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ABSTRACT 
 

This study explores the initial higher education experiences of first-year 
international students in the United Kingdom. Questionnaires and semi-
structured interviews were carried out with 20 new international students 
undertaking a business degree at a U.K. university. The students described 
the key motivating factors for studying abroad and the fundamental issues 
and challenges they encountered. The language barrier, academic skills and 
orientation were highlighted as being integral to their development. A 
comprehension of international students’ initial academic and social needs 
is important in enabling universities to develop systems that will meet the 
prevailing needs of these learners.  
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motivation 

 
 
Statistics indicate that the growth of international students choosing to 
come to the United Kingdom to study is set to continue (Altbach & Knight, 
2007; Greenaway & Tuck, 1995; Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2016; 
Vickers & Bekhradnia, 2007). Key areas of research regarding this trend 
focus on the drivers and barriers relevant to international students. 
International students are motivated by a range of factors which can 
potentially influence their decision to come to the United Kingdom (Hyams-
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Ssekasi, Mushibwe & Caldwell, 2014; Lee, 2014; Maringe & Carter, 2007; 
Mazzoral & Soutar, 2002). These expectations (Cowley, 2016) can be 
problematic if they do not correspond with the standards and prospects of 
the higher education institution they are seeking to study at (Kingston & 
Forland, 2008; Rae & Woodier-Harris, 2012). This suggested gap in 
expectations can lead to a shock for students both academically and socially.  

Higher education institutions in the United Kingdom have a 
responsibility to their students to ensure that effective systems of support 
and development are in place. This support should be relevant, timely and 
encompass all areas of the student experience both inside and outside of the 
classroom (Caldwell & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2016; Quality Assurance Agency 
[QAA], 2015; Spencer-Oatey, Dauber & Williams, 2014). Key literature 
points to areas of best practice regarding the induction of international 
students; focusing on timings, integration, social and pedagogical 
considerations (Rae & Woodier-Harris, 2012; QAA, 2015; Ramachandran, 
2011; Ridley, 2004; Tierney, 2000). This study will seek to explore these 
areas of the student experience against the context of international students’ 
expectations and needs whilst studying in the United Kingdom with a 
specific emphasis on their initial experiences. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The educational migration of international students is a continuing 
worldwide trend (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Arambewela & Hall, 2009; 
Greenaway & Tuck, 1995; Vickers & Bekhradnia, 2007). The United 
Kingdom is seen as the second most popular destination for international 
students after the United States (Baskerville, MacLeod & Saunders, 2013). 
Reference to statistics indicates a rise in numbers over the last quarter of a 
century from 95,900 international students in 1992 (Greenaway & Tuck, 
1995) up to 240,390 students in 2005 (Vickers & Bekhradnia, 2007). Recent 
figures show a total number of 436,880 international students (Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, 2016). It is anticipated that by 2025, the 
number of students aspiring to undertake higher education in the United 
Kingdom will rise further (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Thomas & Cornuel, 
2011). 
 
Motivators 
 

Researchers have identified several drivers that influence 
international students to pursue higher education in other countries (Hyams-
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Ssekasi et al., 2014; Lee, 2014; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzoral & 
Soutar, 2002). A key idea in the movement of international students is 
‘push-pull’. (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). The ‘push’ can involve political, 
economic and social factors in a student’s home country whilst the ‘pull’ 
refers to destination factors (Zajda, 2015); e.g. HEI reputation, employment 
opportunities, marketing practices (Brooks & Waters, 2011; Mazzarol, 
1998). According to (Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014), international students are 
drawn to study abroad because of the potential career opportunities it gives 
them as well as the introduction of new cultures and ideas. Although there 
are invaluable benefits to studying abroad; the rationale for destination 
choice can be complex (Mazzarol, Savery, & Kemp, 1997) due to the 
economic and social status of the international students (Pimpa, 2003). In 
some instances, the decision of where to study can be further dictated by 
other issues e.g. social factors, climatic factors, cost factors, 
recommendations and knowledge of location (Mazzarol et al., 1997). Huang 
(2013) notes that students are motivated to study in the United Kingdom 
because they feel the experience will help them develop their employability 
skills and understanding of commercial issues and opportunities.  

A study by Kember, Ho, and Hong (2010) suggested that 
international students are motivated by a range of factors: compliance, 
goals, lifestyle, career choice and sense of belonging. Intrinsic and extrinsic 
drivers have been put forward as being integral in the decision-making 
process for international students (Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle, 1993; Stage & 
Williams, 1990). An example of an intrinsic motivator could be the 
academic challenge of undertaking a course, whereas an extrinsic motivator 
may be the desire to achieve a reward as the result of the successful 
completion of a course (Byrne et al., 2012; Bista & Foster, 2016; Dev, 
1997; Donald, 1999; Lepper, 1988; Paulsen & Gentry, 1995). The decision 
to pursue overseas education can also be perceived as preparation for future 
plans (Fang & Wang, 2014); however, there exist social and academic gaps 
in what international students gain whilst studying in overseas universities 
(Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014).  

 
Induction 
 

U.K. HEIs place a large emphasis on ensuring that new students are 
properly introduced to their systems and structure (Spencer-Oatey et al., 
2014). Familiarizing international students with the rules and culture of a 
potentially very new and strange study environment is paramount. In 
addition to this, newly arrived international students can potentially be 
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challenged by seemingly straightforward issues: accommodation, bank 
arrangements, and geographical orientation (Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2015). 
These non-academic issues can impact on a student’s academic 
development and success if they are not addressed properly. The 
responsibility of supporting new students ultimately lies with the relevant 
HEI (QAA, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2014). 

Recognizing the potential for anxiety and stress experienced by 
international students starting a course in a new country, HEIs place a large 
emphasis on the induction processes as a way of effectively combatting any 
initial problems in the university experience of international students 
(Alsford & Rose, 2014; Andrade & Evans, 2009; Ramachandran, 2011). A 
positive student experience during the induction phase of the course can be 
potentially beneficial to both students and the institution in terms of 
retention and outcomes (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2014). A warning from 
(QAA, 2015) is that of stand-alone inductions which, happen at the start of 
the academic year but do not have any bearing on any other part of the 
student experience during the academic calendar. Induction should be a 
more long-term integrated aspect of the student experience (Carroll & Ryan, 
2007). These processes could be supported through additional activities e.g. 
one to one sessions early in the academic year between students and staff 
(Higher Education Academy, 2014b). Initial activities of induction and 
orientation could be reinforced through a meaningful mentoring system, 
giving the students an accessible point of reference to approach when 
necessary (Ramachandran, 2011). 
 
Challenges and Adjustments (Academic) 
 

Language barrier is perceived as one of the primary hindrances to 
learning for international students (Holmes, 2006; Medved, Franco, Gao, & 
Yang, 2013; Turner & George, 2011). Not just because of its practical 
importance in terms of understanding basic and technical language, 
classroom interaction, research and assessment production (Ryan & 
Hellmundt, 2003; Bailey, 2010), but also because of its potential 
psychological impact on struggling international students (Yeh & Inose, 
2003). The nature of U.K. teaching methods and assessment is problematic 
and potentially disadvantageous to those students whose first language is 
not English (Chaudron, 1988). International students may also be troubled 
by a lack of confidence resulting in a hesitancy to ask questions or seek 
clarification in class (Medved et al., 2013). Ultimately, students are going to 
relate to learning materials better in their native language (Chaudron, 1988; 
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Gudhlanga, 2005) and subsequently produce superior work in their first 
language (Otto, 1997; Siepmann, 2001). Critically, students producing work 
in another language potentially take longer to produce the same standard of 
work (Chaudron, 1988), which may be in turn detrimental to their learning 
experience. International students may also be troubled by a lack of 
confidence resulting in a hesitancy to ask questions or seek clarification in 
class (Medved et al., 2013). 

The standard of academic writing produced by a student can be 
influenced by their nationality. Factors such as cultural and educational 
background can impact upon the interpretation and application of the 
information and sources they use (Lillis, 2001; Medved et al., 2013). It has 
been argued that because of limited language levels, international students 
may struggle to distinguish between credible and non-credible sources, 
potentially resulting in work which is poorly supported (Lahlafi & Rushton, 
2015; Turnitin, 2012; Zimerman, 2012). Equally as problematic, is the 
potential for limited application and synthesis in student work (MacMillan 
& MacKenzie, 2012). 

In an academic context, international students may underachieve as 
a result of less than effective teaching practice (Rastall, 2004). Another 
viewpoint comes from Kington and Forland (2008) who suggested that the 
underperformance of international students may be the result of a gap 
between expectations and the new teaching styles they encounter. This 
difference in expectation and reality (Byrne & Flood, 2005) is further 
supported by Rae and Woodier-Harris (2012) who asserted that because 
domestic and international students may be different in their responsiveness 
to certain learning methods, some teaching styles and assessments may be 
more naturally suited to home students rather than international students 
(Liu, 2009). Interestingly this idea is questioned by Turner (2006) using the 
suggestion of Chinese students in certain literature as being less effective 
critical thinkers. 
 
Challenges and Adjustments (Non-Academic) 
 

The experience of living in a new culture can provide international 
students with the opportunity to develop new skills and experiences, whilst 
potentially receiving meaningful work experience and networking 
opportunities (Andrade, 2006; McClure, 2007). Making this transition to a 
new culture can be both difficult and shocking (McInerney & King, 2012). 
International students may struggle for a range of non-academic reasons: 
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financial concerns (Thomas, 2002), accommodation, travel and separation 
from family and friends (Rees & Porter, 1999). 

Central to the suggestion of international students experiencing 
culture shock is that of isolation and acculturation (Bochner, Hutnik & 
Furnham, 1985; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Research has suggested that the 
social integration of students within their own national group and outside 
that group with students from other backgrounds and cultures (Bochner, 
1982; Townsend & Wan, 2007) can lead to higher student satisfaction 
which can in turn be beneficial to both the student and the institution of 
study (Tinto, 1975, 1998). Research into student integration has suggested 
that students who are socially connected to other students as well as staff 
and societies are more likely to successfully complete their studies 
(Severiens & Wolff, 2008). Baker and Siryk (1999) identified the 
importance of academic adjustments (the extent to which a student can cope 
with the various educational demands) and social adjustments (the extent to 
which a student is coping with new interpersonal dynamics and 
relationships) as being integral to a student’s wellbeing and academic 
success. This adaptation to the systems and cultures of university life 
(Rienties, Beausaert, Grohnert, & Niemantsverdriet, 2012; Tinto, 1975), is 
problematic and does not necessarily fit with the typical dynamics of a 
university (Jochems, Snippe, Smid, & Verweij, 1996). 

The process of acculturation has been described as a number of 
groups coming together in a given context; typically, the larger group will 
change less than the other group(s) (Berry, 1999). The challenge in such 
situations for both the students and the institution is developing effective 
strategies for working together (Russell, Rosenthal, & Thomson, 2010). In 
situations of acculturation, some students may withdraw from 
communicating with students who do not share the same language or 
cultural background and values (Thomas, 1983). 

The issue of acculturation is an important one; which potentially, 
can further compound any challenges faced by international students when 
trying to adapt to the various teaching styles and pedagogical considerations 
they likely encounter in a U.K. HEI (Robertson, Line, Jones, & Thomas, 
2000; Smith & Khawaja, 2011).  
  

RESEARCH METHOD 
 
The research was conducted at a U.K. university with approximately 6,000 
students. The university is considered to be distinctive because of its 
widening participation ethos. Although the university is primarily made up 
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of U.K. students, it does have a significant intake of international students. 
The majority of the international students at the university are Chinese with 
the remaining international students coming primarily from different parts 
of south Asia and Africa. Additionally, the university also has Erasmus 
partnerships, which ensure the arrival of students from a number of 
European countries each year. The aim of the researchers was to ensure a 
sample that reflected this makeup of nationalities at the university (both 
international and Erasmus). Ultimately, the initial sample was made up of 
20 students coming from eight different countries: China, Nigeria, Pakistan, 
India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Finland, and Germany. For all the students 
involved, it was their first year of study in the United Kingdom and had just 
recently completed their first semester. Although the research sample is 
small, it offers a wealth of information about the international students’ 
needs, expectations and experiences (Bock & Sergeant, 2002). 

The research used a mixed method design (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
2003), which involved a sequential explanatory approach (Creswell, Plano–
Clark, Guntmann, & Hanson, 2003). A two-phase approach was used. The 
first stage involved a questionnaire (Rowley, 2014) designed to identify 
specific areas relevant to the research aims (motivating factors, academic 
and non-academic challenges, students’ experiences of induction at the 
university). Previous research in this area (Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014) 
indicated to the researchers that these areas of feedback are potentially quite 
broad, providing a wide range of information. The purpose of the 
questionnaires in this study would be to give the researchers an opportunity 
to identify and follow up on the most significant initial findings (Creswell & 
Plano-Clark, 2011); this follow-up would happen in the semi-structured 
interviews (the second stage of the sequential approach). 

One of the researchers had access to the international students due 
to his role as an Erasmus coordinator at the university. An email was sent to 
all the pre-identified first-year international business students (a total of 33), 
asking them to participate in the research. A total of 12 students responded 
shortly after. A follow-up email was sent out and five extra students showed 
an interest in the research. It was at the later stage that additional students 
voluntarily asked if they could take part in the student research (Biernacki & 
Waldorf, 1981).  

The information from the questionnaires was analyzed by the two 
researchers. The more significant data provided the basis of the three themes 
to be addressed in the semi-structured interviews. The themes identified 
were (a) What motivated the students to come to a U.K. university to study? 
(b) What impact has induction had on the social and academic orientation of 
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the students? (c) What challenges have the students experienced during their 
initial period of study in the United Kingdom? 

Individual interviews with both researchers were conducted, 
recorded and transcribed. The semi-structured format (Cameron & Price, 
2009; Carruthers, 1990) was used as a data gathering tool. In total, 10 
international students (see Table 1) were interviewed in order to gain a 
better understanding of their expectations, areas of challenge and 
experiences during the initial stages of their new course. 

The researchers were conscious of key ethical issues (British 
Education Research Association, 2011) when undertaking a research project 
involving current students. Ethical issues were considered throughout the 
duration of the research. Initial contact with the potential respondents was 
made through a third party; at which point the research project was clearly 
outlined and the students were advised that any subsequent participation 
was entirely voluntary. The potential respondents were advised that any 
participation in the research project would be totally confidential (they 
would be referred to by pseudonyms (see Table 1) in any subsequent 
publication). The potential respondents were also advised that they could 
withdraw from the project at any time and this would have no impact on 
their studies at the university. The respondents were further advised of this 
information at several points throughout the research (BERA, 2011; 
Perryman & Coughlan, 2014). 
 
Table 1. Demographic profiles of interview respondents. 

Pseudonym Gender Home country Level 
David Male China Postgraduate 
Neil Male China Undergraduate 
Jane Female Nigeria Undergraduate 
Jack Male Finland  Undergraduate 
Louise Female Germany Undergraduate 
Nicola Female China Undergraduate 
Mark Male Nigeria Postgraduate 
Samantha Female China Undergraduate 
Albert Male Pakistan Postgraduate 
John Male India  Postgraduate 
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RESULTS 
 

In this section, the findings from the questionnaires and the interviews 
are discussed together. 

 
What motivated the students to come to a U.K. university to study? 
 

When asked about the key factors for choosing the United Kingdom 
as a study destination. The respondents provided a range of feedback in the 
questionnaires: agent advice, recommendations of friends and family, work 
experience. The majority of the questionnaire feedback focused on the 
educational reputation of the United Kingdom (Baskerville, et al., 2013). 
Respondent feedback in the interviews suggests that the students are also 
motivated by other non-academic issues e.g. social drivers and family issues 
(Mazzarol et al., 1997):  

“The main reason I have arrived in the UK to study is because a 
lot of my close family are here.” —Mark 

“As well as studying in the UK, I really want to travel around the 
UK as a tourist.” —Jack 

This potentially presents the chosen university with a challenge: 
how does it put appropriate and meaningful educational based systems in 
place for students whose primary motivation may not be education based? 

Further feedback from the respondents interviewed, provided 
clarification of the reasons why they chose the United Kingdom to study. 
Focusing on ‘push-pull’ issues, for example, employment and education:  

“I want to get a good well-paid job. A UK education gives me 
the best chance of doing this.” —John 

“I am here because there are no better places for me to study at 
home.” —Nicola 

These two responses give different perspectives of the same issue 
(self-development and progression as a motivator). The response of John is 
one which is typical of the key literature (Maringe & Carter, 2007; Hyams-
Ssekasi et al., 2014; Lee, 2014; Mazzoral & Soutar, 2002) in so much he is 
indicating a positive interest regarding something in the destination country 
(in this case a good standard of education). In contrast, Nicola is being 
influenced by a negative domestic factor, this is something which she 
perceives to be missing in her home country (in this case a comparable 
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education level or opportunity; Fang & Wang, 2014; Maringe & Carter, 
2007). 

Focusing on employability, some of the respondents gave more 
detail regarding how they expect to achieve better prospects upon 
graduation: 

“My background is a technical one. My ambition is to become a 
manager in this field. I know that I lack knowledge in this area. I 
have chosen to do the MBA as I think it will help me give me the 
skills needed.” —Albert 

“I have come here because I want to meet like-minded people. 
Learn from them and also make connections with them for the 
future.” —John 

The rationale of the respondents [John and Albert] for coming to the 
United Kingdom was more specific and developed than the other 
respondents. The feedback of both John and Albert indicates a clear focus as 
to what they want and expect from their chosen course, focusing on 
employability. They have suggested that they are primarily drawn to the 
United Kingdom because they feel it will help provide them with the skills 
and connections they need to go onto the next stage of their careers. 
Employability as a motivator is an important consideration for HEIs in their 
recruitment of international students. Research (Higher Education 
Academy, 2014a) has suggested that HEIs have a responsibility to 
international students with regards to developing their employability skills. 
Institutional good practices include helping international students in the 
development of transferable skills (Meredith, 2010), specialist careers 
advice, networking and work experience opportunities (Huang, 2013). 
 
What impact has induction had on the social and academic 
orientation of the students? 
 

The feedback from the questionnaires indicated that their induction 
had been positively received by the respondents. Feedback suggested that 
the induction for this cohort of students had been helpful in a range of 
academic and non-academic areas: getting to know the staff, meeting other 
students, receiving practical advice regarding issues of travel, finance and 
accommodation. The induction for this group of students happened in 
September 2015, the majority of the respondents indicated that they 
attended the various sessions at both university and school level. The 
students not present in the United Kingdom at the time of induction make 
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up the remaining 20%. The respondents who were present at the induction 
provided several insights into their experiences of induction at the 
university: 

“It was useful. Giving us advice, not just about the university rules 
but other important things such as accommodation, banking and 
travel.” —Neil 

The feedback of Neil hints at the potential impact of the non-
academic factors facing international students both upon on their arrival and 
throughout their time at university; touching on a range of important 
practical issues (Wu et al., 2015). Additionally, the opportunity to quickly 
begin mixing with other students during the induction week (Alsford & 
Rose, 2014) was also welcomed: 

“It was nice to meet new people and make friends. It made my 
arrival in the UK more comfortable.”—Jane 

The respondents described how useful the presence of the various social 
media sites used by the university had been to them; giving them both 
important information and also the opportunity to connect with other 
students at the university: 

“I went to the university Facebook page before I arrived. I am 
glad I did, it gave me a lot of useful information; it also gave me 
the chance to speak with other students.” —Samantha 

Another aspect of the induction program highlighted in the feedback was 
timing. A useful example was highlighted by Louise: 

“I arrived in the UK after induction. I spent quite a lot of time 
asking my classmates about things like Moodle access and 
assessments. I got it eventually but it was a little frustrating to start 
with.”  

This comment could potentially highlight a systemic gap: how 
meaningful are the orientation processes for late arriving students? Other 
issues of timings focused on resources at the university: 

“The library induction was useful, but I think it was maybe a little 
early, we should have had that when we were more familiar with 
the university or about to undertake the assessments.” —Jack 

The feedback of the respondents is reflective of key literature 
regarding induction. The induction process is not only important in helping 
international students quickly understand important institutional 
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information; e.g. library systems (Baron & Strout-Dapaz, 2001; Spencer-
Oatey et al., 2014) but also supporting them in broader areas outside the 
university (Andrade & Evans, 2009; Ramachandran, 2011). The comment 
made by Jack is a reminder of the importance of timings and schedules in 
the various orientation processes; ensuring that the information is ongoing 
and integrated into appropriate times throughout the academic year (Carroll 
& Ryan, 2007; QAA, 2015). 

Several respondents focused on language support at the university 
(Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Rae &Woodier-Harris, 2012). Respondents 
pointed to their initial interactions with the university when addressing this 
issue:  

“The pre-sessional staff are very helpful in letting you know what 
your level of English is and what is expected of you when you get to 
the university.” —Louise 

Respondents further indicated that the initial positive contact with 
students has been reinforced by ongoing support from approachable tutors 
and staff upon their arrival and commencement of studies (Rae & Woodier-
Harris, 2012; Ramachandran, 2011). 
 
What challenges have the students experienced during their initial 
period of study in the United Kingdom? 
 

Students touched on a number of issues of adjustment and challenge 
in the questionnaires. Amongst the key academic issues were group work, 
presentations, finding suitable support texts and new teaching styles. The 
most frequently referenced adjustment areas highlighted in the 
questionnaires were writing skills and language. As indicated in the 
literature, the ability to write an academic assessment in a second language 
can be potentially problematic for international students (Chaudron, 1988; 
Lillis, 2001; MacMillan & MacKenszie, 2012; Lahlafi & Rushton, 2015). 
This issue was expanded on in the interviews: 

“The biggest problem is understanding language and then 
expressing it appropriately in the assessments.” —Louise 

This statement hints at the multifaceted nature of language as a 
problem. This student has indicated that not only does it present them with 
comprehension problems but also writing issues. Writing as a barrier (Lillis, 
2001) is also a potentially complex issue; overlapping with other barriers, 
for example, language, academic and cultural: 
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“The writing style is difficult in the UK because you have to use 
references.” —David 

“Your writing has to be your own.” —Mark 

While academic writing and referencing is a normal but important aspect of 
academic study in the United Kingdom. International students can 
potentially find the writing style and rules involved quite strange (Bailey, 
2010). An additional layer of language related difficulty and anxiety is that 
of technical language (Ryan & Hellmundt, 2003): 

“You have to use professional words all the time. This was not a 
surprise as I had been told about this by friends, but it was still 
difficult.” —Jack 

The feedback highlights the depth of the problem that language 
presents to international students. Not only are students challenged by 
talking, writing and listening in a second language but also have to contend 
with terminology and subject-specific technical language (Bailey, 2010; 
Ryan & Hellmundt, 2003). Such issues perhaps becoming especially acute 
when undertaking assessments. This was highlighted in the interviews: 

“Answering exam questions was very difficult, so much detail is 
needed.” —Louise 

The respondents generally felt that the writing of assessments in the 
United Kingdom was difficult primarily because it was different from what 
they had previously done in their home countries. They felt that this issue 
was essentially an academic adjustment they needed to make which had 
come about as a result of a gap in expectations and understanding of U.K. 
education (Rae & Woodier-Harris, 2012). Interestingly, although some 
students knew or understood that the writing style in U.K. higher education 
was going to be different; they didn’t really appreciate how different until 
they were undertaking their initial assessments (Chaudron, 1988; Lillis, 
2001; MacMillan & MacKenzie, 2012; Lahlafi & Rushton, 2015). 

Class size was another immediate influence in staying connected in 
the classroom environment as noted in the interviews: 

“I was told before I came here that the seminars are more 
interactive.” —Jane 

The feedback from Jane was supported by other respondents who 
highlighted the idea of frequent and positive student-staff interaction as a 
dynamic they expected or sensed from their initial discussions with 
marketing and academic staff at the university. Other students hinted at this 
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being a pleasant surprise, which they have found important in building a 
positive and confident impression of the institution (Severians & Wolff, 
2008). Some students expressed some mild nervousness regarding the 
smaller and more interactive classroom dynamics: 

“You are put into different groups and have to work with different 
people from different parts of the world.” —Mark 

The issues of possible shyness and apprehension could be 
heightened through the potentially new teaching strategies faced by the 
students (Rae & Woodier-Harris, 2012):  

“The teacher makes us do presentations in class, in front of 
strangers. This can make me nervous. I have never done anything 
like that before.” —David 

This nervousness may be a result of apprehensions that stem from the 
acculturated environment (Berry, 1999) some of the respondents hinted at: 

“I haven’t worked with anyone here other than my group of friends 
from China.” —Nicola 

When asked about the non-academic challenges they had faced; the 
respondents’ feedback from the questionnaires focused on accommodation, 
finance and travel. The interview feedback in this area pointed to feelings of 
isolation and homesickness as being the primary non-academic issues: 

“I really miss my family.” —Samantha 

The feedback of Samantha highlights an important issue in the 
education of international students. Isolation and homesickness can be 
problematic on two levels. Firstly, is the obvious impact of these issues on 
student wellbeing. Secondly, is the potential for students to be distracted by 
these feelings, sidetracking them from their studies: 

“I initially found it difficult to settle in the UK.” —Neil 

“Everything just seemed really strange for around six weeks.” —
Albert 

Feedback relating to social adjustment focused on social and student 
support departments; in particular student services and the student union 
(Hart & Rush, 2007). These departments are seen as an important way of 
promoting a positive student experience (Coates, 2005; Krause, 2007; Zhao 
& Kuh, 2004) and ultimately student success (which is obviously beneficial 
to both the student and the institution; Severians & Wolff, 2008): 
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“I know about the international society and know they run different 
activities. If there is an international society with an enterprise 
focus I think I would be involved in that. I am passionate about this 
area and is actually one of the reasons I chose the UK to study.” —
Albert 

“The school has arranged several business events; these have been 
very interesting.” —Louise 

The respondent’s feedback suggested that ‘outside of the classroom 
interactions’ (Coates, 2005; Krause, 2007; Zhao & Kuh, 2004) are seen as 
being potentially beneficial and important to them. Interestingly, Albert 
indicates that not only does he see such activities as important in helping 
him adjust to the university, but is one of the important motivating factors in 
him choosing to come to the United Kingdom to study.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
The research notes that international students are driven to come to the 
United Kingdom for a variety of reasons: educational reputation, limited 
home country opportunity, social factors, family factors (Pimpa, 2003) and 
marketing influences (Brook & Waters, 2011; Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014; 
Mazzarol et al., 1997; Pimpa, 2003). Career development was identified as a 
key driver with some respondents highlighting the development of their 
employability as being something they expect from their time in U.K. 
higher education. The findings indicate that the students are also motivated 
by networking opportunities and extra-curricular activities e.g. academic 
societies (Krause, 2007; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  

Induction processes are important in ensuring the positive arrival 
and transition of international students. The induction processes help newly 
arriving international students by giving them a clear understanding of the 
systems and expectations at the university. International students are 
potentially dependent on the induction week to receive information relevant 
for key non-academic issues.  Late arrival can be challenging for an 
international student; impacting on their level of understanding, confidence 
and interaction in the first semester.  

The study indicates that international students are challenged by a 
wide range of academic issues. The key challenge being language. Although 
it is not the only barrier to learning for international students; the 
respondents’ feedback suggested that language is especially troublesome to 
them because it overlaps with other areas of challenge, for example, 
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understanding assessments, communication, technical language and 
academic writing. The research suggested that the academic challenges 
faced by students were typically addressed in the context of an acculturated 
study environment. The study notes that this mixed environment can be a 
potential cause of anxiety for some students. A useful thread of feedback to 
emerge from the research, related to the positive impact of the enrichment 
activities at the university as a means of not only enhancing the academic 
experiences of the students; for example, employability, but also as an 
opportunity for international students to meet and build friendships with 
other students (both home and international) at the university.  

International students are potentially challenged by a number of 
non-academic issues, for example, finance, homesickness and feelings of 
isolation. From an academic point of view, these non-academic issues are 
potentially very serious in their ability to impact on a student's confidence 
and concentration causing them to become withdrawn or sidetracked from 
their studies.  
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