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Teaching International Students in Tutorials

1. What is involved?

International students - like all students - value and appreciate tutors with a range of skills and attributes. In
particular, they value tutors who are good communicators. They also appreciate tutors who are interested in
them and concerned for their welfare. In other words, international students are similar to all students in their
requirements and regard for teachers’ communicative skills. What is said for all students in terms of principles
of being a good teacher also applies to international students. In what follows we outline those principles.

2. Delivery and informal English

Imagine yourself in a classroom where the instructor for the day — an Anglo-Saxon Australian — enters the
room and, for the next 50 minutes, speaks only in an entirely new language to you — say, Swahili, Hebrew or
Finnish. Not a single word of English is uttered.

Even if the instructor was being extremely helpful, the class would still feel lost and uncomfortable. They
would grapple hopelessly with phrases to introduce themselves, terms for big, small, thin, fat, colours and
basic number vocabulary. The self-conydence of the class participants would be dealt a blow, and their
admiration for students from non-English speaking countries enhanced considerably.

Imagine further that you are fairly advanced in the language in question, but the instructor does not use terms
and expressions that you learned at school. Instead, they use slang, local colloquialisms, technical phrases and
idiomatic expressions. They speak very fast, despite your protestations and your requests to slow down.

You would probably be shocked. You studied this language hard at school and did well. You fully expected to
begin your studies with a strong grounding in the language of study. You did not expect to face the problem
of not understanding tutors.

International students do not want special treatment in terms of how you deliver your tutorials. Their English
is already quite good. However, they do appreciate:

. Avoidance of slang, colloquial or idiomatic phrases.

. Avoidance of local issues or concerns which could only be understood by residents, e.g. footy
tipping.

. Avoiding a rambling or mufped delivery.

. Clear articulation of ideas and structure of presentation.

Initially, it may take international students some time to understand our peculiar accents. You will need to
be sensitive to this. The yrst few weeks are critical as students will form an impression of you quickly. In
particular, try not to begin with a chatty, jokey, informal style or use local slang or colloquialisms. (You may
be amazed how often you use slang or informal English when your attention is drawn to it.)

Instead, use simple sentences and deliberate structuring devices to make it clear where you have been and
where you are going. For example:

“Last time we met, we looked at X. (pause) Today’s lecture will be about Y. | want to outline three
main things today. (pause) The yrst is.... (pause) Now letds move on to the yrst point.o

This kind of language helps everyone in the audience understand you. It is particularly helpful for international
students who often have to translate between languages, at least when they yrst arrive. Keep your sentences
short and clear, pause a lot, and use deliberate transition signals:
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iThatés point number two. (pause) Now letds move on to the next point, number three.o

Remember to face the audience (not the whiteboard or your notes) and deliver your message in a well-structured
manner (with a clear beginning, middle and end). It does not compromise academic integrity, it is just good
sense —and it works. Although these points may seem obvious, they are frequently ignored and can be a source
of unnecessary anxiety among many international students.

3. Stereotyping

You may be tempted to culturally stereotype your students. This is natural but can be dangerous, and is best
avoided. The cultural, linguistic and social differences between people from the Chinese diaspora (the PRC,
Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan) are as vast as the differences between Australians, Scots, English, Irish and
Americans.

Malaysian and Indonesian students of Chinese descent, for example, are often English-educated and have no
knowledge of languages such as Mandarin or Cantonese, and ynd the mainland culture, in some respects, quite
alien.

Of course, there are many similarities too, but they can be outweighed by the differences. Students from Hong
Kong, India or Singapore, for example, are generally very comfortable in the Western academic environment
in Australia (being former colonies, the expectations are largely the same). They generally write well, and they
understand conventions associated with referencing and attribution of scholarly ideas.

However, students from the PRC, Indonesia or Thailand are often completely unfamiliar with the emphasis we
place on correct attribution of others’ ideas, critical thinking and the avoidance of plagiarism. Many have had
half a lifetime of teachers encouraging unacknowledged repetition of the work of others. In these countries, a
‘good’ student is often one who can parrot large amounts of information.

Hui (2005:27) notes that, for mainland Chinese students, reading style is inpuenced by Confucianism which
stresses the importance of reading and re-reading (not reading critically) as in the Chinese saying, “After
reading a thousand books, your writing will be guided by inspirationo. Combined with Confucianist notions
of diligence and persistence, this can result in the complete misinterpretation of the purpose of a list of
recommended readings. For other international students, however, this is not the case at all.

When students come to Australia they learn these issues of academic appropriacy fast (issues of cultural
appropriacy take many years’ experience). The Transition 2 Commerce (T2C) program (for undergraduates)
and the Postgraduate Enrichment Program (PEP) are there to speed up this adjustment. However, it does not
help to make false assumptions about students at the outset. Treat your students as individuals yrst, and a
member of a culture second. For information on T2C visit http://tlu.ecom.unimelb.edu.au/undergraduate/T2C/
index.html or http://tlu.ecom.unimelb.edu.au/postgraduate/PEP.html for PEP.

4. “Tell me about your country”

You should not expect that students will want to speak freely or openly about what happens in their home
country. In some cases students want to avoid sensitive issues in multicultural classrooms.

For example, mainland Chinese and Taiwanese students are often quite unwilling to broach regional political

issues to prevent upsetting fellow students. If the issues being debated are politically or religiously neutral, it
is easier for students to join the debate.
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If tutors open up it often encourages students to do the same. Making yourself seem genuinely uninformed but
interested in students and their cultures will help them to open up too. Open questions such as this help:

“This issue is done in this way here in Australia and the US, but what about other countries? Is it
the same? | don’t have experience outside Western countries. Can anyone provide some ideas here
to help me?0

5. Asian names

One of the best ways to win friends and inpuence people is to learn their names. However, just as Asians have
trouble with Western names, we have trouble with their names. A few general tips are worth mentioning:

Western names are normally structured: given name, then surname (unless on catalogues or databases where
they are surname [comma] given name).

Chinese names (but not Thai or Indian names) have the opposite conyguration. Take for example the name:
Chen Ya-Hui

ACheno is the surname and AiYa-Huio is the given name. The surname is yrst as a matter of respect to the
fifamilyo group. They should ideally be addressed always as fiChen Ya-Huio. Some Asian students will therefore
address you wrongly as fiDr. Johno because they are used to surnames in the yrst position. Likewise, they often
get their reference lists all wrong and out of alphabetical order because they wrongly place the given name in
the yrst position thinking it is the surname!

Obtaining a list of your students with a photo will help you to learn their names. Asking students to sit in the
same place in a tutorial room, or placing a folded A4 piece of paper in front of them (with the name written
down) also helps in the yrst few weeks. You should collect the paper and redistribute before each class. This
is a friendly gesture and interpreted as well-meaning by students (they will gladly help you when you get the
names wrong for the yrst few weeks).

Asian students are often very uncomfortable addressing teachers by their given name — no matter what we
say to the contrary. In their culture(s) it is rude. Despite wanting to be informal and friendly, we make them
anxious. If possible, insist on being addressed by your given name. Tell them we are informal in Australia and
it is OK to address you as idJohno but dondt keep correcting them if they call you fiProfessor Xo. They are just
showing respect.

Many international students have adopted an English name as well as their own. These names are usually
much shorter and easier to remember and pronounce. It is quite often an odd-sounding name like: Pond,
Maverick, Roof, Sapphire, Perfume or Kanna (actual examples) or it may be conventional like Pearl, Shirley,
Kevin or Bob. Usually these names are chosen because the anglicised name sounds like their equivalent name
in Chinese or Thali, or they may just like the symbolism or sound of the word (it may sound like an auspicious
word in their language).

6. The use of group work

You will notice that students will spontaneously congregate in ethnically-similar groups. This is entirely
natural, and if you were attempting studies in Shanghai, Jakarta or Bangkok you would probably do the same.
Ethnic clustering also has its advantages. Students can translate for each other and the stronger students can
help the weaker students with problems with English. They are also more comfortable in each others’ presence.
Forcing students into groups in which they are uncomfortable is generally not a good idea. However, ethnic
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clustering can become a bad thing if it leads to a stiping of discussion or (worse still) discussions in the yrst
language and avoidance of English entirely.

You can meet both needs by insisting on a mixture of ethnic groups but allowing students to join groups in
pairs, i.e. two Chinese, two Indonesians, two Australians, and two Germans etc. This preserves the advantages
of ethnic group clustering and minimises the disadvantages. Always insist that discussions are in English
(international students are here partly to learn the language and will appreciate being made to do this) but
allow students to translate difycult concepts and help each other. You can even formalise this by having
English time and native language time.

When international students are in a group with local Australian students (or other Westerners) there are other
issues that arise. The most serious is free-riding of the international students on the native English speakers,
and the resulting sucker effect whereby good students become determined not be the object of free-riding and
reduce their input accordingly.

There are a number of strategies you can use to avoid these problems including the following:

. Keep group sizes as small as possible (three-four should be the upper limit).

. Try to form groups early in the semester and allow them to last as long as possible so that
relationships form, good communication develops, and students get to know each other. This may
foster a sense of collegiality and common purpose, and altruistic behaviour.

. Ensure tasks are additive or disjunctive in nature rather than conjunctive or discretionary (Davies,
2006). As much as possible, require that students need the research of their group members to
complete their part of the task.

7. Speaking up
There are several reasons why many international students, especially those from Asia, have trouble contributing
to class discussions:

. Many are just not used to speaking up in class. In some countries, verbal contributions from students
are actively discouraged and considered rude and ill-mannered. It is difycult to instantly adjust from
half a lifetime of a different academic culture to a new one.

. Students may feel they want to make a contribution but do not know how to interrupt politely.
Asking students to raise their hand slightly when they wish to speak may be helpful.
. The language adjustments such students have to make are enormous. Many students are not conydent

in speaking because they are afraid of making grammatical mistakes. Of course, communication is
more than just accuracy, but they often don’t know this and need to be reassured.

. Women from patriarchal societies (e.g. Muslim societies) are often less conydent in contributing.

. Many students are intimidated by the native-speaking local students in the room who speak fast, and
use local examples, and colloquialisms.

. Some individuals are shy even in their own language.

. Some students have difyculties in understanding the academic material, and therefore are reluctant to

join class discussions.

You can help students yourself by:

. Directing them to the programs and resources available through the TLU and the Language and
Learning Skills Unit (LLSU).
. Providing an encouraging space in classes for casual conversation. Simply being friendly and

approachable makes a huge difference.
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. Advertising regular consultancy times and encouraging students to approach you for help.

8. Getting to know you

It is a truism that a group of mutually-supportive and friendly students will work better as a class than a group
of bored, antagonistic, competitive or hostile students. The challenge is how to generate that togetherness.
This is easier than you might think.

Start by giving all the students a potted history of yourself and your career, education and interests in the yrst
class. Also, smile occasionally in your tutorials. Enjoy the experience of teaching and show it. Humans have
evolved to ynd smiles disarming. Smiles overcome hostility and shyness, and generate a sense of solidarity.
They will ynd you more approachable if you appear friendly (again, an obvious point, but one frequently
neglected).

Further information on icebreakers and methods for getting to know your students is available from the guide
How to Start the First Tutorial in the TLU Tutor Training Guide series.

9. Language issues

Unsurprisingly, international students have problems with English. However, the nature and extent of these
problems, and the reasons for them, are often not clear to teaching staff.

For example, many international students have difyculty with tenses. English has three main tenses (present,
past and future), though these are made more complex by there being simple, perfect and continuous forms.
International students ynd English tenses hard to learn because often their languages do not use tenses.

Many Asian languages make the time of an event clear by the addition of adverbs like today, yesterday, or
T in the case of Japanese and Korean T adverbial particles, e.g. they say the English equivalent of il go to
shop yesterday0, instead of il went to the shopo or fil have already been to the shopo. (The temporal particle
yesterday or next week is added at the end to give the meaning.)

Unfortunately for international students, English has a complex system of tenses that they must learn. Being
sympathetic to this is very much appreciated by international students. Correcting a page or two of their essays
is very helpful, as is directing them to the TLU and LLSU for assistance with their assignments. Further
information is also available in the TLU student helpsheet Using English Tenses.

Articles

Most Asian languages do not have articles. Articles are words such as: the, a and an. Without exception,
international students have trouble using them (often omitting them altogether). The rules for the use of articles
are exceedingly complex and, while native speakers use them without thinking, understanding how we use
them is another matter! Why do we use the deynite article the for fithe University of Melbourneo but not fithe
Ayers Rocko? (both are particulars and deynite things). The rules are perplexing, even for us. Once again,
patience and understanding is helpful for students, as is the TLU student helpsheet Using Articles.

Prepositional phrases

Prepositions are words such as: in, at, by, under, between, through, etc. A prepositional phrase is a preposition
particle followed by a noun phrase, e.g. fiat the extremes of X0, fion the rise0, fiby approaching the Yo, fiunder
the inpuence of Z0. The use of prepositional phrases is exceptionally complex and quite illogical (why do we
say: fiput on your shoeso or Aldm putting on my shoeso when clearly we should say fiput our feet in our shoeso?).
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These phrases are essential to academic writing but the rules are often inconsistent and counterintuitive.

Phrasal verbs

Phrasal verbs are prepositional phrases conjoined with a verb in which the phrase carries a different meaning
from the root verb in ordinary use. For example, fito come up witho (originate/invent), fito put downo (kill),
fito get overo/ficome to terms witho/fito move on fromo (overcome). English has hundreds of these kinds of
phrases, and unfortunately for our students, the meanings cannot be obtained by looking up the verb in a
dictionary! (Although there are specialist phrasal verb dictionaries.)

Non-native speakers of English know the complexities of English better than you and I. They know the
importance of learning the correct articles, prepositional phrases and phrasal verbs, but, again, they need
your understanding and patience. For more information, see the TLU student helpsheet ESL Suggestions
for International Students. International students know their weaknesses, but they sometimes need to be
reminded. When this advice comes from their tutor it has signiycant additional impact.

10. Approaches to learning

Approaches to learning will, of course, be as varied as the number of individuals you have in the class.
Nonetheless, there are elements of the learning process that are common to all.

As noted in Internationalising Teaching, by the Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE): “be
clear that one of your major educational aims is to encourage students to move from a reproductive style of
learning (comprehending) through an analytical (questioning) approach to a speculative (modifying) learning
approach. All students will be somewhere along this continuum, and you probably need to encourage all of
them to develop their thinking and learning strategies in the right directiono (Beattie, 2006). See the diagram
(Ballard and Clanchy, 1988) below for details of this learning schema.

Attitudes to knowledge: conserving extending

Learning approaches: reproductve ———— analytical ————— speculative

Learning strategies:

Deliberate search for new

Type: Memorization Critical thinking possibilities and explanations
Summarising Questioning, judging
Activities: Describing and recombining ideas | Speculating and

Identifying and applying |and information into an | hypothesising
Formulae and information |argument

Characteristic Why? how? how valid?

? if?

questions: What: how important? Whatif:
Simple originality, Creative originality,

Aim: Correctness reshaping material into |totally new approach/new
a different pattern knowledge

You should discuss the aim(s) of learning in your tutorials. Spell out precisely what you expect of them, and
where you will be taking them (in terms of learning outcomes). You could also consider showing them models
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of good work (essays, reports, case studies) to aid them with assignment work.

11. Cultural issues

There are well recognised cultural differences in relation to teaching and learning. These have been famously
categorised in terms of the following:

1. Individualism versus collectivism.

2. Large versus small power distance.

3. High versus low uncertainty avoidance.
4. Masculinity versus femininity.

Individualism versus Collectivism

Australia is an individualist society. Like Westerners generally, Australians will tend to say what they think,
and be quite forthright in their opinions and attitudes. They will be direct in asking questions of teachers in
class and, in a business context, will usually nip problems in the bud by raising issues and trying to solve them
directly with the people concerned.

Asians generally belong to a more collectivist societies where face-saving and the harmony of the group
is considered more important than individual expression or problem resolution. Hofstede, in his useful 4-
D Model of cultural differences has identiyed the following attributes of Individualist versus Collectivist
societies in relation to teaching and learning (Hofstede, 1986).

Differences in the Teacher/Student and Student/Student Interaction

Related to the Individualism Versus Collectivism Dimension

Collectivist Societies Individualist Societies
Positive association in society with whatever is traditional rF]’;)stmve CESLRENEN [ SeEEy Ml WhEISYE] (2
The young should learn; adults cannot accept student role One is 'ne\,/er too old to lear; ‘permanent

education

Students expect to learn how to do Students expect to learn how to learn
Individuals will only speak up in class when called upon Individuals will speak up in class in response to a
personally by the teacher 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 in class vary from one situation to the
subgroups based on a particularist criteria (e.g. ethnic next based on universalist criteria (e.g. the next
afyliation) task)
Formal harmony in learning situations should be Confrontation in learning situations can be
maintained (conpict groups are taboo) salutary; conpicts can be brought into the open

Teachers nor students should ever be made to lose face Face-consciousness is weak

Education is a way of improving one’s economic
worth/self-respect based on ability and
competence

Diploma certiycates are important and displayed on walls | Diploma certiycates have little symbolic value

Acquiring certiycates, even through illegal means
(cheating, corruption) is more important than acquiring
competence

Teachers are expected to give preferential treatment to
students (e.g. based on ethnic afyliation)

Education is a way of gaining prestige in one’s social
environment and of joining a higher status group

Acquiring competence is more important than
acquiring certiycates

Teachers are expected to be strictly impartial.
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Large versus Small Power Distance

Hofstede also identiyes another key difference between Asians and Westerners called Power Distance. This
is deyned as how different societies treat the less powerful (e.g. the poor) in their society, and their attitude to
power.

Western societies such as Australia are quite different in this dimension compared to most Asian societies.
Australia is regarded as having a small power distance; that is, they do not accept a large difference in power
between say teachers and students (or politicians and the public). Most Asian countries, by contrast, are
regarded as having a large power distance. Applied to teaching and learning, the following differences are
noted:

Differences in the Teacher/Student and Student/Student Interaction

Related to the Power Distance Dimension

Small Power Distance Societies Large Power Distance Societies
Stress on impersonal truth which can, in principle, be | Stress on personal wisdom which is transferred in the
obtained from any competent person relationship with a particular teacher (guru)
Teachers should respect the independence of students | A teacher merits the respect of students
Student-centred education (premium on initiative) Teacher-centred education (premium on order)
Teachers expect students to initiate communication Students expect teachers to initiate communication
Students may speak up spontaneously in class Students may speak up in class only when invited to

Students are allowed to contradict or criticise teachers | Teachers are never contradicted or publicly criticised
Effectiveness of learning is related to the amount of Effectiveness of learning related to the excellence of

two-way communication in class the teacher
Outside class, teachers are treated as equals Respect for teachers is also shown outside class
In teacher/student conpicts, parents are expected to In teacher/student conpicts, parents are expected to
side with the student side with the teacher
Older teachers are more respected than younger

Younger teachers are more liked than older teachers
teachers

High versus Low Uncertainty Avoidance

Another dimension of difference in Hofstededs analysis is Uncertainty Avoidance. This is deyned as the extent
to which cultures regard situations that are unstructured, unclear or unpredictable. Asian and Western societies
are different in this respect too.

Australia, like most Western societies, is regarded as having weak uncertainty avoidance; that is, it regards
uncertain situations as normal. This is different from many Asian countries which are usually characterised by
strong uncertainty avoidance. Applied to the teaching and learning context, the differences are noted on the
following page:
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Differences in the Teacher/Student and Student/Student Interaction

Related to the Uncertainty Avoidance Dimension

Weak Uncertainty Avoidance Societies Strong Uncertainty Avoidance Societies
Students feel comfortable in unstructured leaning Students feel comfortable in structured learning
situations: vague objectives, broad assignments, no situations: precise objectives, detailed assignments,
timetables 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 A good teacher uses academic language

Students are rewarded for innovative approaches to
problem solving

Teachers/students are expected to suppress emotions | Teachers/students are allowed to behave emotionally

Teachers interpret intellectual disagreements as a Teachers interpret intellectual disagreements as
stimulating exercise personal disloyalty

Teachers consider themselves experts who cannot
learn anything from lay parents — and parents agree

Students are rewarded for accuracy in problem solving

Teachers seek parents’ ideas

Masculinity and Femininity

A ynal dimension of difference in Hofstededs analysis is Masculinity and Femininity. This is the deyned as
differences in the ways women and men are regarded in society and the roles they are expected to play. Australia
is regarded as a masculine society, as opposed to most Asian countries, which are deyned as feminine. Applied
to the teaching and learning context, the following differences are noted:

Differences in the Teacher/Student and Student/Student Interaction

Related to the Masculinity Versus Femininity Dimension

Feminine Societies Masculine Societies
Teachers avoid openly praising students Teachers openly praise good students
Teachers use average students as the norm Teachers use best students as the norm
The system rewards student’s social adaptation The system rewards academic performance

A student’s failure in school is a severe blow to

A student’s failure in school is a relatively minor . . :
student's failure in school is a relatively ° their self-image and (in extreme cases) may lead to

accident -
suicide

Students admire friendliness in teachers Students admire brilliance in teachers

Students practice mutual solidarity Students compete with each other in class

Students try to behave modestly Students try to make themselves visible

Corporal punishment is severely rejected Corporal punishment is occasionally considered
salutary

Students choose academic subjects in view of Students choose academic subjects in view of career

intrinsic interest opportunities

Male students may choose traditionally feminine

. : Male students avoid traditionally feminine subjects.
academic subjects

It is important to be aware of these important cultural differences when teaching international students in
tutorials. Just being aware of what is happening will enable you to prepare for and deal with situations while
teaching. The TLU provides a great deal of support in this area for both students and staff in the Faculty of
Economics and Commerce, so if you have any questions or require further advice, contact the TLU.
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Resources, advice and support for tutors

The Teaching and Learning Unit (TLU) provides a range of resources
designed specipcally for tutors in the Faculty of Economics and
Commerce. Go to: http://tlu.ecom.unimelb.edu.au/tutors/ to see
what we offer.

The Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE) also has a
useful guide called Tutoring and Demonstrating at the University
of Melbourne - http://www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/bookpages/
contents.html.
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