, this social support might protect students from psychological issues 

such as isolation, loneliness, and anxiety, which could be considered as a sign of a student 

dropping out (Schudde, 2011). Moreover, Flowers (2004), in a study focusing on African 

American students, has asserted that living in dormitories help students to develop their 

personal and social skills, which are required for their academic success. Although the 

context of Flower’s study does not apply to my study, it helps to understand the importance 

of living in dormitories in relation to students’ development. Indeed, the dormitories are 

perhaps even more essential for first-year international students who have just joined a new 

academic, cultural, and social environment.  

 

• Influence of family.  

Most of the participants referred to the role of family in influencing them to join the 

institution. The participants across all the focus groups indicated that a family member, 

such as an uncle, a sister, a father, or a brother, was the reason behind selecting this 

institution. For example, one participant stated: 

I am fairly new to this university and the country as I have been here for just 2 

months. My uncle lives here in Abu Dhabi, and he recommended my dad to put me 

in this university. (MG3)  
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Several researchers have concluded that family has a strong influence on the choice of 

international education because the decision to study at home or to go abroad largely 

depends “on the financial capacity of the family” (Pimpa, 2002, p. 6). Phang (2013) found 

that one of the factors that impact students to undertake international education in a specific 

destination is family influence. Although the respondents in Phang (2013) study did not 

directly state that their families influence their decision to study at a specific higher 

education institution or country, international students indicated that their families helped 

them to speed their decision to study abroad. Also, they revealed that they consider the 

information they receive from their families as “trustworthy”, and therefore strongly 

impact their perceptions ( Phang, 2013, p. 35 ). Family influence also can enhance student 

persistence in terms of staying and continuing his or her study in a given educational system 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  

Some participants in this study reported that family played a significant role, not only in 

their choice of studying at this institution but also in their persistence in terms of staying:  

My family always support me. I always seek their advice and support with things 

related to my study and social life. Their support always helps me to study and 

succeed. (MG1) 

International students are affected by their families. Stevenson and Bland (2017) studied a 

sample of international students whose families were either overseas or with them in the 

United Kingdom. These researchers revealed that those who are tasked with supporting 

international students in relation to their success and retention know little “about the 

importance of family to international students” (Stevenson & Bland, 2017, p. 3). Thus, 

there is an “insufficient awareness of social and academic resilience as well as their 

academic, or other, support needs…[which] has significant implications for retention and 



113 

 

success” (Stevenson & Bland, 2017, p. 3). Therefore, providing appropriate engagement 

for international students’ families can better support the students’ success throughout their 

years of study. 

 

4.2.2 Students’ experiences of freshmen orientation.  
 

 All the participants across the focus groups reported their perspectives about the freshmen 

orientation week (i.e., Welcome Week). During this week, the institution offers newly 

admitted students information about the institution to help them transition. The purpose of 

this orientation was to integrate the new students in their institution and to help them 

succeed in their first year of study. In this orientation, students were introduced to the 

institution’s different departments and services such as those provided by the Student 

Affairs Department, Advising and Registration, IT services, library resources, peer 

mentoring, academic integrity, and so forth. The freshmen orientation week takes place in 

the second week of an academic semester.  

A few participants in FG1 and FG2 groups were generally satisfied with the information 

provided during the orientation week. For example, one participant stated: 

Orientation week sessions were helpful as they were basically about how to utilise 

the services provided by the university, such as how to access the library through 

the website. (FG2)  

 

However, most of the male participants and many female participants highlighted some 

concerns about the orientation week, which can be grouped into two categories: The 

appropriateness of the timing of freshman orientation and the quality of content (material) 
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covered in the orientation. Many participants also went on to provide suggestions for the 

institution to improve the orientation week in the future. 

 

•  The appropriateness of the timing of freshman orientation. 

Most participants raised concerns about the timing of the orientation week. They 

considered that holding the orientation 2 weeks after enrolment was incorrect. The 

participating students remarked that most universities have their orientation earlier (i.e., in 

the first week or even a week before the semester):  

The orientation should have been done in the first week rather than in the second 

week after the semester began. This made it hard to understand the working 

environment of the university. (MG1)  

Having the orientation in the first week or even before would be helpful. However, 

after 2 to 3 weeks was meaningless because we already knew everything. By the 

second week, I have asked all the girls, whom I met during registration or during 

my time at the Admissions Office about the courses and which ones to take. (FG1) 

 

Most participants complained that even the orientation that took place in the second week 

of the semester was scheduled during the students’ break hour from 2:00 pm to 3:00 pm. 

A participant described her experience with other first-year students at that time:  

We were very tired in the second week as we started the classes at that time and 

2:00-3:00 pm was our only break hour. They made us do a campus tour. There was 

bad management, and no one knew where to go. (FG1) 

 

The findings in this section revealed that most of the international students would prefer to 

have the orientation in the first week of the semester or even before classes start. They 

indicated that the institution’s environment was completely new to them. For them, having 

the orientation before they begin their classes or in the first week of the semester would 
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have been helpful because it would have enhanced their preparedness for life in the UAE 

and to the institutional standards. According to Mann et al. (2010), the optimum time for 

orientation for newly enrolled students is to bring them to campus before their enrolment. 

This would allow the students to be exposed to the institution’s various academic and social 

aspects. Mann et al. (2010) also indicated that while, in many institutions, students are not 

eligible to enrol until they attend the summer orientation programmes, orientation plans 

vary from one campus to another due to timing issues or course registration. Nevertheless, 

the orientation programmes offered “often continue until the first days of classes” (Mann 

et al.,  2010, p. 51).  

The institution under study could have provided online orientation for international 

students before joining the institution if it had not been feasible to have them attend a week 

before the start of a semester. Murphy et al. (2002) have suggested that the Web helps to 

“overcome spatial boundaries” (p. 38) and to provide online orientation programmes before 

the students leave their home countries. Therefore, international students do not need to be 

present at a specific time and location (Murphy et al., 2002). 

The institution studied here left the orientation until the second week, and the participants 

appeared to know the rationale behind that. They indicated that the institution extended the 

admission deadline so as to receive more student applications, and that led to postponing 

the timing of orientation to the second week.  
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• Quality of Content/material covered in the freshman orientation. 

Generally, the participants found the information presented at the orientation week to be 

redundant and raised concerns about it. They asserted that the content delivered during the 

orientation week is also covered in the material of the first week of a course called 

“University Study Skills” (UNS) (Academic Success Skills). According to the study plan 

for all programmes, students must take the UNS course in their first semester at the 

institution. That is why most of the participants found the information presented in the 

orientation week to be repetitive while not offering any new value to them. For example, 

one participant remarked: 

I skipped the first-year orientation because I found that the things being told or 

done there were the same things that were being taught in the UNS course I was 

taking at the same time, such as blackboard operations and its uses. (MG3) 

 

This repetition obviously bothered the participants. Also, they pointed out that they were 

misguided in relation to the UNS course. Instead of repeating the same content delivered 

in the orientation week in the UNS course, most participants wanted the institution to focus 

in the student orientation week on the studying (learning) techniques that students would 

need in their first year of study. For instance, one participant suggested: 

I think there should be more orientation for the students with regards to the 

studying techniques that should be used in the university. The studying atmosphere 

of the university was very different to schools as it required much more research 

and referencing work as compared to school. That was initially difficult for me to 

adapt to university studying system. (MG1) 

 

Many participants pointed out that there is a need to focus on introducing students during 

orientation regarding how to use online learning resources:  
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The university should provide more orientation on how to use the online facilities. 

This is because the first-year students are not that used to online learning from 

their schools. (FG3)  

 

All participants also commented that the institution needs to focus on the social experiences 

of students during the orientation week:  

They need to allow the students to interact with themselves more at the orientation 

so that they know about their peers and fellow students rather than just giving out 

information about the university and the courses. (FG3)  

 

Moreover, most participants noted that neither the institution’s website nor the orientation 

week provided enough details about the cultural and social life in the UAE and the 

institution. One participant, who had been in the country and the institution for only 2 

months by that time, stated: 

I did not know what to expect about the social environment when I first came here 

although I checked the university website before I left home, and thus I had to 

explore everything myself. (MG3) 

 

According to Mann et al. (2010), orientation programmes often “include opportunities for 

students to interact with their new community (both on campus and the surrounding area)” 

(p. 51). Wu et al. (2015), based on findings from a study about international students in 

U.S. higher education, stressed the need to offer a particular orientation about U.S. national 

and academic culture to international students who come from different countries to study 

there. Although the context of their work is different from this study, most of the 

international students who come to the institution to study also supported the idea of having 

more information about the social life in the institution and the country.  
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Güvendir (2018) has indicated that a well-planned orientation could help international 

students to have a good first impression about the institution’s education structures, thereby 

reducing any misunderstanding or miscommunication. The primary objective of an 

orientation is to help the students adapt in a very short time to their new environments 

while minimising the problems they might encounter during their transition. In addition, 

according to Güvendir (2018), a good orientation prevents international students from 

experiencing loneliness during the transition period and contributes to their social and 

academic integration and adjustment. A good orientation also contributes to the education 

of faculty, staff, and other domestic students who work with them (Güvendir, 2018). 

Therefore, the orientation could be the most appropriate time when the different parties of 

the institution’s community learn how to work together to help international students in 

their transition process.  

 

4.2.3 Students’ experiences of assessment and feedback.    
 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Assessment challenges, (b) Importance 

of Group work and experienced difficulties and concerns, (c)  Grading rubric issues, and 

(e) Perceptions about the effectiveness of feedback on assessments. Each of these 

categories is discussed in the following sections. 

• Assessments challenges. 

Most participants indicated that, sometimes, the faculty were inconsistent when they taught 

the same course, even though each course had the same syllabus. These participants 

revealed problems stemming from different sections of these courses having the same final 
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examinations. According to the institution’s procedural guidelines termed Preparation and 

Delivery of Final Exams, the final examinations are required to be prepared in coordination 

with all faculty teaching the same courses. However, many participants asserted that some 

faculty did not teach the same material, nor did they deliver the same assessments, despite 

teaching the same course that had a common final examination:  

Since we have a common final exam given by all the instructors, all other 

assessments should also be common rather than by specifically designed by the 

instructor who is teaching the course. This is because the other assessments might 

be easy, but the final exam could be difficult. This results in us being not adequately 

prepared for the final exam, so we need to have the consistency. (MG3) 

Despite the similarity in the course syllabi and content, the different instructors do 

totally teach different things in classes and give different assignments. (FG1) 

 

Sometimes, I think I need to take classes with both instructors to understand the 

complete thing and to get a high mark in the common final exam. (MG1) 

 

According to the 2017 Course Coordination Policy at the institution, faculty need to 

translate the syllabus into a comprehensive outline that is approved by the college.  Also, 

all the faculty teaching the same course need to collaborate in order to develop a uniform 

assessment process based on creating a set of common key standards of learning materials. 

This contradiction between the existing policy and what was really implemented by some 

faculty might illustrate a lack of coordination between the course coordinator and the 

faculty teaching the same course.  

Another concern that some participants raised concerned the time faculty assign for 

students to complete the assessments. Participants indicated that some faculty did not 

schedule the assessments as they were outlined in the course syllabus:  

Although in the course syllabus, the assessments such exams are assigned, for 

example, to be in the fifth week, some instructors move the assessments to be in the 

seventh week. This extends the exam period by three weeks and increases stress as 

we have assignments and projects to do for other courses, and also reduces our 

social life. Therefore, how about the instructors decide on one thing. (MG3) 
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At the institution under study, there was an existing institutional procedure termed 

‘Procedure for Designing Course Material,’ which required faculty to design the course 

materials for the semester as per the syllabi approved from the programme or curriculum. 

Moreover, the general procedure used at the institution was that faculty teaching the same 

course should attend regular meetings with the course coordinator to raise their concerns 

about the course syllabus and to share improvements they thought needed to be 

implemented in the syllabus. Johnson (2006) advised that well-written syllabi assist 

students in their learning and support faculty as they teach. Further, according to Erhardt 

(2018), “Making significant changes to a syllabus beyond the first week of the course is 

equivalent of a breach of contract (as) unfair, unilateral and often last-minute calls for 

drastic change cost students their time, money and sanity” (para.2). Erhardt (2018) adds 

that such major changes “force students into a new learning environment that they did not 

sign up for ... These actions can alienate students” (para. 4). Thus, if any changes are made 

to the course syllabus, they should be completed before starting a semester so that the 

students are not affected.  

 

 

• Importance of Group work and experienced difficulties and concerns.  

 

All participants found group work a good opportunity to socialise with different people 

representing different nationalities. Most of the participants indicated that the faculty gave 

them the option to select the group with whom they wanted to work. However, many of 

these participants found that as not helpful and might pose them with challenges.  Whereas 
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Hofstede’s (1986) framework may have suggested I would find a difference between 

cultures associated with power distance dimension because some cultures “are more 

unequal than others” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 9), this was not the case in this study. The 

participants from different nationalities did not accept the way group work was formed in 

the classroom, in which it was allowing the students of the same nationality to be grouped 

up together. Instead, the participants wanted the students of different nationalities to be 

given equal opportunities to work in groups with each other. 

 

As a first-year student, I found it hard because I did not know anybody in the class. 

All the friends grouped, and then I did not know who to go to. (FG2) 

 

Because some students of the same nationalities group up together, it is hard for 

me to get acquaintances with them or mingle with them because they are just 

focusing on working together in one group. (FG3) 

 

 

 

In this regard, I found that other researchers' perspectives are more relevant than Hofstede 

et al.’s (2010).  Theodoridis (2015) suggested that faculty might face challenges when 

teaching in a multicultural context because students of similar educational and cultural 

backgrounds tend to work together. As a consequence, this undermines an important 

“objective of an international classroom” which is to help students open up to interact with 

others and to foster their interactive knowledge (Theodoridis, 2015, p.  4).   

Strauss, Alice, and Young (2011) found that students involved in multicultural group 

projects will not want to include students of different linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

unless they are strongly motivated to do so and would rather prefer to work with other 

students who are homogenous in terms of language and cultural background. Thus, 

students can be motivated when they are involved in projects that call for diverse 
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knowledge and skills, and that would give a better insight regarding the characteristics of 

the required group members before the group selection takes place (Strauss et al., 2011). 

This supports the concerns that many participants had about the selection of group 

members. It also highlights the importance of staff development that faculty might need to 

help them manage group allocation and learn how to deal with multicultural groups, how 

to construct groups, and how to involve every member in a group.  Moreover, it 

demonstrates how important it is that faculty help the students to get to know students of 

other nationalities while feeling safe to express their views within their groups. 

Some participants also talked about the group size in some classes and how that can 

challenge the group members effectively to mingle and to work together. For example, one 

participant stated: 

In some big classes, some instructors allow nine members to work in the same 

group. I do not think all of the students get involved because of that. I think smaller 

groups are much better because the students will know what they are doing. (FG2) 

 

Large classes can affect the effectiveness of the group’s work. Maringe and Sing (2014) 

provided evidence against teaching large classes; that is, international students in their first 

year of study need to learn “what it is to be a student, what is required to get by. If students 

are taught to be passive seekers and transcribers of information, that is what they become” 

(p. 769).  

Burke (2011) revealed that group work is particularly beneficial for large classes because 

it promotes students to be involved in the course material and in active learning. However, 

groups in large classes should not be too large because some members might not be actively 

contributing to the group (Burke, 2011). Therefore, according to Wang and BrckaLorenz 

(2018), faculty are supposed to require group members to collaborate and to assign teams. 
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The faculty should not leave it to the students to self-select group members because the 

students with strong skills and capabilities likely will select each other. According to Burke 

(2011), faculty “cannot assume that students know how to work together” (p. 90); thus, 

they need to monitor the group work and to develop a rubric to assess it. Otherwise, some 

students will be isolated (Wang & BrckaLorenz, 2018). 

•  Grading rubric issues. 

None of the participants in any of the focus groups argued about grades or the grading 

system; however, all of them highlighted one issue: that faculty need to use a common 

grading rubric when teaching the same course. Rubrics are “performance indicators or 

scoring guides that specify criteria for evaluating student work” (Green, 2012, p. 14). For 

example, one participant indicated: “There is an entirely different grading rubric from one 

instructor to another, even for the same course” (MG2). Therefore, the participants 

suggested that faculty should use a standardised grading rubric when they taught the same 

course: “It is unfair when every instructor for the same course had his rubric” (FG1). 

Reddy and Andrade (2010) revealed that undergraduate students consider the rubrics as a 

significant tool that clarifies the objectives of their work, thereby helping them to 

standardise their work while making grades fairer and more transparent. 

• Perception about the effectiveness of feedback on assessments. 

Many participants talked about the feedback they usually received from faculty on their 

graded examinations and tests and remarked that some faculty do not show them the papers 

after grading them. One stated: 
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The instructor of one of the courses did not allow us to see the graded exam papers 

in class. Thus, if someone has a doubt, he needs to go to the instructor’s office. 

(MG3)  

Although this might be common practice in some higher education systems, it did not seem 

to meet student expectations or to be consistent. Several participants went on to state that 

some faculty did not give the examination papers to the students because they did not want 

the students to take pictures of the examination papers and, subsequently, sharing these 

copies with other students in other semesters. Usually, first-year students’ expectations 

might not necessarily align with the applied institutional practices, or it could be the faculty 

who could not clearly communicate the institutional practices to the students. Crisp et al. 

(2009) concluded that students should be allowed to articulate their expectations while 

faculty needed to use students’ feedback to start a constructive dialogue with them. This 

could lead to an improved alignment between students’ expectations and their levels of 

satisfaction with their experiences.  

Some participants revealed that they wanted to see their examination papers to understand 

their mistakes and “learn from them” (MG3) in order to improve their academic standing 

in other course assessments:  

The same thing happened in Physics that I solved the homework which was there 

online. After two weeks, I got 8/15. The instructor did not give any explanation nor 

provided the answer key, so I had no idea about the errors I made. (MG3)  

 

This request becomes more significant when some courses have final examinations, and 

they include some or all of the material that was covered in a previous assessment. Poulos 

and Mahony (2008) conducted a study at the University of Sydney to derive a deeper 

understanding of the importance of feedback from a student perspective. Their findings 

demonstrated the significant impact of feedback on students’ first-year experience and 
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pointed to the need to communicate with first-year students because, at that stage, they 

have not adapted to the differences between school and university. These researchers also 

found that feedback plays a major role in student adjustment and in students’ difficulties 

in approaching faculty, which can negatively affect them and lead them to fail their first 

year. 

According to Irons (2007), “the quality and timeliness of feedback are key features in the 

student learning process and the teacher/student relationship” (p. 1) when teaching diverse 

groups of students in higher education. Therefore, when the students achieve a balance of 

timely and constructive feedback, that will help them to derive the greatest benefit from 

the feedback, thereby enhancing their learning (Irons, 2007). Students, especially 

international ones, enter higher education institutions hoping to learn new learning 

approaches (Carroll, 2002). Therefore, they find formative and prompt feedback helpful to 

their progress while allowing them to get acquainted with their new learning environments. 

 

4.2.4 Teaching strategies and academic challenges  
 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Experiences with teaching strategies 

adopted by faculty, (b) Perceptions about course syllabi and content explanation, (c)  

Limited outside classroom activities, (d) Students’ perceptions about E-books and e-

learning platforms, and (e)  Effective academic support services. Each of these categories 

is discussed in the following sections. 
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• Experiences with teaching strategies adopted by faculty. 

Adjusting to the faculty-adopted teaching strategies was another issue raised by 

participants. Generally, most of the participants acknowledged the positive role faculty 

played in helping them through their first-year learning experience. Most of the participants 

admitted that some faculty knew that international students were probably changing their 

environments and becoming accustomed to a new one, and they attempted to help them 

adjust. The adjustment process here is meant to refer to the faculty’s roles in the classroom 

and in helping the students with their learning process. For example, one participant 

commented: 

The faculty are very understanding. They try to help the students through different 

methods of teaching. They facilitate the subject they teach as much as possible. 

They try to make the students work smarter rather than harder, and they try to 

reduce the burden on the students as well. (MG2) 

 

Other extracts illustrate how the students generally appreciated the support that they 

received from faculty in the classroom. However, due to the word limit in this thesis, I will 

reserve the remainder of this section to focus on the issues the students raised as being 

essential to help faculty improve the teaching strategies they use when instructing 

international students.  

 

One participant mentioned:  

Adapting to the different forms of teaching by different instructors in this university 

could be difficult. (MG2) 

 

In this regard, Crose (2011) noted that international students are presented with challenges 

when they start their higher education in a new culture and environment, which can impact 
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on them academically as well as affecting their overall experiences. Although some 

participants in the focus groups presented their concerns about the faculty using different 

teaching strategies from each other, Crose (2011) found that the use of different teaching 

methods can help “international students in becoming acclimated to their new cultural 

environment” (p. 388), allowing them to build their cross-cultural understanding, thereby 

leading them better to appreciate cultural differences and also to recognise the similarities 

that already exist among different cultures. According to Gu, Schweisfurth, and Day 

(2010), when international students interact with other students “within different 

educational environments, cultures and society, they continue to experience improved 

knowledge, awareness, skills and attitudes which enable them to function effectively” (p. 

20). This might reveal why some of the international students described their discomfort 

with the use of different teaching strategies. As new students, they need some time to adjust 

to the new environment and to change their old behaviours and to adopt new ones to help 

them integrate into the host institution. The remainder of this section focuses mainly on 

faculty lecturing strategies used in the classroom and the advantages and/or disadvantages 

of each as perceived by the group participants.    

Many of the focus group participants highlighted that some learning activities were carried 

out by faculty, wherein the students passively received knowledge, usually based on one-

way communication, especially in relation to the delivery of content and the way in which 

instructions were provided, which might make student engagement uncertain. In such 

situations, some students could learn but not all of the time. For example, all the 

participants agreed that there were some courses wherein the faculty only used PowerPoint 

presentations (PPTs). 
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Although a few participants sometimes found the PowerPoint presentations useful as the 

faculty “condense[d] the materials of the e-book into something very helpful” (FG3), most 

participants expressed their discontent with PowerPoint presentations as the best approach 

to teaching; yet, they also looked for activities that enhanced students’ active learning, such 

as the following:  

I do not like to have presentations as I am more suited to student interaction. (MG2)  

 

When I was taught in high school, the student did research work and then present; 

therefore, I find the slides to be boring at times. I would like to see more practical 

things rather than just going through the theory. (FG3).  

 

Students should be given a chance to speak out, and there should be communication 

which is a key for learning. (FG2)  

 

 

According to Hofstede (1986), when faculty and students come from different cultural 

backgrounds, “many perplexities can arise,” such as differences in expected faculty/ 

student interaction. Based on the high and low power distance characteristics detailed in 

Chapter 2, it is clear that teaching and learning pedagogies are affected by this dimension. 

For example, in a small (i.e., low) power distance culture, education tends to be more 

student-centred, and faculty expect students to take some initiative in the classroom. In 

contrast, in a large (i.e., high) power distance culture, education tends to be more faculty 

centred and faculty are also the ones who take all the initiative (Hofstede, 1986). The 

agreement common to most of focus group participants, expressing their discontent with 

PowerPoint presentations as the best approach to teaching, appears to be inconsistent with 

Hofstede’s (1986) power distance dimension. Although the international students’ 

participants were from many different nationalities representing different power distance 

cultures scores, they had similar perspectives towards using PowerPoint presentations as 
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the best approach to teaching. The concerns of international students were largely those 

shared by students transitioning to higher education more generally, despite every specific 

research context described in this institution. Therefore, the perspectives of other 

researchers are seen to be more relevant. According to Felder and Brent (2009), one of the 

major mistakes committed by faculty is that they make the classes heavily loaded with 

PowerPoint displays. The overwhelming use of PowerPoint in class is ineffective and is 

generally a waste of time for all. It can make the class dull, and the students have little 

incentive to show up (Felder & Brent, 2009). Moreover, Crose (2011) indicated that in 

order to help international students be successful—especially those who come from other 

countries and who are now residing in an unfamiliar environment—faculty need to give 

students the independence to engage in their learning and to provide them with an inviting 

and encouraging classroom environment.  

All participants highlighted that they got excited and enjoyed the classes when faculty 

allowed group discussions whereby students could express their thoughts. Some 

participants highlighted the need to have a combination of theory and practice. For 

instance, one participant explained how one of the courses in which he was enrolled was 

taught: 

The subject of physics at the university is not taught properly. It is more 

theoretically based rather than being taught with examples. I think the instructors 

should not read from the slides and should use videos and other interactive 

exercises for the topics they teach as that is more interesting than just the audio. 

(MG1)    

 

All participants leaned toward a student-centred approach with a focus on a more 

interactive teaching and learning style. For example, the perspectives of student 

participants from high power distance cultures such as India and Jordan were similar to (no 
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different to) other participants from other cultures such as Pakistan, with an intermediate 

score of 55 on this dimension, as per Hofstede’s (2018) Cultural Tools Country 

Comparison. Therefore, having no cultural differences among international students 

toward student-centred learning appears to be inconsistent with Hofstede et al.’s (2010) 

power distance dimension. This is because the student participants wanted to participate in 

the communication that occurs in the classroom and be more involved in interactive 

learning. 

Felder and Brent (2009) noted that non-stop lecturing produces very little learning, which 

indicates the failure of the faculty to provide a variety of instructions. Instructions are 

effective when things are mixed up. There needs to be a variety of instructions such as 

visuals, diagrams, photos, videos, multimedia, activities, discussion, individual tasks, and 

group work (Felder & Brent, 2009). It is clear that the international students had different 

preferences from each other, and that is to be expected amongst any group regarding the 

way they like to learn. The important thing in higher education is that faculty attempt to 

broaden those preferences so that individuals can learn in many ways in order to facilitate 

lifelong learning (Nasser & Karraker, 2018). 

 

• Perceptions about course syllabi and content explanation.   

Many participants linked the teaching strategies used by faculty to the course syllabus of 

each course and the way the course content had been covered in class. They indicated that 

faculty need to teach the whole course content as per the course syllabus:  

All the important content in a course should be covered and not missed as it would 

affect the learning in the future courses. I believe the approach of the instructors to 

the course content should be monitored. (MG2)  
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Some participants linked the importance of teaching the whole course content with the 

completion of course assignments. One mentioned: 

The online assignments at times had questions which were from the parts removed 

by the instructors in the syllabus. This created a lot of hassle for me to get the 

answers. (MG1)  

 

Several other participants indicated that sometimes the course content was not linked 

together, and that affected their learning experiences:  

At times, I find the course content is not being linked up with each other that makes 

an issue of understanding them and applying them in the real-world a problem. 

Some instructors should be clearer and go in depth regarding the topics they teach 

because I face problems in doing some of the assignments. (MG1)  

We have a role play in the Critical Thinking course, but we have no base to start it. 

The instructor has been saying from the beginning that there is going to be a role 

play but has not provided us with the criteria. (MG2)  

 

Some faculty, according to some participants, failed to give clear instructions when they 

assigned a task to students. Providing clear instructions to the students is an important 

element of classroom management (McLeod, Fisher, & Hoover, 2003). However, “strong 

lesson sometimes fails because instructions were not properly delivered” (Sowell, 2017, p. 

19). Crose (2011) stressed that when faculty intend to introduce a group activity in cross-

cultural settings, they need to provide clear directions and timelines to all students and 

make them understand the intended learning outcomes and the value they might obtain 

from undertaking the activity. According to Crose (2011), when this happens, then all the 

students will learn “from the unique perspectives that each member brings to the group” 

(p. 393). 

Bovill, Bulley, and Morss (2011) observed that the curriculum is one of the key areas that 

determine an acceptable learning experience. Felder and Brent (2009) indicated that 
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students learn best when they can configure the relevance among the course content, their 

interests, their career goals, and social problems; however, some faculty failed to create 

this integrated relevance. This, as a consequence, might lead students to resist the methods 

used by the instructor. Failing to establish relevance could reveal that the faculty teach 

without having clear course learning objectives. Felder and Brent (2009) pointed out that 

faculty need to create lessons that covered the topics listed in the course syllabus and to 

explain them. Therefore, it is essential to achieve this by designing effective course 

learning outcomes that are explicit to students and coherent and considered as a basis for 

fair examinations and assignments (Felder & Brent, 2009).  

 

•   Limited outside classroom activities. 

Many participants wanted to have more activities outside of the classroom because this was 

helpful for them to socialise and to gain new knowledge and experiences: 

More activities outside the class would be useful. I am an Interior Design student, 

so our instructor took us to the female green area and asked us to get and draw a 

very practical view. It could result in getting inspired by nature. She moved us out 

of the class. Unfortunately, it was only done by this instructor. (FG3) 

 

The university should provide opportunities for all the students to go on educational 

trips. This should not only be restricted to certain majors. (FG2) 

  

International students, with their diverse backgrounds, carry with them their educational, 

social, and cultural values. At the same time, they need to adjust to their new environments 

in the host country. They also need to deal with the pressure of their academic studies. Such 

challenges make the adaptation and integration of international students more difficult. 

Thus, their participation in co-curricular and extracurricular activities outside the 

classroom can help them to adjust. According to participants,  outside classroom activities 
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might include domestic travel, educational trips, sports competition, local festivals, and so 

forth. According to Luo and Jamieson-Drake (2013), both curricular and extracurricular 

activities provide international students with opportunities to interact across disciplines and 

across cultures. Moreover, the contexts of these interactions will provide international 

students with opportunities to initiate informal and intellectual contact between them and 

their faculty (Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2013) and will positively impact their overall life 

satisfaction and academic involvement (Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2002). Moreover, 

extracurricular activities will likely help international students relieve their stress and 

stimulate their active engagement in the institution’s activities and with students of other 

nationalities (Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2013). Therefore, in the current study, all 

participants required the institution to provide them with opportunities that might improve 

their learning and transitioning experiences. Also, some international faculty are not 

themselves familiar with local norms, traditions and lifestyles, which is why they cannot 

optimise these opportunities.  

 

• Students’ perceptions about E-books and e-learning platforms.  

All participants discussed the technical facilities provided by the institution and the way 

faculty used them. For example, one participant told about how it was useful when one 

faculty “recorded his lectures and shared them with the students through YouTube and 

Blackboard” (MG2). 

A surprising piece of information was that most participants revealed that they were 

unhappy regarding the use of a digital version of the course book (e-book), and they gave 

several reasons for that. The first thing was that they found the e-books to be impractical:  
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Even when the instructors give clear instruction on how to use the e-book, the 

students were unable to access the e-book because of the technical issue. (FG3)  

 

… the absence of the internet at certain times, which restricts the e-books’ use at 

times of need. (MG3) 

 

Another reason they raised was that some faculty did not use the e-books but rather used 

their materials in the classroom or posted additional documents on Blackboard. One 

participant stated: “Some instructors do not use the e-books, and we still end up buying 

them” (MG2). The final reason for not preferring the use of e-books was that the students 

would not be able to access them after 1 academic year. Thus, if a student planned to repeat 

the course in another year, he or she had to pay the access fees for the same e-book again. 

 

Many participants described how using Blackboard software made the communication 

between them and their faculty easier, given the different facilities available on the 

platform. Meanwhile, some of them found that using Blackboard was initially difficult 

because the organisation of course material varied on Blackboard from one instructor to 

another, which is why the participants generally indicated that the faculty did not guide 

them properly on how to access available e-learning platforms and also e-books:  

Faculty cannot just refer the students to use the e-books without giving them any 

guidance as to how to use them. (MG1) 

 

The literature revealed the importance of using technology in making the classroom more 

interactive and encouraging for the students to be more involved (Felder & Brent, 2009). 

According to Felder and Brent (2009), faculty need to use technology wisely; for example, 

they might not use “passive instructional technology” (p. 23) such as the web, only to show 

a picture or a text. The technology used in the classroom can include interactive tutorials, 
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animations, and multimedia presentations (Felder & Brent, 2009). This can make students 

learning experiences more valuable and can reduce their levels of anxiety. 

 

• Effective academic  support services. 

All the participants focused on the role of the Learning Support Centre and Writing 

Centre—which have been later merged and re-named the Academic Success Centre—

played in their academic adjustment during their first year of study. The Writing Centre 

provided support to students with academic and technical writing for both English and 

Arabic language courses. The Learning Support Centre also helped students in their other 

academic courses. International students, like other students, took advantage of such free 

services as provided by the institution. However, the help that they received was double 

because the two Centres helped them have a sense of support and community in their first 

year of study. The academic tutors (staff) and student mentors (students who volunteer to 

support other students at the Centres) played a significant role in helping the international 

students. According to most participants, the academic tutors and student mentors helped 

them to engage with other students through small group discussions and workshops. That 

was the starting point for many of them to utilise effectively the available services at both 

Centres to progress in their academic courses and to engage with other students through 

the workshop held by both Centres. 

Here are some of the quotations provided by participants: 

I found the services of the Writing Centre and the Learning Support Centre quite 

helpful as a first-year student. (FG2) 

The best part being that students are working there who understand the need of 

other students. (FG1)  



136 

 

I was very bad at English when I joined the university. I was assisted a lot by the 

Writing Centre to improve my English. (MG2)  

 

 

4.2.5 Institutional environment. 
 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Socio-cultural experiences , (b) Quality 

of interaction and social engagement, (c) Language barriers, and (e) Gender issues. Each 

of these categories is discussed in the following sections. 

• Socio-cultural experiences  . 

The perspectives of the participants cited in this section represent the socio-cultural factors 

that international students believed influence their transition experience through their first 

year of study at this multicultural institution. Most participants perceived no major cultural 

issues among international students due to their cultural diversity. One participant 

commented:  

There might be cultural differences, but we do not go that way as our relationship 

with the instructor and other students are just for a semester, and we focus on the 

studying aspect. (MG1)  

 

However, in two focus groups, several African participants pointed to cultural issues they 

encountered in one of the first-year college courses: 

Sometimes, the instructor of the UAE & GCC Society course talks about the culture 

as part of a lesson. The instructor gives an example of another culture and thinks 

it is funny. The instructor and other students in class laugh it off, which can be quite 

offensive sometimes. (FG3) 

A faculty should keep his or her opinion neutral when teaching about a nationality 

rather than saying something that would make other nationality people feel bad. 

(MG1) 
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Therefore, all the participants from both groups recommended that faculty should be asked 

to go through a training course on how to teach students from different cultural 

backgrounds as “… some instructors have teaching skills but lack proper communicating 

skills so that the training will be good for them” (MG1).    

Faculty play a vital role in the students’ first-year experiences. According to Crose (2011), 

faculty should not stereotype students based on their cultural backgrounds but need to be 

aware of the various cultural differences of the students in the classroom. When cultural 

awareness exists, this makes the faculty more capable of providing equal learning 

opportunities and engagement with all the students in the classroom. International 

education requires building “strategies and pedagogies” that revolves “around 

collaborations, plurality, interconnections, networks, and engagement with the world” 

(Kahn & Agnew, 2017, p. 60). 

Some participants, especially those from Africa, commented that lack of cultural 

understanding led them to stick to other students of their own nationality. However, 

extracurricular events break down these barriers to some extent. In this regard, one 

participant indirectly revealed how his cultural and social background affected his 

interaction with people from other cultures:  

I do not make friends with people of other cultures easily because I think and do 

things differently as compared to them. Luckily, I have many friends from my 

country, so we get along easily. You will find me getting along with people of other 

nationalities only when there are sports and other events; otherwise, there are just 

greetings between them and us. (MG3) 

 

It was noticeable that African students commented on their lack of cultural awareness. 

Mentioning it is not necessarily an indication that students from Africa were less culturally 

aware than others of course – just that they were conscious they needed to learn more about 



138 

 

other cultures. Indeed, it might be that they are more culturally aware to be able to identify 

a learning need. Therefore, without further research in this regard, it is not possible to 

account for the cultural influence on the experiences of students from Africa.   

Most participants mentioned the orientation week sessions. They were not told during the 

orientation week about how to interact with faculty and other students, nor how to adapt to 

the new cultural and social environment. However, they only learned that from their own 

experiences:  

My friends who live with me in the dorm told me about the cultural boundaries 

here. (MG1) 

 

 

According to Kahn and Agnew (2017), international students come to the classroom laden 

with their prior experiences, cultural values, and social experiences, and this requires 

offering them opportunities to reflect on their own biases and assumptions. These 

unconscious biases should be reflected on as part of the orientation week or the study skills 

course because that would be the best time for new international students to learn how to 

adapt to other students from other nationalities and how to become familiar with the host 

institution’s norms and standards. 

 

• Quality of interaction and social engagement. 

All international students were keen to engage with other students, whether they were of 

their same or other nationalities, or whether they were domestic students. However, they 

indicated that the group activities that happened in the classroom were the best way for 

them to interact with students of other cultures. Many participants mentioned what some 
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faculty did in the first week of a semester to break the ice between them and the students 

and among the students themselves. For example, one student told of her experience: 

In my Design Foundation course, the instructor broke the ice in the first session by 

allowing the girls to come and sit in a circle. She allowed the girls to introduce 

themselves and their backgrounds. This helped me in as I came to know about the 

names of other girls, and we started learning about each other. (FG2) 

 

Many participants revealed that they did not have a social life at the institution outside the 

classroom: “I was not able to make many friends on the campus itself, and the only friends 

I made on campus were the ones who were my group partners in course projects” (MG2). 

Meanwhile, participants expressed their interest to “know students of different nationalities 

outside the classroom and get to know about their cultures” (MG1). This could be the 

reason why some participants in FG1 and FG2 revealed that they had not yet reached their 

comfort zone.  

Moreover, all participants requested the institution to “… create attractive clubs which will 

mix both the old and the new students together” (MG2). They also requested having more 

social activities that would engage them with people from other cultures. For example, 

many of them were delighted to attend the Global Day event held by the Student Affairs 

Department because that helped them to be introduced to other students from different 

cultures. Global Day event is a cultural activity where the students from different countries 

present to others the traditional cultures and customs of their countries. Despite considering 

this event by participants to be effective, they raised concerns about its timing because it 

usually took place during the second semester of a given academic year:  

I attended the Global Day, and I liked it. I got to know about a lot of cultures there, 

which I did not know from before. Those who presented introduced their cultures 
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properly. I hoped we had such activities earlier in the first semester of our study. 

(MG3) 

 

For this institution, international students form the majority of the student population. 

However, although student participants reported that they were keen to be more engaged 

with other students from different cultural backgrounds, they were confronted with the 

limited social activities at the institution. According to Ramsay, Jones, and Barker (2007), 

social support significantly helps international student cope with the challenges that they 

experience during their adaptation into their institutions. Student engagement is also 

considered as an important factor in student progress and retention (Chan & Ryan, 2013). 

Glass (2012) found that international students who interact with people from different 

cultural backgrounds and participate in campus organised social activities, leadership 

programs, and community “report more positive perceptions of campus climate” (p. 246) 

and higher levels of development and learning. Moreover, involving international students 

in classroom dialogue can foster their sense of inclusion and fitting together with other 

students from other cultural backgrounds (Glass, 2012).  

• Language barriers. 

Some African and South-Asian participants pointed to the language barrier that could 

sometimes affect their interaction and engagement with other students outside the 

classroom, especially given that Arabic was the most common first language at the 

institution, while some of the international students did not speak it:  

My major problem is communicating with other people here. Many of the people 

here know Arabic, and when they discuss, they talk in Arabic, and I cannot 

understand the topic that they are talking about. Therefore, I have to request them 

to speak in English. I can communicate with everyone in English easily. (FG1)  
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Sawir, Marginson, Forbes-Mewett, Nyland, and Ramia (2012) documented “that 

inadequate language proficiency hinders students outside the classroom, especially where 

cross-cultural communication is required” (p. 5). These African and South-Asian 

participants wanted the institution to create opportunities that integrate all the international 

students with each other and with the domestic students. As a result, international students 

might not feel isolated or neglected. 

According to many participants, language was one of the major factors that affected 

effective group work inside the classroom. They indicated that English language 

proficiency was sometimes a barrier for some group members to engage successfully with 

other students in the same group. Moreover, as discussed by many participants of different 

nationalities, this was a particular problem for some students from the Arabic countries and 

some from South Asian countries. Many participants of different nationalities indicated 

that some group members who speak the same native language tended to speak in their 

language during group discussions, although other members did not speak that language:  

I find a couple of girls talking in their language (Arabic) when they are grouped 

with me, although I do not speak Arabic. I think they find comfort in using their 

language, and I think they have to make an extra effort to communicate in English 

as it is a barrier for them. I also find some students talking in Hindi or Urdu. (FG3) 

 

Because the medium of instruction in the institution is English, the institution requires 

students before admission to provide evidence of their English language proficiency (at 

least 5.0 in the IELTS [i.e., International English Language Testing System] Academic 

category or an equivalent TOEFL [i.e., Test of English as a Foreign Language] score). 

However, the IELTS or the TOFEL score does not accurately reflect the student’s English 
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language ability, according to many participants. Andrade (2009) indicated that despite the 

fact “that non-native English speakers submit evidence of their English language 

proficiency” (p. 16) to higher education institutions in the United States for admission 

reasons, many of the international students encounter difficulties with the demands of 

English. Such language barriers, according to Medved, Franco, Gao, and Yang (2013), 

might cause problems in the formation of group work and intercultural friendships.  

 

• Gender issues. 

Most focus group participants highlighted that they respected the institution’s rules of 

student gender segregation at the undergraduate level. However, their issue was that the 

institution did not clearly communicate information about the undergraduate programme’s 

gender-segregated education, nor was that information provided on the institution’s 

website. A male participant stated: 

I was not informed that the university is segregated. It was not also mentioned on 

the university website. This information should have been told earlier. There were 

pictures of males and females together on the website which confused us. Many 

other nationality people also did not know about this. (MG1) 

 

Similarly, a female participant stated that “I did not know that the university was segregated 

when I joined it. The segregation issue is not being mentioned on the website” (FG3).  

To verify the accuracy of the information provided by the participants and to determine 

whether it was presented in a balanced and unbiased manner, I attempted to find the 

Undergraduate Students Catalogue and the Undergraduate Student Handbook for the 

academic year 2017-2018 (the time when the data were collected). However, I found that 
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both had been removed from the institution’s website; therefore, I compared the 

participants’ information with that presented in the Undergraduate Students Catalogue and 

the Undergraduate Student Handbook for the academic year 2018-2019. Both resources 

only referred to gender segregation under the “Housing and Residence Life” section. In 

that section, it is noted that student dormitories are segregated regarding gender, as per the 

Gender Segregation Policy of the institution. However, there was not one single statement 

that describes the Gender Segregation Policy to international students. The international 

students come from other countries to attend the institution, and a clearer presentation of 

the information on the institution’s website can reduce any potential misunderstanding. 

 

Moreover, many participants requested that some activities be gender mixed. Regarding 

this issue, a male participant mentioned: 

There should be activities where they are mixed, such as the Sheikh Zayed Mosaic 

Guinness Book activity. It was a lovely activity where the students met females of 

other nationalities and got to know their perspectives. (MG3) 

 

Another female participant stated: 

I found some clubs on the male side to be more active. An example of that is the 

Literature Club, which is more active on the male side. I wanted to join it, but then 

I realised I was a female. Maybe they should allow us to have some mixed clubs. 

(FG3)   

 

Many female participants mentioned that their families agreed that they could participate 

in common activities with the other gender. One observed: “I think some mixed-gender 

activities should be there. My family won’t have a problem with me meeting the other 

gender” (FG2).  



144 

 

A study conducted in schools in Kuwait by AlMatrouk (2016) revealed that the students 

who attended mixed-gender classes “had good relationships with the opposite gender” (p. 

9), compared to those who attended single-gender equivalents, and this is due to 

experiencing different school settings. The case of the participants in the current study 

could be quite similar. Because many of the participants attended mixed-gender classes in 

their home countries, it was difficult for some of them to get accustomed to the gender-

segregated education at this institution.  

When I compared the data presented by the participants in relation to Hofstede et al.’s 

(2010) masculinity/femininity dimension, I found that these participants were not 

influenced by the different masculinity/femininity scores of their different countries. 

However, there was an agreement among them in relation to the gender segregation policy. 

Most of the student participants believed that an intervention could be implemented with 

regard to communicating pre-admission information about the undergraduate program’s 

gender-segregated education, both offline and online. Perhaps more importantly, with 

regards to masculinity/femininity dimension is student participants level of comfort with 

gender segregation and their desire to have integrated social activities. Most of the student 

considered mixing male and female students in different social activities important because 

these activities help international students promote their communication skills and prepare 

them for a mixed-gender environment in the workplace.  

 

4.3 Conclusion 

 

This chapter shed light on the perspectives of the focus group participants regarding the 

international students’ first-year experience at the institution, and what they found helped 
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or hindered them. The participants highlighted significant issues about the orientation week 

and underlined aspects that should be improved to support future students when they join 

the institution. The participants also focused on the issues that they found affected their 

academic as well as their socio-cultural experiences inside and outside the classroom. The 

findings of this chapter will be compared and contrasted with the faculty’s perspectives in 

Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 5. Findings and the Discussion of the International 

Faculty Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the core themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis of 

the eight semi-structured interviews with international faculty. The chapter also explains 

how I arrived at these themes derived from the data collected. The qualitative data 

presented in this chapter were collected in the Spring semester 2018 via audio-recorded 

interviews, which were subsequently transcribed. The open-ended interview questions (see 

Section 3.6.3) allowed the international faculty to present their experiences and to share 

their perspectives about the first-year experiences of international students and the 

implications for retention. As explained in Section 3.7, the analysis of the interviews started 

with the compiling of verbatim transcripts of the eight interviews. Coding then was 

undertaken using NVivo software version 12 (QSR International Pty Ltd., 2018) to assist 

in organising and storing the data. I used an inductive approach to data analysis, in which 

I followed the same process with the interview data as described in section 4.1. Therefore, 

I started with reading the transcribed data several times to identify the codes (words, 

phrases, and statements) that were used repeatedly by the interview participants. I then 

labelled the words, phrases, and statements that involved related and common data in order 

to reveal categories. For example, the interview participants repeatedly talked about 

“international students’ engagement,” “dividing students into groups,” “mixing students 
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with others,” “observing the dynamic of group work,” and “allowing the students to choose 

their group partners.” According to Saldaña (2013), finding “the most repetitive patterns 

of action and consistencies in human affairs [is natural] and deliberate because one of the 

coder’s primary goal is to find these repetitive patterns of action and consistencies in 

human affairs as documented in the data” (p. 5). 

After that came the process of finding linkages among data to create categories. This 

involved combining relevant data together. In this study, some of the initial categories that 

were created included “group project,” “group assignments,” “class size,” “course 

syllabus,” “co-curricular activities,” “extracurricular activities,” “Blackboard,” “e-books,” 

“gender segregation,” and so forth. After this analysis phase had been completed, I went 

through these initial categories several times to understand the connections among them; 

for example, group project, group assignments, and group activities were all grouped under 

“group work.” This approach resulted in sorting the relevant data into 10 categories that 

were then grouped under three broad themes. Table 15 lists the three themes, with the 

categories used for each. 
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Table 15 

Interviews Themes and Categories  

 

 

This chapter also contains a discussion of the findings pertaining to the perceptions and 

experiences of the international faculty in light of the recent literature. In addition, the 

chapter is particularly connected to Research Questions 2, 3, and 4:  

 

 

  

Theme 1 

 

 

Theme 2 

 

 

Theme 3 

 
Faculty Perceptions 

about the 

Appropriate 

Approaches to 

Teaching and 

Assessments 

Faculty Perceptions 

about the Teaching 

Environment 

Faculty Perceptions 

about Faculty and 

Student Orientation 

Categories 
Perceptions about  

Adopted  Teaching 

Strategies  

 

Cultural Issues 

 

Experiences with 

Faculty Orientation 

Social Issues 

Perceptions about 

Student Orientation 

International students 

challenges with 

English as a Medium 

of Instruction 

The importance  of 

Group Work and 

Coping with its 

Challenges 

Gender Issues 

Perceptions about the 

Coordination and 

Implementation  of 

Common Final 

Examinations  

Issues Relating to 

Students Negotiating 

Grades with Faculty 
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RQ2. What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  

As discussed in Section 3.2, one purpose of this question is to investigate the strategies that 

international faculty themselves reported using to promote students’ learning experiences 

and social engagement both in and outside of the classroom.  

 

RQ3. What challenges do international faculty consider limit their ability to support 

international students to succeed in their first year of studies? 

This question aims to understand the factors international faculty perceive as hindering 

them from supporting international students.  

 

RQ4. How do international students and faculty consider the first-year experience of 

studying in the institution could be enhanced in order to promote retention? 

 

It is necessary to note here that the interview participants used the word “instructors” to 

refer to faculty and “university” to refer to the institution. Moreover, in the following 

section, the categories aligned under the three themes are described and analysed. The three 

themes were as follows: (a) Approaches to Teaching and Assessments, (b) Teaching 

Environment, and (c) Faculty and Student Orientation.  
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5.2 Themes identified 
 

5.2.1 Faculty perceptions about the appropriate approaches to teaching and 

assessments.  
 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Perceptions about adopted teaching 

strategies , (b) International students challenges with  English as a medium of instruction, 

(c) The importance of group work and coping with its challenges, (d) Perceptions about 

the coordination and implementation of common final examinations, and (e) Issues relating 

to students negotiating grades with faculty . Each of these categories is discussed in the 

following sections. 

 

•  Perceptions about adopted teaching strategies. 

Many participants appeared to appreciate the need to facilitate students getting to know 

one another while using icebreakers, which is perceived as a good activity for aiding 

student transition. For example, one participant stated:  

I like to break the ice at the beginning of the semester, and I include in this activity 

all the students. When having a group with that diverse kind of mixture, I find that 

some of a problem is solved because the students will somehow tend to understand 

the others. (Interviewee 2) 

According to Arkoudis et al. (2010), deploying start-up activities (i.e., icebreakers) in the 

first class is essential for establishing a common ground between international and 

domestic students. The aim of these activities is to initiate a welcoming and relaxed 

atmosphere, in which the interaction among students is expected and encouraged. Such 

start-up activities can stimulate student interaction regardless of cultural backgrounds and 
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also encourage them to welcome different perspectives, thereby enhancing their learning 

experiences (Arkoudis et al., 2010). In this case, it is not merely mixing international and 

domestic students but also mixing international students from different geographical and 

cultural origins. However, and perhaps more importantly, although ice breakers are 

recognised as representing good practice (Arkoudis et al., 2010), some faculty participants 

reported that they were not using this technique because of teaching large classes. For 

instance, one participant stated: “I used to ask the students to introduce themselves in the 

early days of a semester. I no longer do that as I have huge classes” (Interviewee 4). 

Kavanagh, Clark-Murphy, and Wood (2011) asserted that students’ first-year experience 

is “the most critical in shaping [students’] persistence decisions” (p. 85). According to 

Kavanagh et al. (2011), icebreakers help first-year students with discipline and assist 

faculty in enhancing the students’ enthusiasm about content learning and in connecting 

them effectively, whether they are in large or small groups. Therefore, icebreakers ease the 

transition of first-year students and enhance their learning outcomes (Kavanagh et al., 

2011).  

All of the participants’ perspectives, regarding the teaching strategies that they adopted, 

indicated they used a variety of techniques appearing to be aimed at promoting inclusivity 

generally, albeit not aimed specifically at international students. An inclusive practice 

involves using different approaches to teaching that consider the diverse backgrounds and 

needs of all students, without singling out any particular groups. One participant stated: “I 

use different teaching strategies that are suitable for all of my students” (Interviewee 4). 

Crose (2011) indicated that faculty should use a variety of teaching methods to help 

international students enhance their understanding of cultural differences, thereby forming 
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the cross-cultural relationships required in a globalised society. When faculty members 

provide diverse learning opportunities, international students can adapt to a new cultural 

environment, and local students will adjust to the other cultures introduced in the classroom 

(Crose, 2011).  

All participants also appeared to appreciate the need for student-centred approaches.  

 Students from different nationalities are used to different teaching methods. 

Therefore, the faculty member has to bridge the gap among them by using a variety 

of teaching methods that promote student-centred learning. (Interviewee 5) 

I do not think the teacher-centred approach is always useful. The best thing to me 

is to use the student-centred approach. (Interviewee 7) 

The students are going to be completely disengaged if the instructor only has a 

teacher- centred lecture. (Interviewee 1) 

According to Fierke, Lui, Lepp, and Baldwin (2014), thousands of studies have 

documented that student-centred learning (student-centred instruction) contributes 

substantially to students’ success, especially in terms of their satisfaction and retention. 

During the development of a student-centred course, the primary goal is to allow the 

students to construct their knowledge using research-based instructional and assessment 

processes and to have a voice in their learning setting (Fierke et al., 2014). Therefore, 

student-centred approaches are likely to benefit the students learning progress at the 

institution under study because these approaches can encourage students to be active 

participants in their own learning and get acquainted with their new learning environments. 

In light of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework, I had expected that faculty 

participants teaching practices would be influenced by their cultural origin and had thought 
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that the position of each participant culture within the individualistic/collectivistic cultural 

dimension, of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) framework, would influence their use of student-

centred approaches. However, this was largely unsupported in this study because all faculty 

participants agreed about the importance of using a student-centred approach to teaching 

when teaching students of different cultural backgrounds. In fact, other researchers have 

more relevant perspectives in this regard.  For example, Kaur and Noman (2015) studied 

the classroom practices and beliefs of six teachers from different collectivist countries 

using Hofstede’s theoretical framework. Their study revealed that “collectivist teachers 

will embrace individualistic practices of teaching which are congruent with their own 

cultural beliefs” (Kaur & Noman, 2015, p. 1794). Kaur and Noman (2015) indicated that 

since globalisation began, people have become more closer, and cultures have become 

more diverse. Therefore, according to Yoo (2014), it is important for faculty members to 

understand the students’ needs rather than adopting a teaching strategy that he or she is 

accustomed to or was exposed to as a student.  

 Cook-Sather (2014) argued that students are “change agents in explorations of pedagogical 

practice” (p. 195), and that faculty need to embrace students as partners and to attend to 

their perspectives and experiences: “Student-faculty partnership changes in deep and 

productive ways both how educators understand the teaching and learning process and their 

role in it, and how students take up their education and their relationships with teachers 

within it” (p. 195). That is why faculty members need to understand the cultural differences 

that exist in their classrooms as well as being aware of their own cultural experiences that 

affect the pedagogy that they use (Crose, 2011). When faculty members are alert to this, 

they can avoid classroom challenges as they develop their sense of the cultural similarities 
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and differences in the classroom and by using a variety of teaching techniques (Crose, 

2011).  

 

• International students challenges with English as a medium of instruction.  

As mentioned in Section 4.2.5, most of the programmes at the institution are delivered in 

English. Therefore, it is essential for the students to provide evidence that they have a 

minimum level of English language proficiency. For example, the students need to achieve 

a minimum 5.0 score in the IELTS test or a 500 score in the TOEFL test. Despite providing 

such evidence, all faculty participants emphasised that international students are not 

equally proficient in the use of the English language in the classroom and indicated that 

English is either their second or third language. For example, one participant stated: “Many 

of the international students I teach are passionate about studying and hard workers; 

however, some of them lack basic skills like English” (Interviewee 3). 

 

Carroll and Ryan (2007) have indicated that there is a misunderstanding about students’ 

English language competence due to the different abilities that are tested in each language 

test. For example, in the IELTS test, four skills are tested: reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening. Therefore, two students with scores of 5.0 might have different speaking abilities 

because the final score is the average of the four sub-scores, and that further covers their 

differences. Because of this discrepancy in students’ abilities, Carroll and Ryan (2007) 

advised that faculty who encounter similar situations to vary their means of communication 

with international students. For example, when there is a student who does not seem to 

understand what is being said, then the faculty can use a different form of words or use 
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writing instead of speaking and vice versa. In this study, most of the faculty participants 

from Asia, North America, Africa, Europe, and Oceania reported that some international 

students’ language barriers affected the design of course assessments. They mentioned that 

they become very conscious of the language that they use when preparing the assessments 

such as tests and examinations. Therefore, the faculty attempted to simplify the language 

that they used in assessments in order to assist the students:  

Initially, when I was not conscious of some students English language difficulties, 

I used to get a lot of questions from the students during the exam, such as ‘what 

does this word mean?’; therefore, I have learnt to simplify any concept as much as 

possible to the point that I have minimised the questions that I get from students. 

(Interviewee 1)  

Moreover, all participants linked the students’ English language proficiency to their 

involvement in classroom discussions. These participants pointed out that the students’ 

English language barriers were more evident in group work, especially when some students 

of the same nationality tended to speak in their native language: 

Everyone in the group needs to understand what the discussion is about, but 

sometimes, students of the same cultures or nationalities group together like Arabs 

on one side and Indian and Pakistani on another side. Then, I let them explain to 

each other in their language. (Interviewee 5) 

According to Carroll and Ryan (2007), faculty members play a significant role in 

facilitating student adjustment to learning in English and their capacity to acquire the 

language of their discipline. Moreover, Mohd Faiz, Awang, and Maziana (2017) revealed 

that most of the faculty who used simple English language with teaching aids assisted 

international students to improve their learning and reduced the communication gap 

between them and their students. Mamiseishvili (2012) also concluded that faculty 

members are vital to international students’ academic success and persistence. Therefore, 
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they need to incorporate more learning activities that encourage international students to 

cooperate with peers in the classroom and help them develop their English language skills 

(Mamiseishvili, 2012). 

Mohd Faiz et al. (2017) conducted a study in a non-English context wherein international 

students were non-native English speakers. The findings revealed that the most significant 

challenge confronting faculty when teaching international students was international 

students’ low levels of English language proficiency (Mohd Faiz et al., 2017). This study 

also pointed to “the challenges encountered to provide a pedagogical approach that could 

suffice the needs of staff’s own English proficiency and their teaching philosophy” (Mohd 

Faiz et al., 2017, p. 221). This perhaps applies to the institution under study as well as many 

of the international faculty who are non-native speakers of English; understanding their 

English or getting used to their accents can be challenging for international students, 

especially if those students have been taught standard English. Moreover, it is also 

necessary to highlight the difference between the current study and many of the research 

studies that examine students studying in English-speaking countries. However, in many 

cases, the institution’s faculty often do not speak English as their first language, and this 

might have had an impact on the students’ ability to understand and to communicate with 

them in the classroom. In the current study, for example, none of the participants appeared 

to be native English speakers, although I did not ask them to confirm that. On the 

institution’s website, there is nothing mentioned under recruitment about the English 

language proficiency requirements for faculty applicants.  
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• The importance of group work and coping with its challenges. 

All faculty participants asserted that group work activities in the classroom are important 

for student engagement and integrating students from different cultures. In light of 

Hofstede et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework, I had anticipated that because the 

participants in this study came from different nationalities which have different power 

distance cultural scores, they might have different perspectives from each other regarding 

group work activities.    Hofstede (1986) had argued that whereas in high power distance 

countries, more teacher-centred approaches are used, in low power distance countries, 

students are encouraged to participate in group work and other student-centred approaches 

to learning.  However, in this study, faculty participants of different nationalities, which 

have different power distance cultural scores, all supported the use of student-led 

approaches, particularly group work.  Therefore, without further research, it is not possible 

to account for the apparent lack of cultural influence in this study. According to Kaur and 

Noman (2015), societies have become more diverse because of globalisation. Therefore, 

faculty members have moved “away from the concept of power distance” (p. 1807) and 

adopted approaches that emphasise on students’ involvement in discussions and on giving 

the students the independence for the aim of improving their social bonding. Kaur and 

Norman (2015) also found that faculty members have realised that traditional approaches 

to teaching and learning, such as rote memorisation, were not effective in terms of students’ 

engagement and acquisition of skills. Therefore, “philosophical differences in classroom 

practices between cultures are shrinking and the practices heavily depend upon the cultural 

norms and beliefs of teachers” (Kaur & Norman, 2015, p. 1807). 

 



158 

 

Despite emphasising the importance of group work activities, some faculty participants 

admitted that they rarely use group work in some courses, which they ascribed to different 

reasons, such as the huge course content they need to complete before the final 

examinations. One faculty member stated the following: “Once a week, I have a group 

activity because it takes a lot of time, and I have huge contents in my syllabus that I have 

to cover” (Interviewee 8). 

Moreover, the faculty participants offered different views about whether they allocate 

students to group work to mix nationalities or let the students choose their groups. Some 

participants from Africa, North America, and Oceania were more in favour of assigning 

students into groups in order to help the integration of the students of different nationalities 

or cultural backgrounds, as exemplified by the following quotation: “I put the students in 

learning groups in class, so there will be different people from different nationalities” 

(Interviewee 4). 

Although international students are usually attracted to working with people of the same 

culture and background (Popov et al., 2012), Rienties, Nanclares, Jindal-Snape, and Alcott 

(2013) highlighted that it is vital to have classroom activities that incorporate students from 

different cultural backgrounds and to have them work together. Also, incorporating group 

work in higher education has become integral in order to meet the requirements of the 21st 

century. Popov et al. (2012) argued that “university graduates should not only be 

professionally competent but also experienced in working in culturally heterogeneous 

groups within professional domains, as international group work is becoming an 

increasingly important way of organising work in professional and academic 

environments” (p. 314). This emphasises the need for cooperative learning in cross-cultural 
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educational settings. Therefore, according to Akanwa (2015), to ensure students’ academic 

success, faculty members have to emphasise diversity and to promote interactions between 

international and local students. In this study, and as stated earlier, it is not only about 

mixing international and domestic students but also mixing international students with 

other students from different geographical and cultural origins. Engaging students in 

meaningful classroom discussions should be employed by international students, especially 

as they try their best to learn from their classmates’ perspectives, cultures, and experiences. 

Colbert (2010) also indicated that effective student collaboration in an institution must not 

only be defined on paper or in its mission statement; rather, it requires a commitment from 

all involved, namely, the institution, the faculty, and the students. 

On the other hand, many other faculty participants from Asia, Africa, North America, and 

Europe found allocating students into groups to be challenging and preferred to let the 

students choose their groups because they believed that the students would not like to work 

with other students who do not have the same abilities as them. According to Hofstede et 

al.’s (2010) theoretical framework, students from individualistic cultures are concerned 

about their individual achievement, and their rights as individuals are more primary to them 

than are the rights or achievements of a group; therefore, they learn  “to cope with new, 

unknown, [and] unforeseen situations” (p.118). However, students from collectivist 

cultures prefer to work with other students from cultures they believe they are comfortable 

with because they avoid conflicts and confrontations and lean toward group harmony. 

Therefore, learning for them is “to do things in order to participate in society” (Hofstede et 

al., 2010, p. 119) and to be accepted as group members. It is important to mention here that 

none of the faculty participants in this study pointed out that the cultural background of 
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international students was a factor for them to choose their groups. However, faculty 

participants indicated that the students themselves sometimes did not like to work together 

due to variations in students’ academic abilities within the same group. Therefore, the 

faculty participants reported that they had to change their practices to match students’ 

expectations.  

Well, a student’s cultural background has not been a factor in my classes. I think 

the only issue which has come up is the issue of whether everyone is pulling his or 

her weight. There are some students who do not do as much work as others. 

(Interviewee 6) 

 

Once, I tried to mix the students myself, but there was a lot of resistance from them. 

I sensed there was a system of support, and if I break it up, somebody might feel 

disoriented, so I let them choose. (Interviewee 1) 

 

However, some of the findings do not match what has been presented in the literature. For 

example, Oakley, Felder, Brent, and Elhajj (2004) suggested that faculty are the ones who 

are supposed to assign students into groups and should not allow students to self-select. 

This is because strong students tend to work with other students of the same level, and this 

leads to the weak students grouping together, which impacts the learning outcomes of both 

the strong and weak students (Oakley et al., 2004).  Heltemes (2009) also concluded that 

students with lower academic ability, compared to other students, achieved better academic 

results due to their participation in “heterogeneous ability groups” (p. 3). Therefore, 

although faculty in the institution under study might be well-meaning by letting students 

choose their own groups, they might not be facilitating optimum learning for all students. 
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• Perceptions about the coordination and implementation of common final 

examinations. 

Many participants from Africa, Asia, and North America raised major concerns about the 

common final examinations in some courses because they think that not all students will 

have an equal opportunity for success. These participants particularly raised these concerns 

because some of the courses they used to teach at the time of the study had common final 

examinations.  For example, one participant stated: 

 

Unfortunately, some instructors prepare their students for the common final exam, 

while others do [so] at the basic level. There should be a common core curriculum 

in the courses which have a common final exam, where everything is guaranteed to 

be taught in the same way by all instructors. (Interviewee 4) 

 

Therefore, faculty participants appeared to be unhappy with the inconsistency of teaching 

the same course by different faculty members, especially when these courses had the same 

final examination. 

Moreover, many participants remarked that there are frequent changes of course textbooks, 

and there are also regular updates to the course syllabi. However, sometimes, the updates 

and syllabi changes are not clearly communicated to the faculty, and this has an impact on 

the quality of education that students received before the final examinations. One faculty 

member declared the following: “The level of coordination needs to be higher and go 

deeper into the details before giving a common final exam” (Interviewee 6). 

 A common final examination for any course requires a higher level of coordination among 

the people who plan it, including faculty, the course coordinator, and department chairs 

(see Section 4.2.3). Maintaining the quality of common final examinations requires 
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incorporating meaningful improvements and listening to multiple perspectives. According 

to what was presented by many participants, the common final examinations do not always 

meet the criteria of the 2017 Course Coordination Policy at the institution (see Section 

4.2.3), especially given that some of these final examinations focus on the memorisation 

of course content rather than on being aimed at the quality of learning that students are 

expected to achieve. That is cited as a reason why many faculty participants suggested 

revising the content covered in common final examinations and communicating curriculum 

changes and updates to all faculty: 

The common final exam covers all the course chapters. Therefore, there is a big 

difference in students’ performance in the common final exam compared to other 

course assessments because, in common final exams, we are mainly testing their 

memories. (Interviewee 8) 

 

Thus, many participants believed that there is a reason to review the prescribed assessment 

strategy generally, but whilst common final examinations are such a major part of that 

strategy, there is a need for more effective communication and coordination. 

 

• Issues relating to students negotiating grades with faculty.  

All the participants perceived that the institution’s local organisational culture allows all 

students (international and locals) to negotiate grades with the faculty. Participants 

indicated that there should be some limitations in terms of stopping first-year students from 

adopting this culture: 

I see that the organisational culture allows first-year students to negotiate grades; 

maybe there should be some limitations. First-year students need to learn rather 

than they are here to obtain grades because they pay money. (Interviewee 7) 
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Most participants from Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, and Oceania also added that 

such attitudes are not evident in any of their own academic cultures or in the cultures of 

the western countries in which they studied. They asserted that the negotiating of grades is 

not at all acceptable in other cultures, and the students need to be educated about the system 

of reporting and recording their grades, especially given that there was no policy or 

procedure to constrain this attitude at the institution: 

In the west, grades and grading are not negotiated. It is considered to be an 

objective system of measurement of performance or learning, whereas in this 

university, the students believe the grade is negotiable. (Interviewee 1) 

I am not a salesperson giving or distributing grades. I cannot negotiate grades; the 

only thing I can do is to rank the students regarding their performance on the 

factual data that is based upon their exam paper scripts. (Interviewee 5)             

The existing literature mainly looks at consumerism more generally as opposed to actually 

negotiating grades (i.e., whether students in higher education should or should not be 

customer oriented) (Koris, Örtenblad, Kerem, & Ojala, 2015).  For example, Carlson and 

Fleisher (2002) have argued that “like car and refrigerator customers, student-customers 

shop for the courses with the least work and highest grades” (p. 1106); however, other 

researchers have discussed a decline in academic standards, which they have associated 

with grade inflation (Ballard, 2004; Clayson & Haley, 2005). According to Yeo (2008), 

using the phrase customers to refer to students was intended to contribute to improving the 

services provided to students and to other stakeholders. Customer service in higher 

education is necessary to provide activities designed to enhance students’ satisfaction and 

to meet their expectations (Turban, King, Lee, Warkentin, & Chung, 2002).  Therefore, 

institutions not only need to be concerned about awarding the students with degrees but 
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also need to emphasise that their students work hard to earn their degrees (Boyd, 2012). 

Koris et al. (2015) have strongly argued against those who perceive students who are 

looking for maximum gains with minimum effort.  Boyd (2012) suggests that it is the role 

of higher education institutions to find a middle ground in their discussions about customer 

service and offers some insights that can help students succeed and, at the same time, be 

retained. Because there are no assessment regulations that state students cannot challenge 

the academic judgement, but can only appeal on the grounds of process, it appears that 

negotiating grades is a common issue among all students. From my experience, such 

assessment regulations are common in the UK system, for example. Therefore, according 

to faculty participants, the institution needs to educate all the students about the grading 

system and how the students’ grades are being reported and recorded.  

5.2.2 Faculty perceptions about the teaching environment. 

  

This theme pertains to the teaching environment findings as presented by participants 

relating to three categories: Cultural issues, Social issues, and Gender issues. 

 

• Cultural issues.   

Not understanding the students’ cultural backgrounds was one of the issues that many 

participants reported as limiting the faculty’s ability to teach international students more 

effectively. This, according to participants, sometimes put faculty in difficult situations in 

the classroom, as exemplified by the following quotations: 

To be honest, I do not know how to address different cultural backgrounds because 

I do not have the theoretical background for this; I just try to understand what the 

student-specific needs are. (Interviewee 8) 
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I do not understand all cultures. I had a recent experience where I was teaching a 

concept, and I was giving an example of food. Then some students said that it is not 

appropriate to talk about food in our culture. I think one of the things I have learnt 

from this example is that what is food in my culture might not be considered as food 

by other cultures. (Interviewee 1) 

All participants indicated that they did not know what the students’ backgrounds were (no 

student data were available). However, they declared that, to some extent, faculty who 

taught students from diverse cultural backgrounds need to avoid making assumptions about 

their students, be sensitive about relevant cultural issues, and attempt to be more 

professional and inclusive in the way they present information or themselves when dealing 

with students. All participants also highlighted the need for equity and fairness in a 

multicultural classroom, as exemplified by the following quotations:  

Whatever the instructor’s perception is about any culture, he or she has to respect 

it because that will maintain peace and unity in the class. Even when going through 

lecture notes, the instructor has to ensure what is appropriate or inappropriate to 

teach. (Interviewee 6) 

 One thing that can be avoided is stereotyping nationalities, whether it be caste or 

colour. Whatever the students are, it is always nice for the instructor to remain 

neutral and not to stereotype because, within any diverse group, there will be 

somebody who falls in one of those particular groups. (Interviewee 2) 

Culture is considered vital to the learning process because it directs the way students and 

faculty interact and communicate, and the teaching and learning approaches used (Colbert, 

2010). According to Colbert (2010), faculty members can better cope with cultural 

diversity in the classroom when they understand that their own cultural background biases 

can impact their interaction with the students. Cress (2008) believes that students need to 

be respected as individuals because that will ultimately enhance their educational 
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progression. According to Crose (2011), “While faculty members should not stereotype 

students based upon their cultural background, cultural awareness is important for 

professors when creating an inviting classroom environment” (p. 389). Crose (2011) 

further argues that faculty should be aware of the cultural diversity in the classroom in 

order to address any inequalities among the students based on their cultural backgrounds, 

to create a balance in the classroom, and to encourage students to participate and engage 

with each other. This could be facilitated, according to Gopal (2011), when faculty teaching 

in a multicultural environment are “receptive to other cultures” (p. 375) and learn about 

other cultures in order to develop their levels of intercultural proficiency. Therefore, 

positive student-faculty interaction helps in improving the sense of belonging in 

international students and in promoting an inclusive learning environment for all students 

(Wang & BrckaLorenz, 2018). According to the participants in the current study, the 

institution needs to organise seminars and workshops wherein the institution’s experienced 

international faculty can share their socio-cultural experiences with new international 

faculty members. Therefore, new faculty members are supported in their new working 

environments, and better able to help first-year students adapt to the institution’s academic 

and social life.  

 

• Social issues. 

All participants indicated that they encouraged their international students to socialise and 

to interact with them and with the students of other nationalities and cultures inside the 

classroom. Lundberg and Schreiner (2004) reported that the student-faculty relationship 

was a strong predictor of student learning because international students’ engagement 
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begins in the classroom, wherein the assignments and activities encourage them to interact 

with faculty. Also, Akanwa (2015) emphasised that using a variety of academic activities, 

assigning group work, and engaging students in meaningful discussions in the classroom 

can improve the academic performance for international students.  

All faculty participants asserted that the institution needs to focus more on the social life 

of international students and how they were settling down at the institution, as well as to 

understand the kind of challenges that they were facing. The participants also emphasised 

that the institution needs to play a more active role to help the first-year international 

students successfully transition into the institution and to help them integrate into the 

institution social life and succeed in their studies: 

The university should facilitate and encourage field trips. The students also need to 

create projects on their own, which are related to their courses. They should also 

be presented with prizes and incentives to encourage them. (Interviewee 4) 

 Moreover, all participants wanted the institution to provide the students with more indoor 

activities. They all stated that there are some outdoor facilities like the football field and 

basketball field, but because of the weather condition, the students could not use them. The 

summer in the UAE is too hot and humid, and that limits outdoor activities and movement. 

This makes the students prefer to stay indoors in air-conditioned rooms because it is 

difficult to go outdoors.  

All participants also highlighted the limited number of co-curricular and extracurricular 

activities provided at the institution, although they believed that these activities are 

beneficial for international students’ adjustment, as exemplified by the following 

quotations: 
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 There is not much that the students can do here. They just come to classes and then 

go back home or to the dorms. Students want to feel a difference. I do not think the 

level of social organisation here is sufficiently active to involve the students. 

(Interviewee 1) 

We do have a few activities, but to what extent do they incorporate the wider student 

body. I do not think the wider student body is involved. (Interviewee 6) 

Therefore, all participants recommended that their institution enhance international 

students’ level of interaction and promote their social integration. Wang and BrckaLorenz 

(2018) suggested that although student engagement differs incredibly among students with 

various backgrounds, international students can improve their learning experiences if they 

are given opportunities to interact with other students, whom they can share perspectives 

and experiences.  

Also, some participants from Africa and North America who had some extra responsibility 

for the Hall of Residence (i.e., dormitories) indicated that they usually go to the male 

dormitories and female dormitories with permission (as per the Gender Segregation Policy) 

and organise some activities there to engage the students. However, according to these 

participants, students in the dormitories still need more attention from the institution to 

enhance the international students’ social experience. A study by Rabia and Karkouti 

(2017), which was conducted on Arab international students in the United States, led to the 

finding that extracurricular activities helped Arab international students to adjust faster 

than their American peers, to accept change in a more positive way, and, thus, to develop 

their cultural adjustment. Thus, international students’ engagement with other students of 

their own culture or others can enhance their learning experiences.  
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• Gender issues. 

Not all the participants discussed the gender-segregation policy. However, those who 

raised and discussed that matter were Africans, Europeans, North Americans and Asians.   

These faculty members indicated that the institution must communicate with international 

students and inform them at preregistration that the undergraduate programmes are gender-

segregated, as exemplified by the following quotation:  

A few students had come to see me personally to inform that they thought this 

university has a coeducation system because they were not informed beforehand 

that their classes and social life are segregated. That becomes a cultural shock to 

most of them. (Interviewee 4) 

According to Lee (2008), when students decide to study outside their home countries 

instead of their home countries, they are more likely to be misinformed due to the limited 

available sources of information and the opinion of one or a few contacts in their home 

countries. 

Some North American and Asian male participants also reported some incidents wherein 

they did not know how to deal with the opposite gender. They asserted in their discussion 

that this uncertainty is not because of their own views of gender but because of the gender 

segregation policy implemented at the institution. In other words, if the students must be 

segregated by gender, they were uncertain whether this should affect the way they 

interacted with female students. They reported that they were not guided or informed by 

the institution about its norms and regulations in this regard. These male faculty 

participants reported that they want to provide equal opportunities of social welfare for 

male and female students. The failure to provide appropriate directions to faculty members 
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concerning how to deal with the female students might impact the transition of female 

international students. This is because female students are not given equal opportunities as 

are male students to deal with the male faculty members. 

 

One participant stated: 

When I came here for the first time, it was scary to teach. I did not know what to 

do that will land me into trouble. In the class, if I wanted to give the female students 

a paper, or she needed a pen, I was so afraid for my hand not to touch that student 

because that can be a big problem for me. One day, I was teaching one student 

who was very excited, and at the end of the class, she wanted to bind my hands like 

thank you, doctor, in good spirit. I resisted, and everybody was laughing. What I 

felt was bad that somebody had a good intention of just saying thank you for the 

class, and I stopped her and did not give her a hand because I was afraid. This is 

the kind of dilemma that I go through. (Interviewee 7) 

 

According to Gopal (2011), faculty need to be aware of how gender is viewed in different 

cultures to develop the knowledge needed for “intercultural competency” (p. 376). 

Therefore, in the current study, it appears that international faculty lack the awareness 

needed to help them effectively communicate with students of the opposite gender. 

Therefore, they would need the institution to guide them about the norms at the institution 

and host country regarding gender issues.  

 

5.2.3 Faculty perceptions about faculty and student orientation. 
 

This theme represents findings as presented by participants in terms of their experiences 

with faculty orientation and their perceptions about  student orientation. 
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• Experiences with faculty orientation. 

Many participants from Europe, Asia, Africa, and North America admitted that they did 

not always feel confident regarding the methods they use when teaching students from 

multicultural backgrounds; however, they indicated that they tried their best to support 

their students: 

Frankly, speaking, I play these videos in the class, not only for the students but also 

for me to see how other instructors are explaining. I learn new techniques and 

approaches to teaching. (Interviewee 8) 

Maybe I do not use the appropriate teaching strategy; therefore, I keep a very 

cordial relationship with my students where I at least still maintain the standards. 

(Interviewee 7) 

 Moreover, all participants commented that the institution does not provide appropriate 

orientation for faculty to guide them in terms of how to teach and how to deal with 

international students: 

Unfortunately, I have not seen much communication in my department regarding 

the way the faculty should deal with the students. (Interviewee 5) 

How would you know that you had a successful lecture? I think this is the whole 

thing that goes back to training. I think more seminars in education should be 

conducted in colleges. (Interviewee 7) 

Kamel (2016) stressed the importance of faculty development programmes in improving 

faculty’s teaching and learning practices and in developing their educational leadership 

abilities. Faculty development programmes also could improve student success and 

retention (Perez, McShannon, & Hynes, 2012). In addition, according to Ambrosino and 
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Peel (2011), there is the issue of the positive influence that faculty development activities 

can have on student learning and motivation as well as on faculty’s instructional practices. 

Many Asian, African, European and North American participants also indicated that 

faculty orientation could include faculty members attending each other’s classes to learn 

from each other’s experiences. For example, one participant stated: “Yeah, we need 

training. I need to see others’ teaching methods to learn from their experiences” 

(Interviewee 2). 

 However, according to some participants from Africa, Asia, and Europe, at the institution, 

such peer review visits are mainly used for observation purposes. These participants 

reported that they did not derive much benefit from the peer review visits that they 

conducted with each other because there was still a perception that the visit is an evaluation 

procedure rather than a mutual learning experience. According to the institution’s 2015 

Peer Review of Teaching Procedure, the purpose of the peer reviews is to provide a detailed 

appraisal of the pedagogies used by the faculty member and to share with him/her possible 

ways to improve his/her teaching approaches. In addition, the procedure indicates that this 

peer review, as opposed to peer evaluation, is not used for the annual evaluation of faculty; 

however, faculty members may submit the completed peer review forms that document the 

implementation of peer review visits when they apply for promotion and contract renewal. 

This could justify why some those participants from Africa, Asia, and Europe believed that 

peer reviews are more like peer evaluation in this institution and why they reported that 

some faculty do not openly discuss peer review feedback with each other. For instance, 

one participant stated the following: “There is still that perception that the peer review is 

an evaluation. That initiates some barriers between the faculty” (Interviewee 5). 



173 

 

Yiend, Weller, and Kinchin (2014) indicated that although teaching observation—

particularly when it is formative in nature—is used as a mechanism to provide individual 

feedback to assist each faculty member to develop his or her teaching practice, “the 

capacity of colleagues to evaluate and provide critical feedback that can inform a reflective 

approach to practice has been questioned” (p. 465). That is why Yiend et al. (2014) 

highlighted the essential role pedagogical experts could play in providing faculty with 

developmental activities that can help them build and develop their pedagogic capacities. 

As a consequence, that can help faculty reflect critically on their colleagues’ teaching 

practices.  

Many participants linked some of the difficulties that they faced in dealing with 

international students to the students’ heterogeneous cultural backgrounds, as illustrated 

by the following quotations: 

It is a bit challenging for me to deal with international students, especially those in 

their first year of study. (Interviewee 8) 

There should be seminars that prepare or gear towards preparing faculty for 

meeting international students. I have to be very honest; I have not had any 

professional training that is geared towards preparing faculty to handle 

international students. (Interviewee 6) 

We need proper orientation irrespective of the person's qualification to avoid 

discussing any sensitive topic. We need a proper orientation backed up with the 

documents that inform us what not to do or talk about. (Interviewee 7) 

Therefore, all participants insisted that the institution should work on faculty orientation 

while preparing to deal with students from different cultures as well as on giving the faculty 
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members more information about the host country’s culture. Tas (2013) highlighted that 

having integrated  

… recurring diversity training and cross-cultural workshops for both faculty and 

staff is essential to understanding the cultural differences and diverse learning 

preferences, and in developing, and implementing curriculums that benefit both 

international and domestic students. These programs may also develop a capacity 

to identify and respond to international student concerns and how to integrate 

lessons learned into teaching and learning. (p. 40) 

  

Akanwa (2015) stated that when faculty members have sufficient knowledge about 

international students’ cultural differences, they will be able to adopt practices in the 

classroom that will help international students in their adjustment to the new environment. 

Developing a sense of belonging among international students is a critical factor in 

determining their retention within the higher education institution (O’Keeffe, 2013, p. 605). 

Therefore, because working with international students can be challenging, receiving 

adequate training and orientation while acquiring the appropriate skills is a strategic need 

for faculty, staff, and administrators so that they can better serve international students 

(Akanwa, 2015). 

 

• Perceptions about student orientation. 

Some participants from Asia, Africa, Europe and Oceania who did attend the student 

orientation sessions raised concerns about the orientation that students received at the 

institution. They indicated that the sessions need to be improved and should instead focus 

on study skills, social activities available at the institution, and details about the host 

country’s culture: 
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In the context of this university, there is a need to have a very serious orientation 

for international students regarding how they should study. (Interviewee 1) 

The coming students should know about the activities the institution provides. Some 

training and orientation should be there to inform the students about the UAE 

culture. That can tell them about the dos and don’ts to live comfortably and 

peacefully in the region. (Interviewee 7) 

However, other participants revealed that they did not attend any student orientation 

sessions organised by the institution. Despite an institutional directive for all first-year 

faculty to attend the student orientation, a number of the participants admitted they did not. 

There is consensus in the literature that faculty involvement with student orientation helps 

them to be more involved in the students’ learning process. For example, Asera, Booth, 

Falk, and Wyner (2014) indicated that building a culture that focuses on improving student 

outcomes and experiences requires the involvement of faculty as well as administrators 

and student services professionals to improve student learning. Derby and Smith (2004) 

also suggested that faculty participation in student orientation and interaction with students 

is “an important institutional environmental factor” (p. 766) that is essential for student 

retention. According to Evans (2016), positive faculty-student interaction can influence 

students’ confidence in their capacity to succeed and aid in their first-year academic and 

social integration. Therefore, faculty members play an essential role in the education 

experience of international students and need to be fully involved in orientation activities.  

 

5.3 Conclusion 
 

This chapter examined the interview participants’ perspectives regarding the experiences 

of first-year international students. The participants highlighted significant issues about the 
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teaching strategies that they use to help international students in their learning process. The 

participants also focused on the cultural, social, and gender issues that should be addressed 

to help faculty improve the quality of education that they provide to international students. 

The final section highlighted the participants’ opinions on the orientation that both 

international faculty and international students should receive to overcome the socio-

cultural issues that they might encounter at the institution. The interconnected findings of 

this chapter and Chapter 4 will be summarised in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 6. Summary of Findings 

 
 

6.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter discusses the major findings of this thesis based on the interconnected 

perspectives of the student participants (focus group participants) and the faculty 

participants (interview participants). The perceptions of the students and faculty 

participants in this study have helped to identify the factors influencing the experiences of 

first-year students enrolled in the institution’s undergraduate programmes.    

In Section 6.2, the findings presented by both student and faculty participants are 

summarised under three major themes, namely, academic experiences, institutional and 

teaching environment, and student and faculty orientation.  I arrived at these three themes 

after I had used Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-stage analytic process to analyse both data 

sets separately in Chapters 4 and 5. Then, I looked for the commonalities and differences 

among the views of student and faculty participants. Therefore, academic experiences 

theme is based on comparison and contrasting assessment and feedback and teaching 

strategies themes from Chapter 4 and approaches to teaching and assessments theme from 

Chapter 5. Moreover, the institutional and teaching environment theme is based on finding 

the similarities and differences of participants’ views from the institutional environment 

theme from Chapter 4 and the teaching environment theme from Chapter 5. Finally, the 

student and faculty orientation theme was derived by comparing and contrasting the 
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orientation to the institution theme from Chapter 4 and one point related to faculty 

orientation from section 4.2.5 with faculty and student orientation theme from Chapter 5. 

 In the next section, I also reflected, wherever relevant, on the findings in relation to the 

principles of cultural dimensions that represent Hofstede et al.’s (2010) revised theoretical 

framework, and in some circumstances to Hofstede’s (1986) earlier publication in which 

Hofstede speculated in detail about cultural differences in teaching and learning, 

particularly classroom behavioural norms and expectations across different cultures. It is 

important to note here that the international students and faculty responses showed no 

distinction across nationalities except where indicated in the tables in the next section. 

 

 6.2 Interconnected Findings 
 

6.2.1 Academic experiences.  
 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Teaching strategies and assessments and 

(b) English Language proficiency. Table 16 presents a summary of the key findings for each 

category that are discussed after that. 
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Table 16 

 Academic Experiences  

 

Category Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of 

Participants (Faculty and Students) 
 

Teaching 

Strategies 

and 

Assessments 

Most international students acknowledged the positive role 

faculty played in the classroom in helping them through their first-

year learning experience.  

 

All international students focused on the role of the Learning 

Support Centre and Writing Centre (the Academic Success Centre) 

played in their academic adjustment during their first year of study. 

 

Many international students described how using e-learning 

platforms made communication between them and their faculty 

easier. Meanwhile, some international students found using these 

platforms was initially difficult and requested faculty to guide them 

properly on how to access available e-learning platforms and e-

books. 

 

All international faculty appeared to appreciate the need for 

student-centred approaches. Similarly, all international 

students leaned toward a student-centred approach focusing 

on a more interactive teaching and learning style. 

 

All international faculty expressed their preference to use an 

inclusive practice of teaching that caters to their students' diversity 

while meeting their needs and ensuring their engagement in in-class 

activities and discussions.  However, international students 

indicated that some of the teaching strategies adopted by some 

faculty members are teacher-centred (i.e., based on one- way 

communication. 

 

Both groups of participants noted that there is inconsistency on 

the part of faculty who deliver and manage courses with a 

common syllabus and common final examination. 

 

All international students noted that faculty need to use a common 

(standardised) grading rubric when they teach the same course for 

different sections.  

 

Both groups of participants found group work a good opportunity 

for international students to learn and engage with people from 

different nationalities in the classroom. 
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Category Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of 

Participants (Faculty and Students) 
 

English 

Language 

Proficiency 

 

Both groups of participants indicated that international students 

are not equally proficient in the use of the English language in the 

classroom. 

 

Both groups of participants agreed that English language 

proficiency was sometimes a barrier for some international 

students. Meanwhile, many international students 

indicated that English language proficiency was a particular 

problem for some international students from Arabic and 

South Asian countries. 

  

Both groups of participants revealed that some international 

students speak their native language when communicating with 

other group members of the same nationality. 

 

 

• Teaching strategies and assessments. 

The overall impression garnered from the perspectives of student and faculty participants, 

as presented in Table 16, is that some factors help and others that hinder the first-year 

academic experiences of international students. The factors that help include the support 

international students received from the faculty teaching them, the interactive teaching 

strategies and group work activities adopted by some faculty, in addition to the 

multicultural learning environment in the classroom. The Learning Support Centre and 

Writing Centre (the Academic Success Centre) also play an essential role in the academic 

adjustment of first-year international students. 

Although international students find using the e-learning platforms such as Blackboard as 

being very useful for their learning process, they admitted that some faculty members did 

not guide them properly on how to access and use these platforms. According to Uziak, 

Oladiran, Lorencowicz, and Becker (2018), faculty members are responsible for helping 
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students learn effectively. Regardless of the type or sophistication of the learning platform 

used, faculty need to make the students “feel comfortable in using it and not being 

threatened by the level of difficulty or complexity” (p. 2). Faculty members are the main 

actors in the students’ learning process. Therefore, their motivation, innovation, 

experience, and attitude are significantly important “to the success of the use of the learning 

platform” (Uziak et al., 2018, p. 11). Sife, Lwoga, and Sanga (2007) revealed that in order 

to use educational technologies in the classroom, faculty need to be trained on how to use 

these technologies and more importantly on how to use them more effectively in 

instructional design and to help students learn. At the institution under study, faculty 

members receive training on the use of e-learning technologies; however, according to the 

student participants, not all faculty members fully integrated these technologies into the 

teaching and learning process or provided students with clear instruction on how to use 

them.  

 The inconsistency among faculty teaching courses with common final examinations is 

another factor for hindrance, especially bearing in mind that not all faculty teaching these 

courses with common final examinations used the same common grading rubric. The 

problem of not communicating curriculum changes and updates appeared to be an issue 

encompassing faculty generally. Many faculty participants linked the lack of consistency 

in delivering and managing courses with a common syllabus and common final 

examination to the low level of coordination among the people who planned these courses 

(i.e., faculty, the course coordinator, and department chair). I did not explore the causes 

further in this study but highlight consistency as an area for further investigation.  
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Faculty participants expressed their preference to use an inclusive practice of teaching that 

caters for the diversity of their students while meeting their needs and ensuring their 

engagement in in-class activities and discussions. The literature has revealed that cultural 

boundaries shrink with the expansion of information technology, thereby making it 

possible for faculty gradually to transform their teaching practices (Ryan & Louie, 2007) 

by being more inclusive or using a wide variety of teaching and learning approaches in 

order to appeal to a wide range of learning preferences (Wehrwein, Lujan, & DiCarlo, 

2007). However, this is not always reflected in practice. Student participants asserted that 

not all faculty members used student-centred teaching approaches in the classroom but 

rather opted to use one way of communication and teaching approaches. 

In my view, the most interesting finding that is related to teaching strategies and 

assessments category is that the differences among the different cultures represented in this 

study were not as great as I had expected them to be. In light of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) 

theoretical framework, I might have expected to see a variety of opinions about teaching 

strategies, but there seems to be a harmonisation, despite the many cultures represented. 

For example, Hofstede (1986) argued that high uncertainty avoidance could manifest itself 

in the classroom when students are uncomfortable with unstructured learning situations 

and require strict timetables, detailed assignments, and precise objectives (see Section 2.8.1 

for further details about Hofstede’s [1986] uncertainty avoidance dimension). However, in 

this research, there were no explicit differences among both the student and faculty 

participants in this regard.  Student and faculty participants reflected that there was 

inconsistency on the part of faculty who deliver and manage courses with a common 

syllabus and common final examination. Also, all student participants stressed that faculty 
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need to use a common (standardised) grading rubric when they teach the same course. This 

agreement common to all participants appears to be inconsistent with Hofstede et al.’s 

(2010) uncertainty avoidance dimension. Hofstede et al. (2010) correlated uncertainty 

avoidance to anxiety levels in different cultures. Thus, in low uncertainty avoidance 

cultures, people’s anxiety is not supposed to be shown, and stress cannot be released. In 

contrast, in high uncertainly avoidance cultures, “it is socially acceptable to raise one’s 

voice, to show one’s emotions, and to pound the table” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 196). In 

this study, regardless of cultural background, students and faculty participants raised their 

voices and expressed their discomfort because of the lack of consistency on management, 

assessment, and marking of courses with a common syllabus and common final 

examination.  

Both student and faculty participants also remarked that in-class group activities, 

particularly group work, are central for international students, not only for their learning 

but also for their engagement and socialising with different people from different 

nationalities. This agreement on the part of all the participants appears inconsistent with 

Hofstede’s (1986) power distance dimension, which indicates that the national culture of a 

given faculty or student is expected to impact their classroom interactions.  

 

• English language proficiency.  

 Both student and faculty participants linked the English language proficiency of 

international students to international students learning, communication with other 

students, and involvement in in-class discussions and group activities. As revealed in the 
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EF – English Proficiency Index (Education First, 2015) (See section 2.5), the region that 

people come from is the strongest indicator of their English language ability. However, 

these differences among people of different cultures did not appear in this study. Student 

participants pointed out that English language proficiency was a barrier for some 

international students, particularly those from the Arabic countries and South Asian 

countries. This demonstrates that not all Arabic students or South Asian Students faced 

language barriers.  

 English is the medium of instruction in the institution, and lack of English language 

proficiency for some international students deprived them from being actively engaged in 

interactive learning and group work activities that occur in the classroom. According to 

Kim (2020), the expansion of internationalisation in non-English-speaking higher 

education institutions demands moving towards using English as a medium of instruction 

and developing the support services for newcomers. However, those whose English is not 

their first language struggle with the use of the English language with regard to the 

discipline being studied (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). They might face challenges 

connected to their adjustment to language differences while being exposed to new content 

that they had not known before (Da Cunha et al., 2017). Sawir (2005) indicated that many 

international students studying in Australia confronted serious learning problems in using 

English in classrooms and lack of confidence due to weaknesses in international students’ 

prior English language experiences. The same study revealed that students’ prior English 

language learning experiences “focused on grammar and reading skills in teacher-centred 

classrooms, not conversational skills” (Sawir, 2005, p.  567).  
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 In the current study, both student and faculty participants emphasised that international 

students were not equally proficient in the use of the English language in the classroom. 

This is because English is either their second or third language, which is typical in any 

multicultural institution because international students come from very different countries 

as well as have diverse educational backgrounds. It is also important to note here that 

English is a second language for home students too. Thus, the lack of English language 

proficiency might not be a problem that is only associated with international students; 

however, this has not been investigated in this study. Also, as discussed in Chapter 5, 

although most of the faculty in the institution are not native speakers of English, they need 

to teach using English as the medium of instruction, and that can be challenging for 

international students, too. According to Johnson (2008), international faculty prior 

English language experiences is one of the factors for international students’ language 

hindrance. Johnson (2008) conducted a study in New Zealand, and the findings of the study 

revealed that international students had trouble comprehending lectures because the faculty 

teaching them, who immigrated to New Zealand from different countries for a teaching 

position, had different English accents.  

The literature revealed different strategies to overcome language problems in the classroom 

Kim and Tatar (2018) studied a group of international faculties teaching in a non-English-

speaking context (Korean context) and examined their experiences and perceptions of 

using English as a medium of instruction. The findings indicated how it is significant to 

understand how international faculty use and practice English as a medium of instruction 

in the classrooms. The study also revealed that international faculty could allow students 

to use their native language temporarily with each other in the classroom until they could 
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improve their English language proficiency while ensuring that students also obtain subject 

knowledge. Chapple (2015) revealed that higher education institutions that are serious 

about using English as the medium of instruction need to ensure that they have all the 

requirements, which include providing support for students and pedagogical training for 

faculty on using English as a medium of instruction. Institutions also need to employ 

language support staff to ensure that these programmes are functioning correctly (Chapple, 

2015).  

 

6.2.2 Institutional and teaching environment. 

 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Socio-cultural experiences and (b) 

Gender segregation experiences. Tables 17 contains a summary of the major socio-cultural 

findings, and Table 18 includes a summary of the gender-segregation findings. A 

discussion of each category is presented after each table. 
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Table 17 

Socio-cultural Experiences 

 

Category Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of Participants 

(Faculty and Students) 

Cultural 

Experiences 

 

Several international students from Africa pointed to cultural issues 

they encountered in one of the first-year college courses.  

 

Many international faculty linked some of the difficulties that they 

faced in dealing with international students to the students’ 

heterogeneous cultural backgrounds. 

 

All international faculty indicated that not understanding the students’ 

cultural backgrounds was one of the issues that limited their ability to 

teach and to deal with international students more effectively. 

 

All international faculty indicated that faculty should not stereotype 

students based on their cultural backgrounds. However, faculty need to 

be aware of the different cultures in the classroom, be sensitive to cultural 

issues to some extent, and try to be more professional in the way they 

teach, present themselves, and deal with the students. 
Social 

Experiences 

 

 

Both groups of participants informed about the limited number of co-

curricular and extracurricular activities provided to international students 

at the institution. 

 

Many international students indicated that there was no social life in 

the institution outside the classroom, and in-class group activities were 

the best way for them to interact with students of other cultures and make 

friends. 

 

All international students were keen to be more engaged with people 

from other cultures. Therefore, they requested having more social 

activities at the institution. 
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• Cultural experiences. 

 Both groups of participants pointed out that one of the factors that impacted the learning 

experiences of first-year international students was the faculty’s lack of awareness of the 

students’ cultural backgrounds. According to Parrish and Linder-VanBerschot (2010), 

cross-cultural challenges in a multicultural educational context can be overcome through 

becoming aware of the cultural values of each student, engaging in culturally sensitive 

communication, and modifying the instructional processes with “efforts to accommodate 

the most critical cultural differences” (p. 1). 

Moreover, faculty participants in the current study indicated that faculty members should 

not stereotype students based on their cultural backgrounds. Moreover, not understanding 

international students’ cultural backgrounds was one of the reasons that limited faculty’s 

ability to teach international students more effectively. To help faculty teach students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds, several researchers have argued for the need for culturally 

appropriate education (Seriki, 2010; Singh, 2011; Zhou & Fischer, 2013). According to 

Zhou and Fischer (2013), a culturally appropriate education concentrates on adapting 

educational competencies and culturally sensitive instruction that is suitable for the global 

context. Culturally appropriate education also focuses on respecting the different world 

views, cultural strategies and epistemologies, and the cultural diversity of students and 

faculty (Zhou & Fischer, 2013).  The purpose of this educational reform is to help students 

believe that they can succeed in their learning, and help faculty empower students and 

support them in their endeavours to achieve academic success (Gay, 2010). According to 

Aydin (2012), to embrace international students from different cultural backgrounds in a 

multicultural context, faculty “need to understand the importance of multicultural 
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education and provide opportunities for their students to learn about the many cultures 

represented” (p. 284). 

Moreover, faculty need to be creative, sensitive, flexible, and supportive and make use of 

all available resources to support their students (Aydin, 2012). The integration of all the 

students from different cultural backgrounds should ensure having a unique atmosphere at 

the institution where students of different cultural backgrounds will share their experiences 

with their peers based on their cultural, language, and geographical background (Aydin, 

2012). According to Seriki (2010), culturally appropriate education is: 

A pedagogical approach that is student centered and authentic. It is rooted in the 

belief that students and their culture are intricately intertwined and that teachers can 

intentionally enhance student learning by embracing and utilising various aspects 

of each student’s culture. … By doing so, the content becomes relevant and 

comprehensible, thereby empowering all the students. (p. 198) 

 

Therefore, at the institution under study, intercultural interaction in the classroom and 

social inclusion of the students regardless of their cultural backgrounds would be essential 

to avoid cultural discriminations and to have a bias-free classroom. In turn, this should 

promote inclusive learning and encourage both faculty and students to integrate with 

people of different cultural backgrounds, develop their intercultural competences, and be 

more tolerant.  Adopting a culturally appropriate education should also help international 

students integrate with national students and become more familiar with the host’s 

country’s cultural norms and traditions. 
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• Social experiences. 

Most student participants and all faculty participants indicated that social issues affected 

international students’ first-year experience. Whereas student participants were keen to be 

more engaged with other students, they emphasised, like faculty participants, that there was 

a restricted number of co-curricular and extracurricular activities provided to international 

students at the institution. Therefore, both student and faculty participants requested more 

focus to be given to international students' social life and recommended the institution to 

provide a variety of resources and   outside classroom activities for them. Sherry, Thomas, 

and Chui (2010) asserted that it is essential to provide international students with social 

support to succeed and adjust to their new environments. When institutions do not provide 

adequate social support and connectedness for international students, these students might 

be vulnerable to exploitation, feel unfulfilled, get disappointed, feel exploited, and be 

socially excluded (Sherry et al., 2010). Being aware of such problems should ensure the 

provision by faculty of an effective and enriching experience for international students 

(Sherry et al., 2010).  

The role of the institution in the social life of international students cannot be disregarded. 

Ujitani (2006), for example, referred to the role the institution can play in facilitating 

international students’ effective and meaningful interaction with local students. According 

to Nada and Araújo (2017), although the internationalisation of the education system has 

become an important strategy for most worldwide internationalised institutions, institutions 

have ignored the diversity of international students. Therefore, Nada and Araújo (2017) 

emphasised that it is necessary for higher education institutions to integrate international 

students into the institutional structure to avoid inequalities among students and to avoid 
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hindering their multicultural learning experiences. According to Wilcox et al. (2005), the 

integration of first-year students into the institution’s social life and social networks is 

crucial to students’ academic experiences and for accommodating them within their new 

environments; this is the role of the institution in the social life of students. International 

students’ investment in higher education is considerable; therefore, higher education 

represents an environment for experimentation and exploration of one’s self, which might 

be eroded if success is the only desired outcome.  

Hofstede (1986) admitted that not all the differences in faculty-student interactions could 

be related to one of his cultural dimensions: “Certain interaction patterns are particular to 

a given country or even to a given school; often differences may relate to other dimensions, 

not identified in my study” (p. 313). Also, there are all sorts of external influences on 

cultures now that were not as prevalent during the period when Hofstede’s study was 

conducted. Bergiel, Bergiel, and Upson (2012) specified that national cultures are 

“subsystems of a larger global system” and, due to globalisation, it has become essential 

for such cultures to be open to other cultures and to interact with them to survive and to 

avoid reaching the “point of entropy” (p. 71). “This, in turn, brings new cultural values and 

practices to each specific culture, and “results in the changing of each culture” (Zhou & 

Fischer, 2013, p. 225). 
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 Table 18 

 Gender Segregation Experiences 

 

 

• Gender segregation experiences.  

The major gender aspects raised by faculty and students’ participants were about not 

communicating information about the gender-segregated education pre-registration, lack 

of guidance for faculty members about how to deal with the opposite gender of students, 

and students mixed-gender activities.  Looking at the two data sets in this chapter, I found 

that both groups of participants were having similar views regarding the gender-

segregation policy implemented at the institution. Also, despite the cultural differences 

among international students , most of the male and female student participants did not 

differ in their perspectives regarding mixing with the opposite gender of students in social 

activities. Actually, they wanted to be involved in social activities with students from the 

opposite gender.   

Category 

 
Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of 

Participants (Faculty and Students) 

Gender 

Segregation 

Experiences 

 

Both groups of participants respected the institution’s rules of 

student gender segregation at the undergraduate level. 

 

Both groups of participants indicated that the institution did not 

communicate information about the undergraduate programme’s 

gender-segregated education to the students prior to registration.  

 

Some (i.e., North American and Asian) male faculty did not know 

how to deal with the opposite gender because they were not guided or 

informed by the institution about its norms and regulations. 

 

Most international students (males and females) requested for some 

activities to be gender mixed. 
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Moreover, single-segregated education was mostly new for the international faculty who 

would have taught in co-ed contexts beforehand; however, that left them uncertain about 

the institution’s specific norms and rules concerning student gender segregation. Some 

North American and Asian male participants emphasised that they did not know how to 

deal with the opposite gender of students at this institution due to the gender-segregation 

policy. These international faculty were only concerned about providing equal social 

opportunities to their male and female students. Therefore, they wanted proper guidance 

about the institution’s gender-segregation perspective. Such information would help 

international male faculty understand how to interact with female students, provide female 

students with equal opportunities of social support as male students, and avoid any 

incompatibility between them and their students’ expectations.  

 

6.2.3 Student and faculty orientation. 

 

This theme presents the following categories: (a) Student orientation and (b) Faculty 

orientation. Table 19 contains a summary of the major student orientation findings, and 

Table 20 includes a summary of the major faculty orientation findings. A discussion of 

each category is presented after each table. 
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Table 19 

Student Orientation 

Category 

 
Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of Participants 

(Faculty and Students) 

Student 

Orientation 
Most international students considered the information presented in 

the student orientation week as repetitive and redundant as it was like 

what they studied in the Academic Success Skills Course. 

 

Most international students indicated that the sessions during the 

student orientation week did not orient international students about how 

to interact with other people from different cultural backgrounds. 

 

Most international students and all international faculty, who did 

attend the student orientation sessions, pointed out that the content 

delivered in the student orientation week need to be focusing on study 

skills, campus social activities, and the culture of the host country. 

 

International students indicated that postponing the student 

orientation to the second week of an academic semester was ineffective. 

 

Most international students highlighted that the institution did not 

provide enough details on its website about the cultural and social life 

in the UAE and the institution.  

 

• Student orientation. 

The major two aspects that were raised by both groups of participants concerning student 

orientation were: timing of orientation and the content (material) covered in the orientation. 

Student participants expressed their displeasure with the postponing of the first-year 

student orientation to the second week. Further, student participants needed the orientation 

to be in the first week or even before that to enhance their preparedness for life in the UAE 

and to understand the institution’s academic standards. According to Hendrickson, Rosen, 

and Aune (2011), students who study in another country need to undergo intercultural 

preparation or receive social support training because when they first arrive at an 

institution, they are confronted with many communication barriers. That is why it is 
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essential to have orientations programs once international students arrive (Habtemariam, 

2017). Martirosyan, Bustamantea, and Saxon (2019) revealed that “the top 20 host 

universities listed in the 2016 Open Doors report” (p. 182) usually held the orientation for 

international students upon their arrival and made all the orientation sessions mandatory 

for all international students. Open Doors report lists the top 20 higher education 

institutions in the United States that host the largest number of international students 

(Martirosyan et al., 2019).  

In order to have international students be aware of how to deal with multicultural settings, 

students and faculty participants in this study admitted that the first-year orientation week 

should be improved because the orientation sessions provided to first-year international 

students did not guide them about how to interact with other people from different cultural 

backgrounds. Moreover, the orientation sessions did not prepare them to know how to 

adapt to the host institution and the country’s new cultural and social environment. Student 

and faculty participants also stressed that the content delivered in the first-year student 

orientation needs to be improved to be focussing on study skills, available social activities, 

and the culture of the host country. According to Habtemariam (2017), the orientation 

services provided to international students upon their arrival need to run cohesively, be 

well designed, and be well managed because how the program is designed significantly 

impact students’ engagement practices. Miller, Dyer, and Nadler (2002) emphasised that 

orientation programs must be continuously improved, to meet the demands of diverse 

students. Moreover, leadership in the institutions represented by the student affairs 

divisions must warrant the integrity of the students’ orientation programs and ensure that 
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these programs respond to students’ academic and personal needs and make students’ 

success a priority (Miller et al., 2002).   

Table 20 

Faculty Orientation 

Category 

 

Commonalities and Differences among both Groups of Participants 

(Faculty and Students) 

Faculty 

Orientation 

 

Some international students indicated that faculty should go through a 

training course on how to teach students from different cultural 

backgrounds. 

 

Many international faculty (i.e., from Europe, Asia, Africa, and North 

America) admitted that they did not always feel confident about the 

instructional methods they used when teaching students of multicultural 

backgrounds. 

 

All international faculty revealed that the institution did not provide 

proper orientation for faculty to guide them on how to teach international 

students. 

 

All international faculty insisted that the institution should work on 

faculty orientation to prepare them on how to deal with students from 

different cultural backgrounds and give them more information about the 

host country's culture. 

  

 
 

• Faculty orientation. 

Both student and faculty participants indicated that international faculty should be oriented 

on how to deal and to communicate with international students due to the latter’s 

heterogeneous cultural backgrounds. Faculty participants also stressed that the institution 

should work on faculty orientation about how to teach international students in a cross-

cultural environment and about the culture of the host country in order to know how to 

engage with local students. According to Jin and Schneider (2019), the perspective that 
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institutions can succeed in welcoming international students and largely support them relies 

on the role of faculty members. However, many faculty members do not obtain adequate 

preparation to teach students from different cultural backgrounds (Wang, 2008).  Some 

faculty are sometimes uncertain about the suitable teaching strategies they need to use in 

the classroom to accommodate international students and to support them (Jin & Schneider, 

2019).  

The literature has emphasised the importance of preparing the faculty who teach intentional 

students. Arthur (2017) stressed that orientation for new faculty members and continuous 

professional development are vital to support faculty create a learning environment that is 

valued by all of their students. Deardorff (2009) argued that, in a globalised higher 

education setting, it has become essential to prepare faculty to teach in a cross-cultural 

environment. Therefore, faculty teaching in a cross-cultural environment need to obtain the 

necessary intercultural skills (Gopal, 2011) and be positive and culturally respectful 

(Hofstede, 1986). Moreover, faculty development programmes must be current to keep 

pace with the era of globalisation and the internationalisation of higher education 

institutions (Chism, Gosling, & Sorcinelli, 2010, p. 243). 
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

In this research study, I sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors influencing 

the transition of international students in their first year of education at the institution being 

studied. I sought to acquire this understanding from the experiences described by both the 

undergraduate first-year international students and the international faculty who teach 

them. The purpose of gaining this understanding was to provide qualitative information to 

the institution that can be used to enhance the first-year experience of international 

students, which might promote student retention in the longer term. This research involved 

the use of a descriptive phenomenological approach with data collected via one-to-one and 

focus group interviews. 

This chapter will summarise the main findings and provide recommendations for the 

institution, the faculty who teach first-year international students, and future first-year 

international students. Such recommendations are intended to inform how best to support 

undergraduate international students during their first year of study. The chapter will also 

discuss the limitations encountered throughout the research process and the implications 

for future research. The chapter will conclude with my reflections on my journey as a 

researcher, what I have learnt from the process, and the contribution that this thesis makes 

to the discourse on internationalisation and transition to higher education. 
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Four research questions were formulated to guide this study:   

1.  How do international students describe their experiences of factors which helped or 

hindered them during their first year of study at the institution? 

2. What strategies, designed to support the first-year experiences of international 

students, do faculty adopt in their practices?  

3. What challenges do international faculty consider limit their ability to support 

international students to succeed in their first year of studies? 

4. How do international students and faculty consider the first-year experience of 

studying in the institution could be enhanced in order to promote retention? 

 

7.2 Conclusions 

 

This research findings suggest that for both international students and international faculty, 

their nationalities and cultural backgrounds did not appear to significantly influence their 

experience of transition. Whereas I had thought that Hofstede’s (2010) framework may 

illustrate discernible cultural influences on students’ experiences, this was largely 

unsupported in this study. The concerns of faculty and students were largely those shared 

by students transitioning to higher education more generally, despite the every specific 

research context described in this institution. Without further research, it is not possible to 

account for the apparent lack of cultural influence in this study.   

 

7.2.1 Factors that help and hinder the first-year experience. 
 



200 

 

 

Factors that help. The international students generally acknowledged the positive 

role that faculty played in terms of helping them to become accustomed to the new learning 

environment. Generally, international faculty were friendly with international students, 

supported them, and attempted to engage them and other students in the classroom. 

The Learning Support Centre and Writing Centre (Academic Success Centre) were a great 

asset to international students. The international students valued highly the assistance of 

the two Centres, especially the significant role the academic tutors and student mentors at 

the Centres played in their first-year learning adjustment. International students also valued 

the support they received from the senior students in the dormitory.  

Factors that hinder. The student-faculty relationship and interaction in the 

classroom were not always as per the international students’ expectations due to the 

teaching strategies that the faculty adopted. Students expected the classes to be student-

centred but more frequently found that faculty used teacher-centred approaches. Some 

faculty failed to use a variety of teaching methods and strategies, despite believing it to be 

important pedagogically. This appears to be related to the faculty’s perceptions about their 

time pressures and the delivery of specific content. For example, they used more teacher-

centred approaches, heavily loaded with PowerPoint displays that were usually based on 

one-way communication. Therefore, international students in this research emphasised that 

faculty need to broaden their usage of different teaching strategies to enhance students’ 

active and practical learning (learning by doing). They perceive that doing so increases the 

potential for their inclusion and integration with other students from different cultural 

backgrounds.  
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Courses with common final examinations were an issue for international students because 

some faculty did not teach the same material, did not deliver similar assessments, nor used 

common grading rubrics. International students and faculty both agreed that some faculty 

were inconsistent in delivering and managing courses with a common syllabus and 

common final examination. Although this might not be directly linked to the international 

focus, it might be exacerbated by the institutional context (i.e., the issues that might be 

expected to have in any higher education institution, not necessarily an internationalised 

one).  

A key area of concern for students and faculty was that not all international students were 

equally proficient in the use of the English language; the language of instruction at the 

institution. Faculty and students revealed that English language proficiency was a major 

barrier for some international students to engage successfully with other students and 

faculty in the classroom. International students viewed that English language proficiency 

was a particular problem for some students from Arabic and South Asian countries. None 

of the participants in the study identified themselves as having this difficulty but had 

observed it with other students.  

Most of the participants appeared to be dissatisfied by the content delivered during the first-

year student orientation programme because it did not provide sufficient information about 

the institution, the culture of the host country, or the institution’s study atmosphere. This 

was an initial difficulty for many international students whilst transitioning to the new 

learning environment. Also, most international students perceived that the material used 

for the orientation week was repetitive because it was covered in the material of the first 

week of a course called “University Study Skills” (UNS) (Academic Success Skills). 
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Findings from the present study provided evidence for the need to have the first-year 

student orientation a week before the semester or at least in the first week, but not 2 weeks 

after enrolment. For international students, the primary objective of an orientation is to help 

them adapt, in a very short time, to their new environments, while minimising the problems 

they might encounter during their transition. Therefore, having the orientation immediately 

after enrolment would have been helpful to them because it would have enhanced their 

preparedness for life in the UAE and knowledge of the institution’s study standards.  

 

7.2.2 Faculty strategies to enhance the first-year experience. 

 

All international faculty indicated that they used a variety of teaching strategies to create 

an inclusive teaching and learning environment, as well as attempting to develop 

enthusiasm among all students without singling out any particular groups. For example, 

they stressed that group work activities and icebreakers were a means of enhancing student 

learning and socialisation with different people from different nationalities. As we have 

seen earlier, the student participants’ perceptions about the variety of teaching strategies 

used differ somewhat from those of the faculty participants. 

International faculty also had various  views about the allocation of group members. Some 

of them believed that it was best to mix different nationalities, whereas others believed 

interaction might work better when the students self-select their groups, which might 

include others of the same nationality. It appears that faculty would benefit from further 

development activities to support small group teaching with international students. 
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7.2.3 Challenges faculty face in supporting international students. 

 

International students and faculty highlighted that international faculty lack the cultural 

knowledge and skills to work with international students. Many international faculty 

admitted that they faced difficulties in interacting with international students due to the 

variety of their cultural backgrounds. This is supported by the views of the student 

participants, who also suggested that faculty need to be trained before they start teaching 

and supporting international students. Moreover, international faculty emphasised that the 

institution did not provide appropriate orientation for faculty to guide them on providing 

an effective multi-cultural education. Therefore, faculty development on cultural 

competency is deemed to be helpful to promote cultural awareness among faculty 

members.  

International faculty emphasised the lack of co-curricular and extracurricular activities at 

the institution. The students’ learning experience is influenced by their wider university 

and social experiences. With international students, it is reasonable to expect some 

additional support might be needed in this aspect of university life, as they transition to 

their new environment. 

In addition, all faculty participants highlighted concerns about the local institutional culture 

that was perceived as permitting students to negotiate their grades with faculty. This led 

them to having very challenging conversations with students and unhelpful pressure being 

exerted. There is nothing to indicate this was more prevalent among specific cultural 

groups, or that it stemmed from previous educational experiences. Therefore, it is probably 

anecdotal evidence that perpetuates this behaviour. Very clear guidelines and regulations 

about grading and appeals can help to ensure fairness to all students. 
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7.2.4 Enhancing the first-year experience to promote retention. 

 

All international students raised concerns regarding the transition process. They 

emphasised that future international students need to receive accurate and adequate 

information about the institution’s study atmosphere and gender-segregation policy before 

they join the institution. This information can be provided by online (i.e., virtual) means 

such as the institution’s website. International students also stressed the importance of 

providing future international students with a more timely and effective orientation upon 

arrival. Devoting more attention to the marketing information provided to international 

students should facilitate their rapid adjustment into the institution’s community.  

Another conclusion relates to the importance of improving the skill set of faculty members 

who teach international students. Many international faculty admitted that they do not 

always feel confident regarding the teaching strategies they use when teaching students 

from multicultural backgrounds. Both participant groups recommended that the institution 

needs to guide and develop international faculty academically before they start teaching 

international students. In reality, educational development in higher education is often 

provided alongside practice rather than beforehand. Nevertheless, some initial 

development, as well as ongoing development, is deemed to be helpful. 

Both participant groups stressed that the institution needs to improve international 

students’ social experiences beyond the academic setting (i.e., outside the classroom). 

Generally speaking, international students and faculty reported that the social activities 

provided by the institution were not sufficient to develop international students’ social 
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experiences. Therefore, they wanted the institution to have more co-curricular and 

extracurricular activities that can help international students to integrate into their new 

communities and to engage with people from other cultures, thus enhancing their learning 

experiences. 

 

7.3 Recommendations and Implications for Practice 

 

Based on the findings, recommendations are provided to assist international students’ 

transition into the institution and to enhance their undergraduate experiences. These 

recommendations are divided into institutional recommendations, faculty 

recommendations, and recommendations for future international students. Specifically, the 

following recommendations were generated: 

 

 7.3.1 Institutional recommendations. 
 

• The institution should provide accurate and complete pre-admission information on 

the institution’s website to enhance the preparedness of future international students 

before their arrival. This includes the important issue of information about gender 

segregation, institution’s study standards, and the cultural and social life in the 

institution and the UAE. 

• The institution should provide future international students with a more timely and 

effective orientation upon arrival to help them adjust to their new environment over 

a short period. The orientation should be held as early as possible (i.e., immediately 
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after enrolment or in the first week). Moreover, the orientation should be focusing 

on study techniques useful at the university level, cultural diversity at the 

institution, campus social activities, and the culture of the UAE. 

• The institution should provide international students with opportunities for cross-

cultural understanding during the orientation week. For example, the institution 

should allow the students to interact with each other more at the undergraduate first-

year student orientation so that they know about their peers and fellow students.  

 

• The institution should provide recurring teaching and learning workshops for 

faculty members to help them on how to teach students from different cultural 

backgrounds. The workshops should be focusing on helping faculty create a 

learning environment that is valued by all of their students and responds to their 

concerns and needs. For example, international faculty might need professional 

development to help them manage group allocation and learn how to deal with 

multicultural groups, how to construct groups, and how to involve every member 

in a group.   

• The institution should provide international faculty with sufficient knowledge 

about international students’ cultural differences at the institution. In this regard, 

the institution can provide cross-cultural training for international faculty to help 

them develop their cultural awareness, knowledge, and intercultural skills.  Such 

cross-cultural training can help international faculty adopt practices in the 

classroom that will help international students in their adjustment to the new 

environment. 
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• The institution should provide international faculty with sufficient information 

about the gender-segregation policy implemented at the institution and about the 

UAE culture. 

• The institution should ensure that faculty teaching courses with common final 

examinations adhere to the 2017 Procedure for Designing Course Material and the 

2017 Course Coordination Policy. Furthermore, the educators who are in charge of 

delivering and managing these courses should communicate the curriculum 

changes and updates to all faculty. In addition, in order to achieve positive changes, 

the institution should facilitate more effective management of courses that require 

common final examinations and solicit all faculty to share their concerns and input 

when preparing the common final examination. 

• The institution can do more than requiring students to submit the results of their 

English language proficiency test. The institution should provide language skills 

training for first-year students and should also check international students’ English 

language skills upon arrival and at the end of their first academic year to confirm 

whether these have improved over time at the institution. This can help the 

institution in setting up a strategic plan to improve first-year students’ language 

skills while identifying the aspects that hinder them from building their language 

skills. 

• There should be more gatherings and activities for those students from different 

nationalities so that they can come to know each other better. The activities need to 

lead to more effective interaction among the students from different cultural 

backgrounds as well as encouraging interaction between them and their faculty in 
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the classroom. Therefore, the institution should provide more co-curricular and 

extracurricular activities that allow students from different communities to mingle 

with other international and local students.  

• Comparing the literature on customer service in higher education to what faculty 

participants reflected about being somewhat annoyed by the students negotiating 

their grades with their faculty, the institution should inform the students during 

student orientation about the grading system in operation. Moreover, the faculty 

and the institution as a whole should guide international students to understand the 

institution’s assessment culture.  

 

  7.3.2 Faculty recommendations. 

 

• To enhance the teaching and learning experiences in the classroom, faculty should 

be more open to other cultures and understand the students’ beliefs, underlying 

values, perceptions, and assumptions because these can influence the way students 

learn and express themselves in the classroom. In this way, faculty can design 

suitable classroom activities that connect course material to students’ backgrounds.  

• Faculty should adopt strategies in the classroom that engage international students 

with other international and local students in order to get to know them and to 

enhance their learning experiences.  

•  Faculty should offer group work activities and assign group members to permit 

international students to work with students of other nationalities, to deepen their 

learning, and to enhance their in-class participation 
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• Faculty should provide formative feedback to the students when evaluating their 

work. They should also use standardised rubrics that assist them in giving feedback 

to the students in order to help students understand how the given faculty member 

has graded his or her work. 

• In order to address the English language challenges that some international students 

face in transitioning into the institution’s academic and social life, language support 

for students is required. Therefore, faculty could consciously speak more slowly to 

allow for adaptation. In addition, the faculty should also advise the students to 

access the services provided by the Writing Centre (Academic Success Centre) to 

improve their writing skills with the help of the Centre’s academic tutors.  

 

    7.3.3 Recommendations for future first-year international students. 
 

•  International students should consider being more open to cultural diversity at the 

institution and embrace the international students of other cultures and local 

students in order to adjust to their new community over a short period. 

• International students should consider participating in co-curricular and 

extracurricular activities outside the classroom because that can help them meet 

their fellow students and build relationships with them.   

• International students should consider taking advantage of the services provided by 

the Writing Centre (Academic Success Centre) in order to improve their English 

language abilities and communicate more effectively in and outside the classroom. 
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7.4 Implications for Future Research 

 

This study was conducted at one large private higher education institution in Abu Dhabi in 

the UAE. The findings might be of use beyond this institution, particularly as many of the 

private higher education institutions in the UAE have similar profiles of international 

students and international faculty. Therefore, this study could be replicated in other 

institutions, or even across a number of collaborating institutions.  

As language issues appear to be a major risk to student success, that is an area I personally 

would like to pursue. The findings in this study indicate that not all students have sufficient 

English language skills to optimise their experience and outcomes in an institution where 

English is the language of instruction. This was reportedly more problematic in group work 

activities and in-class discussions. Therefore, I would like to conduct further research 

exploring the instructional practices that can best support students in a multicultural 

context, to improve their English language abilities and communicate more effectively. 

 

7.5 Limitations of the Study 

 

A surprising limitation was the English language proficiency of some student participants. 

Before conducting the interviews, I had not anticipated that some international students’ 

English language skills might disadvantage them during the interviews. Because they study 

in the medium of English and have an English language entry requirement, I had not 

considered language challenges.  Because the interview questions were all posed in 

English, I took extra steps to ensure that the differences in their English language abilities 

did not affect their understanding, once I realised that some were having difficulties. I was 
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cautious to verify that all the participants understood the meaning of the questions. 

Therefore, I always rephrased the questions in several ways to ensure that everyone 

understood and to limit any inaccuracies and discrepancies in their responses. In hindsight, 

I should have considered sending the interview prompts ahead of the scheduled meeting, 

so the student participants had time to consider and translate them. Moreover, I found it 

interesting that in their responses, the student participants did not identify themselves with 

having English language problems, although they identified it as a problem for others. 

In reviewing the literature, it was difficult to find previously published literature on this 

topic in the UAE. Although there is a lot of literature on the internationalisation of higher 

education in the UAE, it does not focus on the student experience. This made it more 

challenging to analyse my research problem within the research context. It has also limited 

my ability to compare my findings to others in the same context. Nevertheless, it does mean 

that I have added to the discourse within the UAE, and hopefully others will now research 

the experiences of international students choosing to study in the UAE.  

At present, the literature in the UAE is confined predominantly to websites and newspaper 

articles. I have drawn on those resources but have also been conscious of their limitations. 

Reliance on such resources led me to take extra measures to ensure the credibility and 

accuracy of these resources. For example, I had to check the authority and affiliation of 

these resources and evaluate the information across different websites to ensure that the 

information I cite in my study is reliable. 

Some of the qualitative and quantitative data related to the institution under study such as 

multinationalism, retention, and enrolment were limited to the general data retrieved via 
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the institution’s website, as I did not have access to the relevant institutional systems in my 

position. The institution under study constantly updates its website information, and by 

doing so, they delete all older versions of the database records.  Therefore, whenever I 

wanted to check the website for further details about any particular information, I was often 

not able to find it.  

I do realise the importance of the member checking process in enhancing the legitimation 

of this study; however, I had not completed data transcription before leaving the institution. 

After I moved from the institution, it was difficult to conduct member checking to obtain 

the participants’ feedback about their own data because I was no longer able to access all 

the participants’ institutional email addresses.   

Another possible limitation, with the benefit of hindsight, was the assurances I had given 

to the research ethics committee in the institution, VPREC, and participants about not 

ascribing any identifying details to quoted extracts. This has limited my ability to report 

the nationality of participants making the comments. I now realise that having used 

Hofstede’s framework, it would have been helpful to identify the participants’ nationalities 

with quotations and how that relates to the theoretical framework. Nevertheless, I have 

indicated some regional information which does help to relate my findings to the 

framework, whilst not compromising participant identity. Therefore, I could (where 

appropriate) refer to Hofstede’s view of a particular culture if a participant came from a 

high-power distance culture, for example.  

Finally, it is a missed opportunity that institutional management was not interviewed, and 

that home students were not included within the sample as well, although such a wider 

study was not realistic for the scale of an EdD thesis. Nonetheless, this should be noted as 
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a limitation to the study. Inclusion of management perspectives, for instance, would have 

given a more comprehensive insight into the institutional policy, guidelines, and 

communication regarding the research questions. Meanwhile, a control group of local 

students and faculty could have been useful to make the point that many aspects of the 

first-year experience would be shared across home and international students and faculty. 

To some extent, this has been possible through comparing my findings with literature from 

the topic area of transition, but broadening the sample in the specific context would have 

strengthened the study further. 

 

7.6 Reflections as a Practitioner-Researcher 

 

Over the course of my thesis journey, the research, technical, organisational and writing 

skills that I have gained have made me much more confident of my abilities and improved 

my research skills. In addition, the knowledge I have obtained about the 

internationalisation of higher education and the factors that would enhance international 

students’ experiences will help me to pursue other research during my future professional 

career. Overall, I believe I have had a valuable experience that has improved me both 

personally and professionally; I am excited, confident, and prepared to write many other 

research papers in the forthcoming years.  

Another reflection relates to the theoretical framework that guided this research. As 

countries move towards globalisation, it has become difficult to make generalisations about 

a given society. It is difficult to argue that cultures are static and unchanging over time. 

This is revealed when comparing some of the findings of this thesis with the cultural 

dimensions of Hofstede et al. (2010). In this research, there was a notable level of 
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agreement among the research participants in relation to many of the findings. Although 

the international students and international faculty participants represented many different 

nationalities and cultural backgrounds, they had similar perspectives and attitudes towards 

cross-cultural education and international higher education. When I wrote the literature 

review in this thesis, I was exploring the issue of how students and staff from different 

cultures might experience the first year of student study at my multicultural institution. I 

found Hofstede et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework to be very useful in offering insight 

into how different cultural characteristics might influence how one experiences education 

in those circumstances. However, I found that the experiences were more heterogenous 

than I expected. Nevertheless, I believe that Hofstede et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework 

might still be relevant for raising awareness of cultural influences. However, I believe that 

in some aspects of society, cultural differences may not be as marked due to many factors 

related to globalisation, economic and social forces, the mobility of students and faculty, 

and social media and technological advances, to name but a few.  

Finally, I plan to disseminate my research. I will share it first of all with the institution that 

was under study in order to maximise the study’s potential benefits. I then hope to publish 

several works within the UAE, namely, directed at the audience I believe will most benefit 

from my findings. 

 

7.7 Contribution this Thesis Makes to the Discourse on Internationalisation and 

Transition to Higher Education  

The contribution of the thesis extends beyond the immediate context of the institution that 

is the focus of the study, particularly in terms of the Gulf region as a whole and to contexts 
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such as Malaysia (Bin Basri, 2015; Khodabandelou,  Karimi, & Ehsani, 2015; Mahmud et 

al., 2010; Malaklolunthu & Selan, 2011; Yassin, Abdul Razak,  Qasem,  & Saeed 

Mohammed, 2020), in which faculty and students might face similar challenges to those 

explored in the study.  

A valuable contribution for this research is that it is the first study in the UAE that I have 

found that explores the perspectives of international students and international faculty. 

Although the UAE is a multicultural country and given that the government promotes the 

country as a hub for higher education (Alsharari, 2018) (see Chapters 1 and 3), publications 

on this area are very limited. 

Another specific contribution is that this study explores international students and faculty 

in a context where they are the majority, rather than a minority, of the student and faculty 

population, unlike most western studies on internationalisation of higher education. This 

suggests that research in the region has not kept pace with the rapid changes taking place 

in higher education. Even in the international literature, there are limited resources 

concerning multicultural institutions wherein international faculty and students are the 

majority. Thus, this thesis makes a valuable contribution to the discourse of transition to 

higher education, specifically that concerning international students in this region. 

Despite my initial suspicion that the multiplicity of nationalities in my study population 

would play a part in the phenomenon of transition, the findings do not really support that 

idea. Indeed, many of the experiences of international students in this context mirrored 

transitional experiences into higher education of students generally. The issue that seems 

to make teaching and learning more challenging during the transition period is that of 

language proficiency. English appears to be the language of internationalised higher 
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education, which, for many international students, has not been their language of prior 

learning. The other main difference is the need for cultural orientation to the country of 

study, in addition to institutional and pedagogical orientation to support the transition to 

higher education. 
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