FOSTERING THE ACADEMIC TRANSITION OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS
WHO ARE ETHNOCULTURALLY AND LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE IN
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

A Thesis Submitted to the
College of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of Master of Education
In the Department of Educational Administration
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon, SK

By

KACIA A. WHILBY

© Copyright, Kacia A. Whilby, July 2022. All Rights Reserved.
Unless otherwise noted, copyright of the material in this thesis belongs to the author

PERMISSION TO USE
In presenting this thesis in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a Postgraduate degree
from the University of Saskatchewan, I agree that the Libraries of this University may make it
freely available for inspection. I further agree that permission for copying of this thesis in any
manner, in whole or in part, for scholarly purposes may be granted by the professor who supervised
my thesis work or, in their absence, by the Head of the Department or the Dean of the College in
which my thesis work was done. It is understood that any copying or publication or use of this
thesis or parts thereof for financial gain shall not be allowed without my written permission. It is
also understood that due recognition shall be given to me and to the University of Saskatchewan
in any scholarly use which may be made of any material in my thesis.
Requests for permission to copy or to make other uses of materials in this thesis/dissertation
in whole or part should be addressed to:
Head of the Department of Educational Administration
College of Education
28 Campus Drive
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, S7N 0X1
Canada
OR
Dean
College of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies
University of Saskatchewan
116 Thorvaldson Building, 110 Science Place
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan S7N 5C9
Canada

i

ABSTRACT
The need for more services and support for the academic transition of international
students is evident as their population continues to increase in postsecondary institutions. There
is also need for faculty to have a deeper understanding of how international students transition
academically, and how they can use the knowledge to guide academic support development. This
phenomenological study examined the personal experience of international students who are
Ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse (ECLD) with academic transition to postsecondary
education. The focus was on international students with educational backgrounds and
experiences outside of Canada and how they adjusted to academic writing and teaching
approaches in a Western Canadian university.
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews with eight purposefully selected
international graduate students. A content analysis of related documents from the location of the
study was used for data triangulation. All data were analyzed using an interpretative
phenomenological analysis, resulting in the creation of the following superordinate themes:
teaching and learning approaches, challenges, types of support and suggestions for improvement.
Findings from this process revealed that disparities in one’s social and educational background
may conflict and critically affect an international students’ academic transition.’ The findings
brought to bear culturally responsive practices that postsecondary institutions can adopt as they
develop programs and academic support services for students. The study also provided
recommendations that can be implemented to ensure the smooth transitioning of all international
students.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
International students make up a significant portion of the student population in Canada.
Ranked as the third-leading destination of choice for international education (El-Assal, 2020) the
country recorded its highest recruitment of over 720,000 international students across all
educational levels in 2018 (Government of Canada, 2019). There are now over 220 nations
represented amongst the international student population (Canadian Bureau for International
Education [CBIE], 2018) and a large portion of these students are registered in postsecondary
institutions. According to reports by Statistics Canada (2020), the 2018/2019 academic year saw
a 16.2% increase in international student enrolment which attributed to the 2.1 million registered
students in postsecondary institutions. The same report also revealed that increased international
student arrival led to a 57.2% growth in the 2018/2019 program enrolments in postsecondary
schools.
Although the countries of origin have expanded significantly, China and India have held
a firm lead in the highest number of recruited postsecondary students in Canada over the past
decade (CBIE,2018). During the 2017/2018 academic period, the combined number of recruited
international students from both countries equated to a little more than a half of the entire foreign
student population at 28.1% (China) and 22.8% (India) (Statistics Canada, 2020). Other countries
that have a fast-growing representation amongst international students are the Philippines,
Columbia, Iran and Bangladesh. Reports by Statistics Canada (2021) have also shown that
international student enrolment is more concentrated in Ontario, British Columbia, and Quebec.
In more recent times, the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the trajectory of international
education in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2020). In response to safety protocols, postsecondary
institutions turned to online learning as their main source of teaching in the 2020/2021 academic
1

period (University Affairs, 2020). This resulted in fewer enrolments of international students,
most of whom opted to remain in their home countries because of strict travel and quarantine
restrictions (Friesen, 2020). Only students with study permits before March 18, 2020, were
allowed to enter the country up to October of that same year (Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada [IRCC], 2021). However, as vaccination efforts continue to progress in
Canada, the numbers are expected to increase as postsecondary institutions re-open their doors to
international students (IRCC, 2021).
The influx of the international students in Canadian postsecondary institutions is not only
changing the ethno-cultural diversity of the campuses but has also deeply enriched the learning
experience of all students (Sui & Bill, 2014). International students produce and disseminate
knowledge in Canadian universities (Guo & Chase 2011) by giving global perspectives on
various classroom discussions (Gold, 2016). They also bring fresh ideas and new perspectives to
research (Trice, 2003) that serve as a long-term intellectual benefit to their respective institutions
(Accar, 2016). Additionally, their presence allows increased intercultural interactions on the
campuses (Accar, 2016; Sui & Bill, 2014; Trice, 2003). Today’s globalized economy recognizes
these academic and social interactions with students across the world as a fundamental career
skill that helps to remove stereotypes and improve cultural sensitivities (Krislov, 2019; Luo &
Jamieson-Drake, 2013).
Background to the Problem
While the enrollment of international students is on the rise, there is a growing body of
literature on academic transitional issues that ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse (ECLD)
students face in postsecondary institutions. The issues include poor academic writing
(Cennetkusu, 2017; Maguire, 2011), conflicting learning and teaching styles (Ding, 2016; Gu et
2

al., 2010; Huang & Klinger, 2006; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Huang & Klinger, 2006; Quan & Sloan,
2016 & Xu, 2015), cultural dissonance (Furnham, 2004; Rientes et al., 2012; Keefe & Shi, 2017
& Kovton, 2010) and language barriers (Ding, 2016; Gu et al., 2010; Huang & Klinger, 2006;
Keefe & Shi, 2017; Quan & Sloan, 2016). With these issues in mind, Hughes and Smail (2015)
pointed out the need to establish adequate services to address the issues concerning academic
transition - a multifaceted process that has proven to be complex for international students.
According to Popadiuk & Arthur (2004) international students are from diverse
ethnocultural, linguistic and educational backgrounds and should not be treated as a homogenous
group. Differences in educational experiences, cultural norms and expectations are all factors
that significantly affect their adjustment to their new academic environments (Kovton, 2010).
Brunsting, Smith and Zachry (2018) asserted that it is the host culture at the institutions that
should influence the integration of international students. Gay (2010) explains that this can be
achieved through faculty who he describes as the bridge builders, community creators, and
facilitators, playing a significant role in supporting the learning experience of international
students. Although postsecondary institutions have restructured pedagogy to assist the academic
transition of international students, Bygrave et al. (2014) argue that there are faculty members
who are not amply trained to facilitate the diverse learning needs and concerns of the
international students. Dimitrov and Haque (2016) agreed with this claim and added that this is
because they are inadequately prepared to work with the variety of cultures and languages that
have recently joined their classrooms.
Postsecondary leaders, including the instructors and administrators, should be aware of
struggles that international students face and how their learning is shaped by their previous
experiences (Xu, 2015). Interestingly the current literature is silent on how postsecondary leaders
3

should effectively support the academic transition of ECLD international students. It is against
this background that this qualitative study explored the learning experiences of international
students and the root factors that affect their adjustment to the postsecondary institutions. For the
purposes of this study, academic transition refers to the process of adapting to a new learning
environment.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the academic transition of
international students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse in postsecondary
education. My focus was on students with educational backgrounds and experiences outside of
Canada and how they adjusted to academic writing and teaching approaches in a university in
Western Canada. Studies that have examined student support strategies indicate that institutions
have adopted far too many deficit models with ‘one-size-fits-all’ strategies (Keefe & Shi, 2017;
McKay et al., 2018) that do not respond to all the challenges those international students face.
According to Popadiuk and Arthur (2004), this stems from the fact that curriculum in their
context of counsellor education rarely addresses how to help international students and their
unique needs. Faculty have also reported feeling inadequately prepared to facilitate an
increasingly diverse student population (Dimitrov & Haque, 2016). Consequently, international
students’ concerns are often grouped with domestic students because of a lack of understanding
and coordination amongst university professionals. The purpose of this phenomenological study,
therefore, was to shed light on how academic transition is experienced by ECLD international
students.

4

Research Questions
The study sought answers to the following primary research question: What is the
experience of international students, who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse, with
academic transition in postsecondary education?
Specifically, the study was guided by the following questions:
1. What is the experience of ECLD international students with academic writing in
postsecondary education?
2. How do international students adjust to the teaching approaches in postsecondary
education?
3. How can postsecondary institutions support and foster the academic transition of
ECLD students?
Description of the Study
This qualitative study examined the academic transition of international students in
postsecondary education. Since the nucleus of the study was on personal experience, it was most
fitting for me to employ a phenomenological approach to the research. According to Creswell &
Poth (2018) a phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for individuals of their
lived experience of a phenomenon” (p.75). It is aimed at establishing the essence of the
experience (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Okoko, 2019) in this study, the phenomenon was their
academic transition to postsecondary education. Phenomenological research was also aligned
with the philosophical perspective of constructivism that inspired this study. Constructivists
believe humans develop subjective meanings of their experiences as they seek an understanding
of the world. (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In the planning phase of the study, I came across
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various approaches to phenomenology but found an interpretative phenomenological analysis
(IPA) approach best suited this research. IPA allows participants “to offer a rich, detailed, firstperson account of their experiences” (Smith, Flowers &Larkin, 2009, p. 56). It is distinguishable
from other phenomenological approaches because of its multi-theoretical background
(phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography (Smith, 2017). This dynamism allows IPA
researchers to play a more active role in the interpretative process of the participants’ stories and
how they made sense of their personal experiences (Smith, 2004).
To study the academic transition of ECLD international students to postsecondary
education, it was imperative for me to seek participants who could give detailed accounts of their
personal experience. To this end, I purposefully selected eight participants from a university in
Western Canada who were ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse to participate in the study.
The participants were selected based on pre-set criteria: registered graduate students, with
educational and cultural background outside of Canada. I chose graduate students because they
typically have a shorter time adjusting to their respective programs and have more defined
academic expectations (Quan et al., 2016). Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data
(reflections, reactions, thoughts, feelings) that were later transcribed for analysis. I also crosschecked data from the interview by conducting a content analysis on documents from the
location of the study (workshop material, syllabi, graduate support websites and academic
support material) (Patton, 2015).
I applied guidelines by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) on analysing data in an IPA study.
The steps included (1) doing multiple readings of the data to make notes, (2) transforming the
notes into emergent themes, and (3) seeking relationships amongst the emergent themes to form
thematic clusters. The clustered themes are then used to report the descriptive and interpretative
6

findings on the phenomenon under observation. I gave a detailed explanation of how this
analytic process unfolded in Chapter Three.
Significance of the Study
The research filled a gap in literature on the academic transition of ECLD international
students in postsecondary education. Academic transition for international students can be
significantly complex as they try to adjust to the host institution's linguistic, cultural, and
pedagogical facets (McKay et al., 2018). Therefore, there should be an expanded research base
on challenges that international students face and how they overcome them (Cennetkusu (2017).
This study’s findings addressed a gap in literature on distinctions of how the various ECLD
students transition academically (McKay et al., 2018). Existing studies are limited and often
place less emphasis on prospective recommendations or transitional theories to support
instructional practice (Kovton, 2010).
This study also addressed a growing concern of the inadequacies in academic
performances amongst the international student population (Bygrave, 2014; Brunsting, 2018;
Hughes, 2018; McKay, 2018; Ryan, 2011 & Xu, 2015). A qualitative study of ECLD
international students’ academic transitions creates an in-depth understanding of their unique
experience adjusting to the academic environment. Humans are also social beings who relate and
feel more connected to others through stories (Mertler, 2019) which are best captured in detail
through a phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994). Sharing international students’ stories
also inform faculty of the unique academic transitional experiences and challenges being faced
by international students and could inform policymakers on decisions about transitional support
initiatives for international students. Findings of this study also add to the existing literature on
inclusive policies and practices in postsecondary education.
7

This study has the potential of informing or influencing the development of a prospective
framework for identifying cultural or linguistic factors that affect international students’
academic transition. Educational leaders have been accused of treating international students as a
homogeneous group and in the end missing pertinent factors that place some internationals
students at risk of marginalization in their academic programs (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004).
Increased knowledge of ECLD international students' lived experiences and their academic
transition will also help to dispel stereotypical assumptions about their learning capabilities and
encourage increased focus on enhanced institutional support (Brunsting et al., 2018).
Assumptions
The following assumptions guided the study:
1. All international students have different experiences with academic transition in
postsecondary institutions.
2. An international student’s prior learning experience and cultural background influence
their academic transition.
3. Participants will have an interest in sharing their personal stories adjusting to their
Canadian learning environment.
4. An IPA approach to this qualitative study was very suitable for addressing the research
questions and capturing in-depth interpretations of the phenomenon under observation.
Delimitations of the Study
Delimitations are the restrictions placed by the researcher on the study to limit its scope
(Mertler, 2019). This level of control that I had as the researcher helped to ensure that the aims of
the study were achievable. Since this study sought to examine the academic transition of ECLD
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international students in postsecondary education, I had to ensure that the participants and site
were relevant to the study. As a result, eight international graduate students enrolled at a
Western Canadian university were purposefully selected as participants for this study. All
students had prior learning experiences outside of Canada and spoke languages outside of the
institution’s language of instruction, English. This brought a certain depth of authenticity and
diversity in their perceptions of how they adjusted to the university.
Limitations of the Study
Limitations include the aspects of the research that were out of my control as the
researcher (Mertler, 2019). Data collection was confined to one postsecondary institution in
Western Canada, which meant international students’ experience was limited to one specific
geographic location. The study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic which restricted data
collection to online mode; hence, the usage of the Cisco WebEx platform to host the interviews.
Limitations associated with this platform included poor internet connections that interfered with
the video settings on the smart devices or laptops used for the interviews. Additionally, although
Cisco has found innovative ways to improve personal information security, they do not guarantee
total security. I was therefore obliged to disclose this as part of informed consent. Because of this
reason, participants may have not been comfortable using this medium (Cisco Online Privacy
Statement, 2020). Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data that included the
participants’ perceptions of their lived experiences; not all participants felt confident about
expressing themselves through a virtual platform. The interpretive nature of a phenomenological
study typically requires in-depth interviews to occur in multiple stages (Smith et al., 2009).
However, due to the shorter length of the master’s degree program, the social-distancing
protocols, and constraints of data collection online, I was restricted to a briefer period for data
9

collection. I also carried out a content analysis to triangulate data gathered from the interviews.
However, it was difficult to retrieve relevant information from some departments where staff
were working from remote locations. Information retrieved also did not include pertinent aspects
such as updated statistical and evaluation reports because of ethical considerations. Finally,
academic transition is not a term that is frequently used in the field of higher education;
therefore, sources were limited to studies closely aligned to international student experience.
Additional information on the processes of data collection and analysis including steps taken to
overcome these limitations are covered in Chapter Three.
Definition of Significant Terms
The following definition of terms applied to this study:
Academic Transition: refers to the process of adapting to a new learning environment.
Culture: shared attitudes, beliefs, practices, norms, and fundamental processes of making a way
of life amongst an ethnic group (Hall et al., 2016; Glossberg, 2013).
Ethnicity: large groups of people classed according to common racial, national, tribal, religious,
linguistic, or cultural origin or background (Blakemore, 2019).
Ethnocultural Diversity: refers to the differences in physical and cultural background among
immigrants in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2018).
Ethnolinguistic: “the study of language as an aspect or part of culture, especially the study of the
influence of language on culture and of culture on language” (dictionary.com, n.d.).
International Students: “non-Canadian students who do not have "permanent resident" status and
have had to obtain the authorization of the Canadian government to enter Canada with the
10

intention of pursuing an education” (Statistics Canada, 2010) or “Students who have crossed a
national or territorial border for the purpose of education and are now enrolled outside their
country of origin” (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]
Institute for Statistics, n.d.).
Transition theory: “a set of abstract principles that can be used to predict facts and to organize
them within a particular body of knowledge” (Schlossberg et al., 2012, p.4).
Researchers’ Positionality
As a qualitative researcher, I must “position” myself to bring to the forefront biases,
previous experiences, and values that I bring to this research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Selfdisclosure on my positionality is a concept of reflexivity in qualitative research (Creswell, 2007).
Reflexivity has two parts, the first part “was relaying past experience with the phenomenon
being explored’ and the second part was discussing “how this past experience shaped the
researcher’s interpretation of the phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.229). I will expound
on these details in this section.
I am a Jamaican international student who pursued a Master of Education in Educational
Administration at the University of Saskatchewan, Canada. Relocating to Saskatchewan, was
undoubtedly my boldest move. Although I had little knowledge of what to expect upon arrival,
my enthusiasm to kick-start a new chapter in life completely sidelined my fears. For me,
enrolling in the Master of Education in Educational Administration program was more than
acquiring a new degree; this was my metamorphic opportunity to begin my dream career in
academia. I initially completed a Bachelor of Arts in Integrated Marketed Communications with
plans of dominating the corporate spaces of New Kingston, Jamaica as a Communications
Consultant. However, after a few years into a corporate career, I felt unfulfilled. I yearned to
11

follow my passion for service to join the field of education and was already richly involved in
surrounding schools.
Through voluntary service I was actively involved in school improvement projects,
workshops for students and even delivered motivational speeches at school functions. These
opportunities gave me a sense of purpose; and so, when the opportunity presented itself, I did not
hesitate to take the first step in initiating a much-needed career change. To gain foundational
development, I enrolled in a Post-graduate Diploma in Education program at the University of
the West Indies. A bonus to the program was its pedagogical training in Language Education.
Although I thoroughly enjoyed my brief teaching experience, I was determined to stay the course
for a career in academia, and as fate would have it, my rigorous search for graduate programs led
me to my current program at the University of Saskatchewan in Canada.
Leaving the comfort of my island home to relocate to a much colder and larger territory
has certainly been an intriguing experience. Everyday for me was a new adventure as I lost no
opportunity to get familiarized with my new community. My first day at the University of
Saskatchewan was surreal; the first thing I noticed was the very diverse demography and hearing
so many different languages during the orientation. As I explored the school campus on my first
day, I was pleased to see that the school website's beautiful pictures matched the quaint and
picturesque physical representation of the campus.
Intriguingly, as the days went by, when reality started to kick in, I noticed that I was
struggling with the way things were done at the school. In comparison to my Alma mater, there
was a vast difference in the institutional culture at this university. We referred to professors in
Canada by their first name for starters, the classes were smaller, and the students were far more
segregated. I frequently wondered if anyone else noticed and if I was the only one who was a bit
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bewildered. However, I soon learnt that I was not alone. In the first year of the program, all
international students were placed in a familiarization course to adjust to life as a student in
Canada. This was indeed a well-appreciated gesture, but it was also a safe space where
international students could freely share stories about our experiences at the universities thus far.
We spoke of our challenges adjusting to the institutional culture and our academic
experiences. Most international students to whom English as a Second Language (ESL)
complained that they still had difficulties with language adaptation, making it difficult for them
to understand the instructors and our classmates. Some also expressed a lack of confidence to
speak English in class and their preference to not participate in classroom activities, amongst
other concerns. There were also complaints about feeling out of place and being homesick. I was
very intrigued by these stories and therefore decided to base my thesis on international students'
academic transition.
My rationale was that if educational leaders had shared understanding of our unique
experiences with academic transition, they would be better positioned to support international
students. Academic transition differs amongst the international students, and there is a need for
an in-depth understanding of ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse international students'
experiences. As a graduate student, I was more interested in capturing their (ECLD) stories
because I believe we have a shorter time adjusting to our academic programs. Also, most
graduate students are at a more mature level of reasoning and would provide more wholesome
responses in a qualitative study of this nature.
I chose an emic approach to report the participants' views (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Although I am an insider, in this phenomenological study, I aim to immerse myself in the
participants' experiences case-by-case to gain an in-depth understanding of their academic
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transition (Smith et al., 2009). As an international student, I am also prone to having biases, for
this reason I noted my preconceptions in a reflexive journal to ensure that my beliefs would not
interfere with my judgment and that the participants’ stories will remain the study's focus.
Organization of the Thesis
This research report is organized into five chapters. The first chapter begins with an
introduction followed by an overview of the background to the problem, the purpose of the
study, research questions, significance of the study, assumptions, limitations, delimitations,
researcher positionality and the definition of terms. The second chapter contains a review of
literature that is relevant to the study and the conceptual framework. Chapter three provides a
detailed description of the study's methodology, which includes the research design, theoretical
and interpretive framework, the methods and procedures of data collection and analysis, and
selection of participants. The chapter also explains the researcher's role and will the ethical
considerations. Chapter four comprises a presentation of the findings from the semi-structured
interviews and the content analysis. The fifth and final chapter concludes my thesis with a
discussion of the findings, the researcher’s overall conclusion, and research implications.
Summary
Chapter one introduced the study and gave a detailed overview of the background to the
problem, the purpose of the study, research questions, significance of the study, assumptions,
limitations, and delimitations of the research. The chapter ended with an overview of the
researcher’s positionality in the study and a list of terms associated with the research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This chapter has the review of literature on the academic transition of international
students in postsecondary education, and the conceptual framework of the study. The literature
review begins with an overview of the internationalization of higher education in Canada and
how it has led to an increased enrolment of international students in the country. This is then
followed by an examination of studies that explore international student experience and their
adjustment to their host institutions. The chapter then provides insight on avenues of transitional
support for international students being provided by postsecondary institutions, through faculty
development and academic support initiatives. An examination of Schlossberg’s (1995, 2012)
adult transition theory provides a deeper perspective of how international students experience
transition. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the conceptual framework
influenced by the transition theory, which will frame the analysis of the phenomenon under
observation.
Internationalization of Higher Education in Canada
This section focuses on Internationalization of higher education in Canada. I begin with
an overview of international education in the country followed by the meaning of
internationalization. I then provide insight on approaches to internationalization at the
institutional level and a review of the current state of internationalization in the country. For
decades, Canada has welcomed thousands of international students from across the globe.
Stemming from its ranking as the best country for quality of life (EduCanada, 2021), the intake
of international students continues to increase especially in postsecondary institutions (Statistics
Canada, 2020). This stems from governmental and institutional partnerships to enhance and
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promote the internationalization of higher education. As the world became more globalized,
Canada recognized the rewarding benefits of having international students and introduced the
“Building on Success-International Education Strategy 2019-2024” to elevate its international
education profile. The five-year plan boasts a handsome budget to build a “sustainable and
successful international education sector” (Government of Canada, 2019, p.3).
Definition of Internationalization
Internationalization can be a confusing term to understand as it is often associated with
many definitions (Guo & Chase, 2011). Bickmore et al. (2017) acknowledges
internationalization as a response to the globalisation of higher education that aims to bring
together learners and educators across the world. According to Knight (2004), it involves “the
process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, and
functions of delivery of postsecondary education” (p. 11). It enhances the the quality of
education and research of these institutions (De Wit et al., 2015) that will in return produce
interculturally competent students for the global job market (Deardorff, 2006). Hudzik (2011)
added that internationalization includes “a commitment, confirmed through action, to infuse
international and comparative perspectives throughout the teaching, research, and service
missions of higher education” (p.6). Begeny’s (2018) working definition of internationalization
also describes it as a collaborative, and ongoing process that aims to “enhance internationally
representative, culturally informed, and accessible scholarship” of an institution (p.928). While
most definitions of internationalization have similarities Benger (2018) and Knight (2014) points
out there are vast differences in approaches at the institutional and national level.
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Approaches to Internationalization
As the world evolves, approaches to internationalization at the national (governmental)
and institutional level have been transformed to meet environmental changes (Knight, 2004). The
motivations of internationalization are more aligned to securing commercial advantages and
expanding knowledge acquisition opportunities (Altbach & Knight, 2007). Through these
benefits of internationalization it is believed that higher education has become more
“instrumental in nurturing students’ training that will help them facilitate access to markets,
attract foreign capital, and establish links with local and foreign companies” (p.4) Through
emerging internationalization policies, postsecondary institutions have also introduced “branch
campuses, franchised degree programs, and partnerships with local institutions” in developing
countries (Altbach & Knight, p.292). In Canada, internationalization has become more
connected to the diplomatic relations held with other countries across the world (Viczko &
Tascón, 2016). The Chinese government has also evolved beyond its initial intent of engaging in
internationalization to gain status or recognition. International education in China is now used
to create more diplomatic investments and strengthen more international partnerships (Liu,
2021).
Since the real process for internationalization happens at the institutional level (Knight,
2004), it is important to highlight the approaches that have been undertaken over the years.
Approaches to internationalization characterizes “the values, priorities, and actions that are
exhibited during the work toward implementing internationalization” (p. 19). There is no
generalized model of how these approaches are implemented; however, internationalization is a
process of change which is tailored to meet the needs and interests of the institution (Knight,
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2014) and also different periods of development (Knight, 2004). In Figure 2.1 Knight (2004)
summarizes six approaches to internationalization at the institutional level.
Figure 2.1
Approaches to Internationalization at the Institutional Level

Note: The figure above provided Knight’s (2004) descriptions of five approaches to
internationalization that could be adapted by educational institutions (p. 20).
The approaches in the table included activities such as study abroad programs, branch
campuses and introducing revised curriculum. Institutions will also seek desired outcomes
including increased international agreements and partners for the introduction of abroad or
cross-border delivery of programs. There is the approach of integrating an international
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dimension into the teaching and functions of the institution should be considered as a process.
There is also creating at home changes to promote intercultural understanding through campusbased activities. Finally, there is the approach of developing rationales that will drive
internationalization at the institutions such as boosting cultural diversity and student and staff
development. Lui’s (2021) study on the perception of Chinese higher education professionals on
internationalization, revealed aspects of Knight’s approaches to internationalization. The
majority, 68% of the professionals felt the Chinese saw internationalization as a means to
strengthen international partnerships for joint research and teaching opportunities, another 46%
felt internationalization was mainly to recruit high-level international academics and to
encourage more locals to also pursue international education. Finally, 43% of the professional’s
confirmed internationalization was introduced as a requirement to meet elevated institutional
goals.
To put in context the state of internationalization in Canada, the Association of
Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC), now called Universities Canada, conducted a
survey in 2014 amongst its member institutions (AUCC, 2014). The findings revealed that 95%
of its member institutions included internationalization in their strategic planning, while 82%
mentioned it as a top priority. Interestingly the increased recruitment of undergraduate
international students was listed by 45% of the institutions as their highest priority while 70%
had it listed amongst their top five. Other internationalized initiatives included expanding
Canadian education abroad, which more than 80% of the member institutions confirmed had
already been offering degrees or certificates with international partners. When asked about their
reasons for integrating internationalization into their institutions, preparing interculturally
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competent graduates, increasing the university’s global profile and promoting an
internationalized campus were amongst the most cited responses (ACCU, 2014).
Increased Enrolment of International Students in Postsecondary Institutions
An increased enrollment of international students is behind the consecutive years of
growth in student enrolment in Canada’s postsecondary institutions (Statistics Canada, 2020). In
this section, I will highlight recent statistical reports of student enrolment in Canada. Enhanced
measures to promote and expand the internationalization of higher education in the country is the
key factor behind these increased enrolments (Anderson, 2015; Guo & Chase, 2011). During the
2018/19 academic period, a 16.2% increase in international student enrolment attributed to over
2.1 million students enrolled in universities and colleges (Government of Canada, 2019). By that
same academic period numbers had more than tripled from the 2005/2006 intake of international
students while domestic student enrollment only increased by 14% (Statistics Canada, 2021).
CBIE’s (2019) review of the country’s international student population showed that students
originated from 225 countries. The top source countries remained as China and India, whose
combined student enrolment of 51% was a little more than half of the entire 2017/18
postsecondary international student population (Statistics Canada, 2020).
In the colleges and universities, CBIE (2019) reported there were over 198,000 students
from India and over 97,000 from China. Other countries of origin on that same report included
the United States of America, with over 11,000 students in universities, over 7000 Nigerians in
universities and over 7000 Brazilians and Vietnamese students enrolled in colleges. A
Government of Canada (2018) report shows that enrolment of international students is higher
amongst the bigger provinces, Ontario, British Columbia, and Quebec. The same report showed
that 44.5% of the students were in Ontario, 27.8% in British Columbia and 12.9% were in
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enrolled in Quebec schools. In more recent years, western provinces such as Alberta have seen a
36% growth in international student enrolment at publicly funded postsecondary institutions
(Government of Alberta, 2020).
Push-Pull Factors to International Education
International students pursue international education for a variety of “push/pull” factors
(Altbach, 2004). García and Villarreal (2014) justified ‘push-pull’ factors as reasons they “are
‘pushed’ out when their home nations lack postsecondary institutions that match their social and
academic needs, and ‘pulled’ to other nations for their postsecondary educational endeavors”
(p.128). Altbach (2004) explained ‘push’ factors include difficulty gaining admission into a
premier institution of choice in their home countries because of its competitive entry
requirements or discriminatory reasons. On the other hand, students may also desire to attend a
‘world class institution’ or an Ivy League institution to gain a competitive edge on the global job
market and are ‘pushed’ to seek that opportunity overseas. Another “push” factors could be a
lack of resources (e.g., fully equipped research labs, libraries, computers) at a home institution.
The student’s desired program may also be unavailable in their home countries, whose course
options may be limited to the demands of that society. Students also choose to study overseas to
escape a politically tense environment. Finally, students are ‘pulled’ to career and immigration
opportunities in a more affluent and diverse economy (p.3-4).
Pull factors for Canada include the country being ranked as the fourth best country for
education in the world (US News, 2021). Canada exposes international students to a wide range
of experiential learning opportunities and has research-intensive schools featured among the top
100 globally (World University Rankings, n.d.). The country also ranks high amongst the world's
most multicultural nations with its richly diverse student population. Perhaps the most popular
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‘pull factor’ is that Canada also creates opportunities for international students to remain in the
country through its attractive pathways to permanent residency which is also economically
advantageous for the country (Universities Canada, 2021).
Transitioning of International Students to Postsecondary Education
Aside from the increasing enrolment of international students, how they transition into
their new postsecondary institutions is an important issue (McKay et al., 2018). Schlossberg et
al. (2012) expressed that transitioning requires letting go of aspects of our ‘normal’ sociocultural expectations and practices to conform to a new environment. To be appropriately
integrated into their new academic environment, current literature suggests that international
students will have to become familiarised with the social, cultural, and academic aspects of their
host institutions (Kift, 2015). Shafaei et al.’s (2016) paper that examined international students’
attitudes towards acculturation, claims international students cope in three ways with transition
to their host institutions: deeply rooted in their own cultural norms, willing to conform to the
new cultural norms or they will maintain their own culture but simultaneously try to assimilate to
the dominant culture.
In this study, academic transition is the process of adaptation to the different aspects of a
new learning environment. This involves adjusting to “different styles of learning and teaching,
different attitudes to the authority of lecturer and text, different modes of teacher-student
interaction and different criteria for assessment” (Xu, 2015, p.9). Transition is a dynamic process
that changes with individual context and experience. Literature presumes that this a linear
process for international students (Taylor & Harris-Evans,2018); however, there are several
individual variables such as psychological issues, personality, and coping variables may result in
different responses to acculturative adjustment to their host institution (Wang et al., 2012, p.426).
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Accounts of international student stories revealed the promoted integrated experiences of
receiving an international education does not necessarily match their reality of negotiating
intercultural tensions on their campuses (Garson, 2016; Taylor & Harris-Evans,2018). The
process becomes overwhelming for most students who must embrace all the foreign aspects of
their new environment in order to achieve a sense of social belonging (Brunsting et al., 2018;
Bygrave et al., 2014). A large volume of research that has explored international student
experiences in China (Ding, 2016), Canada (Keefe & Shi, 2017; Li & Tierney, 2013; Xu, 2015),
in the USA (Korobova & Starobin, 2015; Kovton, 2010; Perry, 2016), in the UK (Quan & Sloan,
2016) and in The Netherlands (Rienties et al., 2012) illuminate cultural, social, and academic
transitional challenges. In the sections that follow I will expound on these challenges.
Cultural
Adapting to a new culture poses significant challenges for international students whose
deep-rooted cultural beliefs clashes with those of the host country (Bygrave et al., 2014).
Cultural transitional challenges, often referred to as culture shock, is prevalent amongst the
international student population. Furnham (2004) who studied international student experience
defined culture shock as a state of disorientation that one feels when in contact with a new
culture. He further explained that it is an emotional state that causes a sense of being lost,
confused about expectations, loss of autonomy, rejection and feeling incompetent while one
grapples with adjustment to a new dominant culture.
Xu’s (2015) research on the transitional challenges international students face mentioned
four stages of cultural adaptation. They include the first moment when students attempt to
assimilate into their new environment, followed by the stage that encompasses all the frustration
or aggressive attitude from not adapting well to the unique cultural norms. In the third stage, they
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start to develop confidence as they get accustomed to their routines then finally in the fourth
stage, there is acceptance of the dominant culture as a new lifestyle. In similar research, Quan
and Sloan (2016) suggested that pre-arrival adjustment should be added to this model as
preconceived notions and expectations play a pivotal role in student transition.
The progress of a student’s transition is dependent on the level of difference between
their country of origin and the host country (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). Xu (2015) observed that
students who are more familiar with western cultural norms and are native English speakers
seem to have a smoother transition to the Canadian culture. On the other hand, English as a
Second Language (ESL) students have a more challenging time adapting to their new school
culture because of language barriers. Assessments of Chinese students, the largest groups of ESL
students in Canada (CIBE, 2018) by Huang and Klinger (2006); Quan and Sloan (2016); Taylor
and Harris-Evans (2018) and Yan and Berlinger’s (2009) also revealed cases of dissonance as
their value systems rooted in Confucianism are divergent to western values and beliefs.
Social
It was observed that cultural and social transitional challenges often occur simultaneously
for international students (Xu, 2015). Research conducted at Canadian universities by Li and
Tierney (2013) on graduate students and Zhou and Zhang (2014) on first-year undergraduate
international students also revealed that while most students were satisfied with their decision to
study in Canada because of the safe environment and the quality of education, there were still
concerns about engagement with the local students and their professors. Most of the international
participants in the study by Li and Tierney (2013) on international student experience have either
never been in touch or had limited interactions with their instructors; interestingly, Huang and
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Klinger’s (2006) study amongst a group of Chinese graduate students in USA also reported
comparable cases.
Gu et al.’s (2010) findings from a two-year Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC) mixed-methods research on international student experience revealed that half of the
participants felt unhappy with the turnout of their social life on the campuses because of
loneliness. Liu and Winder’s (2014) study also explored international students’ personal
experiences pursuing an undergraduate degree in the UK through a phenomenological study. The
participants were of the impression that universities in the UK were not always the best at
integrating students. They have often found themselves struggling with ‘adaption and identity’
and engagement with the domestic students.
A study by Korobova and Starobin (2015) on the 2008 National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE) and the College Student Report (CSR) survey data in the United States
amongst 750 institutions reported a lower level of satisfaction amongst the international student
population because they did not feel a strong sense of belonging and respect on the campuses.
Ding’s (2016) review of international students in Shanghai, China found that 62.4% of the
participants found it challenging to engage with domestic students because of language barriers;
they also mentioned that international students were often segregated on their campuses or kept
to themselves. Perry’s (2016) literature review compared challenges faced by American and
international students in the United States also revealed discrimination incidents amongst 50% of
the international participants.
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Academic
International students come from various cultural backgrounds that are divergent to the
Canadian experience. As a result, researchers have discovered difficulties with adjusting to
academic writing (Cennetkusu,2017; Garska & O’Brien,2019; Maguire,2011; Roberts et al.,
2018; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011); unfamiliar teaching and learning styles (Bygrave et al., 2014;
Ding, 2016; Gu et al., 2010; Huang & Klinger, 2006; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Quan & Sloan, 2016 &
Xu, 2015); and language barriers in the classroom (Ding, 2016; Gu et al., 2010; Huang &
Klinger, 2006; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Perry, 2016; Quan & Sloan, 2016).
The way we learn is “influenced by socially embedded epistemology and ontology
regarding knowledge creation and dissemination” (Bygrave et al., 2014, p.201). When
international students are treated as a homogenous group (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004; Rienties et
al., 2012) it places them at a higher risk of marginalization. Most educational leaders also assume
that once an international student is accepted into a program, they are adequately knowledgeable
about their disciplines. However, this is often not the case, as re-situation challenges have left
international graduate students feeling disoriented trying to adjust to their new academic
environment (Franken, 2012).
Xu’s (2015) research described the feelings of anxiety and frustration when students are
introduced to different classroom activity methods, teaching styles and new content as ‘learning
shock’. Huang and Shi (2016) remark that academic learning “varies depending on cultural
context” (p.49). The study also pointed out that students accustomed to passively taking
instructions from the teacher felt disoriented in their classrooms, when asked to make
presentations to their class. Gu et al.’s (2010) paper similarly highlighted distress among
international students when exposed to new pedagogies. Consequently, some international
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students would shy away from participating in class out of fear of embarrassment. Rienties et
al.’s findings (2012) also disclosed that students from Non-western countries typically perform
weaker than the other students who are usually more advanced in social integration.
According to Bygrave et al., (2014) westerners are taught to create knowledge by
analyzing and interpreting taught material in their own words. On the other hand, in Asian
countries, knowledge is earned through memorization and application of wise experts’
principles, whose work should not be reshaped or taken as their own. Quan and Sloan’s (2016)
research on the adjustment of Chinese postgraduate students in a UK postsecondary institution,
along with Huang and Klinger (2006) and Yan and Berliner’s (2009) research on Chinese
students’ academic transition in North American institutions, revealed a series of challenges
unique to Easterners because of these principles. International students from Asian countries are
more accustomed to a teacher-centred traditional classroom, where the educator does the talking,
and the students are usually less participative. Huang and Klinger (2006) remarked that these
learning cultures stem from Confucian-oriented learning that is centred around “effortful and
respectful learning, behavioural reform, and pragmatic acquisition of essential knowledge” (49).
There is also a feeling of disorientation when asked to participate in group discussions,
promoted in western classrooms (Dalglish et al., 2011; McKay et al., 2018; Straker, 2020).
Additional challenges include a lack of understanding of the casual slang and frequently used
cultural references by the professors and the students (Perry, 2016; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011).
Research papers that focused on international students’ academic writing challenges by Keefe
and Shi (2017) Cennetkusu (2017) and Maguire (2011) revealed a common occurrence among
ESL students. While writing for native English speakers is complicated, those who speak a
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foreign language as their first language significantly require a lot more effort to remember all the
grammatical rules, vocabulary, and technicalities of referencing.
Supporting the Transition of International Students
This section focuses on how higher education professionals have been supporting the
academic transition of international students. I begin with a synopsis of faculty experience
working with international students followed by intercultural training opportunities they have
undertaken. I also consider the approaches faculty have implemented to elevate the international
students’ academic success in their host institutions. According to Beres and Woloshyn (2018)
transition for international students requires linguistically and culturally sensitive support from
the host institution. A qualitative study of their experiences as co-instructors in a graduate
research course, confirmed that international students were often faced with varying linguistic
and sociocultural challenges. The trials faced by the students with their academic transition in the
study mirrored the experiences shared in research by (Cennetkusu, 2017; Ding, 2016; Keefe &
Shi, 2017; Maguire, 2011; Quan & Sloan, 2016; Roberts et al., 2018; & Xu, 2015). These studies
have all highlighted that international students bring to their classrooms multifaceted identities,
diverse experiences, and varying assumptions about learning.
As the cultural gap widens in postsecondary institutions, faculty have recognized that a
more collaborative approach is needed to facilitate the needs of a growing diverse community
(Dimitrov & Haque, 2016). However, Bygrave et al. (2014), Dimitrov and Haque (2016), and
Gay (2002) have found faculty to be inadequately trained to facilitate the diverse academic needs
of a growing international student population. They find that their lack of knowledge and
understanding of other cultural groups and their experiences, makes the reformation of
pedagogical techniques a near-impossible task. Educators who have not received formal
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intercultural training also find conceptualizing culturally inclusive curricula as a tedious task
with ‘uncomfortable’ outcomes (Paige & Goode, 2009).
Some of these educational leaders also lack ethnocultural empathy (Rasoal et al., 2011),
resulting in inappropriate responses to the student’s academic concerns. Cao, Li, Jiang, and Bai
(2014) believe that if instructors had a sense of responsibility and readiness to understand the
students’ learning process and their background, this would be a key factor in their success.
Beres and Woloshyn (2018) echoed similar sentiments in the conclusion of their study but also
lobbied for instructors “to engage in culturally-sensitive instruction that supports these students’
linguistic abilities, respects their reported experiences, and honors their instructional
preferences” (p.744). Salavatova’s (2019) research on ethnocultural education emphasizes that
all educational leaders, especially educators, should be trained to appreciate other cultures.
Through ethnocultural education, a “system of knowledge of national-cultural and sociohistorical values that reflect the nature and psychological characteristics, identity of a nation and
its culture,” educators will build an improved intercultural knowledge base (p.5). Furthermore,
Leask (2009) adds that changing pedagogy through the internationalization of the curriculum to
make learning more culturally diverse will ensure that all students feel included and enhance
academic performance.
In Canada 72 percent of the universities have already transformed their pedagogical
approaches to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student population (Universities Canada,
2014). Hughes et al. (2018) noted that these pedagogical approaches are geared towards
developing cultural awareness, institutional knowledge, support services available, academic best
practices and language development programs for ESL speakers. In this section, I will expound
on four approaches used by educators to support the academic transition of international
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students: intercultural teaching competence (Dimitrov & Haque, 2016), culturally responsive
teaching (Gay, 2000; Larke, 2013), transition pedagogy (Hughes et al., 2018; Kift et al., 2010)
and English for academic purposes (Keefe & Shi, 2011; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011).
Developing Intercultural Teaching Competence
According to Dimitrov and Haque (2016) supporting a classroom of learners from diverse
ethnocultural, and linguistic backgrounds requires the development of International Teaching
Competence (ITC). After discovering that most instructors in postsecondary institutions were not
formally trained for intercultural teaching the researchers created ITC as a reflective tool that
would help them to better facilitate learning across cultures. After a thorough review of
“recommendations dispersed in literature across several disciplines (intercultural training,
educational development, pre-service teacher training, and international education)” they
conceptualized a model for ITC which is now widely used in institutions (p. 2).
The ITC model comprises 20 main competencies divided into three categories:
foundational, facilitation and curriculum design. The foundational competencies, refers to an
instructor’s own intercultural awareness and their ability to model these competencies in their
work. Facilitation competencies, comprised of the instructional skills required to understand
learners’ needs, and build a community in the classroom, to facilitate active learning amongst
diverse students. Finally, the curriculum design set of competencies, refers to the ability to create
a curriculum with learning activities and evaluations that helps students to achieve global
learning outcomes. Dimitrov and Haque (2016) shared their interpretation of the American
Association of College and Universities’ (AACU) (2013) definition of global learning as a
“critical analysis of, and an engagement with complex, interdependent global systems and
legacies and their implications for people’s lives and the earth’s sustainability” (p.3). They
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further articulated those students through ITC can become more aware and respectful of other
ethnocultural groups’ experiences, values, and practices.
Culturally Responsive Teaching
As international student enrolment continues to rise, educators have supported their
transition by incorporating Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) techniques into the
curriculum (Larke, 2013). Gay (2002) defined CRT as the usage of “cultural characteristics,
experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more
effectively” (p. 106). CRT helps educators to create more inclusive classrooms that
acknowledges sand appreciates multicultural representation in the classroom (Larke, 2013). In
recent times college educators through CRT have made their lessons more captivating by
including more relatable content and real-life experiences (Gay, 2000).
To develop a more uniformed CRT curriculum in postsecondary education, Larke (2013)
stated that the course material should be built against the three tenets: cultural competence,
academic success, and critical consciousness. Larke (2013) described cultural competence as the
learner’s ability to interact or communicate with other people from different cultural groups;
academic success as the learner’s achievement of good academic standing and critical
consciousness as the learner understands socio-political or societal issues. This procedure is
often described as complex as educators who are left to commit to their continuous development
of a multicultural knowledge base by attending several CRT workshops.
Larke (2013) believes that when postsecondary leaders implement CRT, they should aim
to uphold the 6 C’s: commitment, communication, co-responsibility, courage, cultural
understanding, and change. Through dedication, educators should remain dedicated to the CRT
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mission by ensuing their messages are clear and consistent (communication). Through coresponsibility faculty and students will have to work together to achieve the CRT goals.
Educators should also be courageous to stay the course and to develop cultural understanding
that will keep them up to date on the ethnocultural backgrounds of their students. Finally change
should be the ultimate CRT goal, making essential adjustments to current courses for enhanced
program delivery.
Gay (2002) expounded on five essential elements of preparation for CRT “developing a
knowledge base about cultural diversity, including ethnic and cultural diversity content in the
curriculum, demonstrating caring and building learning communities, communicating with
ethnically diverse students, and responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery of instruction” in
her award-winning American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education AACTE article,
Preparing for Culturally Responsive Teaching (p. 106). Gay (2002) believes these elements,
along with the educators’ perseverance, will elevate the academic transition of ECLD students.
Developing a cultural diversity knowledge base includes cultivating an understanding of
the characteristics of different ethnocultural groups. These characteristics include the “ethnic
groups’ cultural values, traditions, communication, learning styles, contributions, and relational
patterns” (Gay, 2002, p.107). The educator in developing their knowledge base should strive to
be comprehensive in learning more about the ethnic groups’ unique traits, including educational
practices. Designing culturally relevant curricula involves the transformation of the acquired
cultural diversity knowledge into curriculum plans. Gay (2002) shared three types of curricula
for CRT: formal, symbolic, and societal curricula. The standard curriculum is created in keeping
with policies put in place by the governing bodies in postsecondary education.
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The formal curricula are typically more rigid and laced with standardized verbiage or
statements from key educational associations. The symbolic curriculum is keen on using images,
symbols, artifacts, and other symbolic features of an ethnocultural group to improve the learners’
cultural awareness. An educator who has used a symbolic curriculum is versed on using audiovisuals and visuals to showcase these cultural artifacts; over time, knowledge of the symbols
becomes normalized in the classroom. On the other hand, a societal curriculum’s primary
objective is to combat the misconceptions of how ethnocultural groups are portrayed in the
media. In response to this growing phenomenon, educators introduce content that gives the right
information about ethnocultural groups and teaches the learner how to become culturally
responsible consumers of the media (Gay, 2002).
Demonstrating cultural caring and building a learning community is critical for CRT
preparation as it creates the right climate for an ethnoculturally diverse classroom. Gay (2000)
wrote in her text Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, practice, & research that CRT requires
“teachers acting in an ethical, emotional, and academic partnership with ethnically diverse
students, a partnership that is anchored in respect, honour, integrity, resource sharing, and a deep
belief in the possibility of transcendence” which is best achieved through community building (p.
52).
Cross-cultural communications are of paramount value in CRT as mastering the art of
communicating with others outside of one’s ethnic group is a fundamental skill for the
21stcentury scholar. CRT requires a commitment to preparatory workshops or training
opportunities that are geared towards sharpening intercultural communicative styles. The final
preparatory element for CRT is cultural congruity in classroom instruction, which is focused on
how the CRT curriculum will be presented to ethnoculturally diverse students. Gay (2002)
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expounded that the best delivery is achieved by matching planned instructional practices to all
students’ learning preferences or educational experiences in the classroom.
Transition Pedagogy in Postsecondary Education
Transition pedagogy is defined by Hughes et al. (2018) as a collaborative institutional
effort to help international students transition into their new academic environment. Kift et al.
(2010) stated transition pedagogy “scaffolds, mediates and supports first-year learning for
contemporary heterogeneous cohorts” (p. 11). The curriculum may include generalized
information on the surrounding community, study tips, basic research skills, and other supportive
information. One of the most widely used forms of transitional pedagogy is the First-Year
Experience (FYE) program.
Kift et al.’s (2019) research draws on a decade of FYE-related research to credit the
program as a holistic learning experience that develops the students’ identity and
‘connectedness’ to the university. The FYE is geared towards helping recruits to make a smooth
transition to their respective institutions. The program’s format differs institutionally but was
ideally conceptualized to help students to connect with services and supports on their campus;
get to know faculty and staff, and to get more acquainted with their colleagues. The program’s
length can last from a semester to an entire year; however, it is usually a cross-institutional
initiative that brings educational leaders and students together in an inclusive space working
towards a common goal. At the end of FYE, students express feeling a greater sense of
belonging, and there are reported cases of improved academic performance (Hughes et al., 2018;
Kift et al., 2010).
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English for Academic Purposes (EAP) for English as a Second Language (ESL) Students
In recent times, there has been a remarkable growth in the number of ESL international
students enrolled in English-speaking postsecondary institutions. In Canada, the largest number
of ESL speakers are from China, who account for more than half of the students enrolled in
university programs (Statistics Canada, 2020). ESL students are generally required to complete
standardized language proficiency tests such as the International English Language Testing
System (IELTS) or Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) along with their credentials
to be granted acceptance into their programs (Dooey, 2010). However, students with scores that
lack proof of English proficiency but have the other required qualifications are placed in the
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) Program with conditional admission (Keefe & Shi, 2011;
Terraschke & Wahid, 2011).
EAP programs were introduced to “improve students’ academic language proﬁciency and
teach them the relevant study skills they will need throughout their degree” (Terraschke &
Wahid, 2011, p.173). Traditionally, EAP programs were developed to respond to international
students’ linguistic needs (Garska & O’Brien, 2019). Still, in their function as bridging programs
to their respective programs, the curriculum has been extended to include content on their
institutions’ culture and academic expectations (Son and Park, 2014). Upon the successful
completion of the course, students are allowed to transition to their programs (Keefe & Shi,
2011). According to Terraschke and Wahid (2011) ESL students leave EAP with increased
confidence in language abilities and applying transferable skills such as notetaking, time
management, studying tips and conversational language.
On the contrary there is still room for improvement in EAP programs as research has
proven ESL students still have difficulties with academic writing (Cennetkusu,2017; Garska &
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O’Brien,2019; Maguire,2011; Roberts et al., 2018; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011); class
participation (Terraschke & Wahid, 2011; Roberts et al., 2018; Straker, 2011); reading scholarly
articles (Terraschke & Wahid, 2011); listening (Terraschke & Wahid, 2011); critical thinking
(Huang & Klinger, 2006; Mckay et al., 2018); and a lack of understanding of the educational
culture (Dooey, 2010; Roberts et al., 2018; Son & Park, 2014). Studies by Garska and O’Brien
(2019) and Schlossberg et al. (2012) draws attention to the need for academic leaders to develop
their understanding of ESL international students’ experiences with transition and build content
that will support their progress. As educational leaders strive to enhance their support for
international students, several have explored various transitional theories as frameworks for their
support initiatives. In the next section, I will delve into Schlossberg et al.’s (2012) transitional
theory as a critical lens for exploring academic transition.
Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and Academic Transition
Schlossberg et al.’s (1995, 2012) transition theory creates a systematic framework for
understanding the anticipated or unanticipated changes in an individual’s life. Transitions can be
life-altering, as it is often described as an intricate process that requires letting go of our former
selves to embrace new roles and responsibilities. Therefore, guiding adults through their
transitional experiences requires a holistic understanding of factors from the past, present, and
future connected to the change that individual is currently experiencing. Schlossberg’s theory is
an appraised structural approach that has strengthened counsellors’ or school leaders’ capability
to decipher the phases of student transition (Pendleton, 2007; Schlossberg et al., 2012).
Adult learners will experience academic transition in unique ways; however, Schlossberg
et al. (2012) posit it takes one effective framework to deconstruct the experience. The transitional
model was made with this in mind, and although it is appraised as a useful “universal tool” for
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understanding transitional experiences, Schlossberg et al. (2012) believe school leaders should
sharpen their skills by continuously improving their knowledge in cultural diversity and
developing their sensitivity surrounding the impact of the change in that person’s life. The
theoretical framework in Figure 2.2. illustrated two parts of the three phased model: approaching
transitions, taking stock of coping resources and taking charge (not included).
Figure 2.2
The Individual in Transition

Note: Counseling adults in transition: Linking Schlossberg’s theory with practice in a diverse
world (4th ed., p.39), by N. Schlossberg et al., 2012, Springer Publishing Company, LLC.
Copyright 2012 by the Springer Publishing Company, LLC.
Approaching transitions: Transition identification and transition process
Approaching transitions is about understanding the nature of the transition to get things
into perspective to develop the best solutions. This section of the model also unearths the “degree
of change” that the learner is experiencing, i.e., the extent to which the changes have altered that
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learner’s roles, responsibilities, and overall way of thinking. Schlossberg et al. (2012) point out
that as an individual moves through transitions, they “must take stock as they negotiate the
changes in their lives, and these changes may involve gains as well as losses” (p.40). Furnham
(2004) referenced these changes as a feeling of deprivation of friends, family, status, and power.
Schlossberg et al. (2012) state that the initial step in approaching a transition is
identifying if it was anticipated or unanticipated. Anticipated changes comprise normative
alterations to an individual’s life cycle, such as giving birth to a child or starting a new career.
On the other hand, unanticipated transitions are referred to as “‘non-scheduled events’ that are
‘not predictable’” (p.41), such as death, losing a job or getting a new promotion. International
students will experience many anticipated and unanticipated changes that come with their unique
challenges.
Taking Stock of Coping Resources: The 4 S System- Self, Support, Situation and Strategies
Taking stock of coping resources entails taking an inventory of all the resources
available to an individual during their transition. Schlossberg et al. (2012) acknowledge that
irrespective of where one is with their transition, everyone copes differently and has devised the
4S system: self, support, strategies, and situation to outline the four main factors that affect an
individual’s adjustment to change. Schlossberg et al. (2012) describe these factors as opposing
‘assets and liabilities’ and ‘resources and deficits,’ which are “best examined and explained by
using a model that balances opposing forces” (p. 62). Examples of questions that should be
answered to gain insight on how each variable operates, discover if there are any
interrelationships, and identify how the individual evaluates each factor include:
1. The situation variable—what is happening? Does the transition come at a time of
multiple stressors?
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2. The self-variable—to whom is it happening?
3. The support variable—what help is available?
4. The strategies variable—how does the person cope? (Schlossberg et al., 2012,
p.61)
Self. This factor is about the personal, demographic, and psychological assets that the
individual brings to the transition (Schlossberg et al., 2012). Personal and demographic
characteristics such as gender, age, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity all can affect the
transition process. In the same breath, psychological resources such as values, optimism,
resilience, and self-efficacy also impact change in an individual’s life. Griffin and Gilbert (2015)
note that personality traits can affect how psychological resources are managed and vice versa.
An international student’s academic transition is more likely to be successful if they have
optimism and self-efficacy. On the other hand, an international student’s transition may be
plagued with difficulties because of their ethnicity or language (Perry, 2016; Popadiuk & Arthur,
2004).
Support. A robust support system is essential for handling the most difficult chapters of
life. Support comes in various forms, but the most popular categories include “intimate
relationships, family units, networks of friends, and the institutions and/or communities of which
the people are a part” (Schlossberg et al., 2012, p.84). Pendleton (2007) believes support systems
keep one mobilized through challenging events. The support is usually given socially through
words of affirmation, encouragement or regular casual conversations that may uplift the ‘selfassets’ during a period of transition (Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). Most international students are
well supported; however, their preferred sources of support are probably back in their home
countries; infrequent contact with that support may be detrimental to their transition. Rienties et
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al. (2012) argue that lack of social support negatively affects an international student’s academic
performance. Bygrave et al. (2014) also point out that some international students feel
immensely pressured to do well out of fear of letting down their families.
Situation. Schlossberg et al. (2012) explain that everyone’s reaction to change is
dependent on the dimensions of their situation. Eight factors that may affect the way an
individual copes in transition include timing, control, role change, trigger, duration, previous
experiences, concurrent stress, and assessment (Schlossberg et al., 2012). A trigger initiates an
anticipated or unanticipated change in one’s life. The trigger may be set off by the individual or a
close friend or family member. An international student may experience change because of their
Academic Advisor's advice to pursue a different degree option because of their poor performance
in their current program. The timing of a transition is crucial for an international student, whether
it is on schedule, too late or within an unexpected time frame. The student may be planning to
complete their degree within four years, but a sudden change in scheduling a foundational course
may have to wait for an additional semester. One’s preparedness for a transition relies on timing;
if things happen as expected, the transition will go well. However, if change transpires
unexpectedly, the individual may develop anxiety.
If an international student feels they have no control over their transition, they might
become stressed and become depressed. In some instances, some international students do feel
more at ease if they feel supported and have an advisor managing their transition every step of
the way. Role change can have severe side effects on one’s transition; it may come with more
responsibilities that come when the international student has too many assignments, or it may
take away some of that student’s duties resulting in them feeling inadequate. Duration of a
transition can affect one’s mental capacity to tolerate the transition. If the transition is an
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unpleasant one, then the individual may go into a state of despair. Should the duration of a
difficult transition be temporary, the individual may feel more confident that they can tolerate the
period of change. Pendleton (2007) believes that previous experiences may also positively or
negatively impact the transition.
Strategies. This factor describes the individual’s coping responses to transitions under
stressful circumstances. Schlossberg et al. (2012) argues that coping is not a one-dimensional
behavior with conviction from Pearlin and Schooler (1978) research on the efficacy of coping
behaviors. The researchers concluded that coping strategies are determined by one’s
“psychological resources of self-esteem and mastery” (p.5) and can be categorized as responses:
that modify the situation, control the meaning of the problem, and manages stress after the
transition.
Taking Charge: Strengthening Resources
This phase revealed the new strategies utilized by individuals to strengthen their
resources (4S system) during their academic transition. Despite the transitional changes they
face, respondents in Zhou and Zhang’s (2014) study on international experience have shared that
they have sacrificed a lot to pursue their studies and will not do anything that will jeopardize
their chances completing their degree. Huan and Klinger (2006) mentioned in their research,
coping strategies are undertaken by a group of Chinese students to counteract acculturation
issues; they executed the three W’s “forget who you are, remember where you are and do what
other people do” (p. 57)”. This strategy applies to most international students whose strength and
resilience are often overlooked in literature (McKay et al., 2018).
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Application of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory to Educational Research
There is a wealth of literature that has applied Schlossberg’s (1995, 2012) transition
theory to studies on postsecondary education. Ivin et al.’s (2017) research on transfer shock in
postsecondary education used the theory as a theoretical framework. In the study, transfer shock
was described as a weakened academic performance by transfer students shortly after
transitioning to a postsecondary institution (Ivin et al., 2017). Forces in a transferring learner’s
life, such as assets, liabilities, resources, and deficits, need to be in stable order to achieve
academic success. Reference is made to transition theory as a dependable model that can help
restore balance amongst the opposing forces in an individual’s life. In this research, culture
shock, a disoriented reaction to unfamiliar aspects of a new culture (Furnham, 2004), is also
described as a biproduct of transition shock.
Karmelita (2017) conducted a narrative study to find the fundamental elements needed to
develop a transition program design. The study used participants in an existing transition
program for adult learners interested in enrolling in a postsecondary institution. They were
selected for the research as the researcher felt there was a gap in literature on adult learners’
perspectives of postsecondary support initiatives. The findings highlighted six fundamental
elements that will enrich the program design for transition programs based on the interviews and
observation notes. They include “relating the curriculum to real-life experiences, integrating
technology, remediation, fostering effective relationships, connecting students to supports and
each other, and providing a genuine college experience” (p.165).
Schlossberg’s (1995, 2012) transition theory and Cross’s (1991) description of student
barriers were used as theoretical frameworks for understanding how the adult learners may
handle the transition to postsecondary education, and prospective factors may derail their process
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of adaptation. Transition theory paired with Cross’ barriers, Karmelita (2017) argues, “provides a
framework for organizing the factors of transition and allows for the investigation of specific
program elements, such as the funding structure, student profiles, and curriculum, by relating the
program design to factors influencing how the transition is experienced “(p. 158).
Griffin and Gilbert (2015) used Schlossberg’s theory to critically analyze participants’
narratives in their study of a veteran’s transition to postsecondary education. The findings were
geared towards informing administrators and student affairs professionals on suggested
institutional strategies to better facilitate the veterans’ transition process. The transition from a
more rigidly organized environment to a postsecondary institution that may not be as tightly
structured is a significant transition for veterans (Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). The study purports
that there should be veteran-specific transition programs that will utilize the Transition Theory as
a guide to understanding existing issues being faced by the troops and possible ways to address
them.
Pendleton (2007) also used Schlossberg’s transition theory to investigate coping
strategies for welfare recipients attending postsecondary institutions. The findings from the semistructured interviews that lasted over three months revealed numerous personal barriers to the
students’ transition to their postsecondary education. The Transitional theory, which Schlossberg
et al. (1995) introduced as a model for helping counsellors understand the experiences of adults
in transition, utilized the four factors, situation, self, support, and strategies to deconstruct the
adults’ experiences. Like Griffin and Gilbert’s (2015) research on the veterans’ transitional
experiences, the transition theory was instrumental in unveiling incidents from the past and
present that contributed to the participants’ pinpointed barriers.
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Alternate Theories of Adult Transition
Bridges (2003) and Sugarman (2005) devised alternative theoretical frameworks for
understanding adult transitions. Bridges’ (2003) theory consists of three stages. The first stage is
about getting rid of old habits and mindsets. The second stage is called the ‘neutral zone,’ which
describes that phase when the individual is letting go of their old ways to embrace a new
lifestyle. The final phase is about new beginnings and developing a new sense of purpose. On the
other hand, Sugarman (2005) presents a seven-stage transition cycle for changed routine, roles,
and relations amongst other event or non-event circumstances. The stages include:
a) Immobilization: this stage is characterized by shock or feeling overwhelmed. The
intensity of the shock is dependent on the magnitude of seriousness or timing
(unexpected) of the event.
b) Reaction: After shock comes two types of reactions: elation or despair and
minimization. Elation involves a sharp mood swing, which may be positive or
negative, dependent if the event is desired or undesired. Minimization on the other
hand, is a reduced reaction to the change; in other words, it is a toned-down
elation.
c) Self-doubt: A dip in mood after realizing the realities of the change.
d) Accepting reality and letting go: The decision to detach oneself from the past or
anything preventing someone from moving towards change occurs in this stage.
e) Testing: This stage includes exploring alternative behavior and/ or strategies to
cope with change.
f) Search for meaning: This is a reflective stage, where the individual seeks the
purpose of the change in their life.
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g) Integration: The stage where the individual feels at home’, fully accepted the
acquired roles, behaviors, self-conceptions associated with the change.
(Sugarman, 2005, p.138-140)
Both alternative theories could have been useful in examining academic transition. However,
Schlossberg’s transition theory had a more in-depth systematic approach. Nancy Schlossberg
also has years of professional service counselling adults through transitions (Schlossberg et al.,
2012). In addition, her work has been used worldwide, for these reasons I selected Schlossberg’s
theory explore academic transition.
The Conceptual Framework
A conceptual framework illustrates how relevant ideas discussed in the literature will
guide the understanding of the research topic (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The conceptual
framework in this study applied Schlossberg et al.’s (1995, 2012) transition theory as a
systematic framework for understanding the academic transition of ECLD international students.
As illustrated in Figure 2.3, Schlosberg’s (1995) original model framework for transition theory
was modified to portray how academic transition for international students occur in three phases
(moving in, moving through, and moving on): approaching transitions, the 4 S system (situation,
self, support, and strategies), and taking charge. I agree with Schlossberg et al.’s (1995) stance
that an in-depth exploration of these three phases will unveil the essence of academic transition.
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Figure 2.3
Conceptual Framework: Academic Transition of International Students who are Ethnoculturally
and Linguistically Diverse
• Every international students'
transition is affected by
dimensions of their situation: role
changes, duration, previous
experiences.

• The types of support that
international students receive
may come from: the
instituition, peers, intimate
partners or family members.

Situation

Support

Approaching
Transitions: Events or
non-events resulting in
change.

Taking charge:
International students
start using new strategies
to manage their academic
transition.

Self
• Individualistc characteristics
that may affect the academic
transition include:socioeconomic
status, age ethnicity/culture,
attitude, ego,

Strategies
• The coping strategies
internatonal students may
use include: information
seeking, counselling,
seclusion.

Note: This conceptual framework shows a modified version of Schlossberg et al.’s (1995, 2012)
transition model illustrating the academic transition of ECLD international students in
postsecondary education. Adapted from “Coping Resources-The 4 S’s” by Schlossberg et al.
(2012).
Understanding the transitional experiences of international students and the factors that
challenges their adjustment to change, will help postsecondary leaders to “anticipate periods of
instability that students may encounter and create strategies that can foster healthy student
outcomes” (Hughes et al., 2020, p.264.) International students are not homogenous; therefore, a
stable framework is essential for deconstructing their academic transition (Schlossberg et al.,
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2011). This conceptual framework will be a good mechanism for analyzing adaptation to
academic transition based on these four factors: situation, self, support and strategies (Lindstrom,
2019). By breaking down these factors, numerous cultural and linguistic factors that affect how
international students experience academic transition will be unearthed. This framework will also
prevent a ‘reductionistic’ line of thinking’ that ignores the diverse identities and needs of
students (Maguire, 2011).
Summary
The purpose of this chapter was to review current literature to establish a framework for
understanding international students' academic transition. It is evident that as global student
mobility continues to progress in postsecondary institutions, enrolled international students still
face a wide range of challenges in the academic transition. Among the contributing factors
identified were unresolved dissonance cases that affected the student adaptation to the learning
and teaching styles, weak academic writing skills, language barriers and low social engagement.
There was also evidence that educational leaders were not adequately trained to respond to
diverse academic needs as cultural diversity expanded on the campuses.
For educational leaders to improve their support of international students, Schlossberg et
al.’s (1995, 2012) Transition Theory was identified as a framework for understanding adult
transition. Educational leaders must develop their awareness of variables from the past, present,
and foreseeable future that impact academic transition. Previous learning experiences and deeprooted cultural values contribute significantly to the student’s level of adaptability.
Simultaneously, educational leaders should improve their efforts to internationalize the
curriculum by introducing transitional pedagogy, intercultural competence training, and
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culturally responsive teaching. These are practical solutions to creating an inclusive learning
environment and will ultimately enhance all international students' academic transition.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the academic transition of
international students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse (ECLD) in
postsecondary education. In this chapter, I provide details on the qualitative research
methodology applied to this study. I explain the purpose of the study and how it influenced my
philosophical perspective. I then provide a rationale for the research design, the location of the
study, describe my method of sampling and the process for selecting participants. In the next
section I describe my process for data collection and analysis. This is followed by an exploration
of how trustworthiness of the data will be established and ethical considerations for the study.
This study sought answers to the main research question: What is the experience of
international students, who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse, with academic
transition in postsecondary education?
Specifically, the study was guided by the following questions:
1. What is the experience of ECLD international students with academic writing in
postsecondary education?
2. How do international students adjust to the teaching approaches in postsecondary
education?
3. How can postsecondary institutions support and foster academic transition of ECLD
students?

Purpose of the Study and Philosophical Perspective
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the academic transition of
international students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse (ECLD) in
postsecondary education. Essentially, the nucleus of my study was the students’ description of
their experiences and how they made sense of significant moments. In planning this research, it
was imperative for me to select a philosophical perspective that matched my assumptions
brought to the study to determine the direction of the research and how decisions would be made
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). After careful consideration of major philosophical worldviews:
postpositivism, constructivism, transformative and pragmatism (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), I
chose to adopt a constructivist or social constructivist perspective to the research design.
Social constructivists believe humans actively seek understanding of the world. (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018). As they explore the environment, humans develop subjective meanings of
their experiences; the complexity of their varied meanings is what a constructivist pursues in
research (Creswell, 2007). A constructivist views subjectivity as “a pathway deeper into
understanding the human dimensions of the world” (Patton, 2015, p 988). The worldview also
asserts that humans construct meaning based on their history, norms, cultural beliefs, and
interactions with each other (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015). Therefore, in adopting the
philosophical perspective I assumed that the academic transition of international students was
best studied by exploring their experience and the unique meanings they have attached to it.
Achieving the goal of a constructivist research lies with the participants’ views of a
phenomenon which is sought through broad open-ended questions for the participants to freely
construct meaning of their experience (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Constructivism
acknowledges that human experiences are complex and cannot be subjected to a single reality
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(Creswell & Poth, 2018). To get a more thorough understanding of the participant’s experiences,
social constructivist researchers pay close attention to the participant’s descriptions and focus on
specific contexts to understand their cultural and historical settings (Creswell, 2007).
Constructivists like most researchers also believe in the importance of “positioning themselves”
in a study to explain the flow of their interpretation. Therefore, while they might have their own
interpretations based on personal experiences, their main intent is to make sense of meanings the
participants have of the world (Creswell, 2007).
A constructivist perspective best suited this study as it sought an understanding of how
international students experienced academic transition in a Western-Canadian university. It was
essential that I focused on specific contexts in the participants’ lives and time at their university
to understand in their own subjective terms their lived experience (Smith et al., 2009). I have
positioned myself in the study as an emic researcher. Having acknowledged that my own
background and experiences can shape my interpretation of the meanings, it was important for
me to practice reflexivity. Therefore, in the initial phase of the research, I reflected on my
personal experience and possible implications on research in a journal. I also gave thorough
explanations of my selection of participants and how data was collected and analyzed (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). In my exploration of the participants’ experience, I tried to set aside my feelings
and biases (bracketing) to actively engage and listen to the participants’ as they shared their
stories and made sense of their individual experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In the
remaining sections I explain in detail the research design and methods employed in the study.
Research Design
This study applied qualitative research to explore the phenomenon in question.
Qualitative research uses interpretive frameworks and distinct approaches of inquiry to seek the
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meaning people attach to their experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I found that qualitative
research would be more effective in explicating the perceptions and lived experiences of
international students' academic transition in a postsecondary institution (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Mertler (2019) asserted that it involves the “collection, analysis and interpretation of data,
largely narrative and visual in nature, to gain insights into a particular phenomenon of interest”
(p.77). Therefore, this study's interpretive nature was best suited with a qualitative research
design as it enabled me to systematically investigate how and why things occur in the
phenomenon under observation (Bodgan & Biklen, 2007).
Although qualitative research takes many forms and has various procedures, Figure 3.1
summarized five of its common characteristics that were embraced in the study (Bodgan &
Bicklen, 2007).
Figure 2.1
Characteristics of a Qualitative Study
Primarily concerned with getting meaning-Focus was largely placed on what sense
was made of the phenomenon.
Naturalistic - Occured in a natural setting
Descriptive Data- Data was collected in the form of words; rich descriptions of a
phenomenon.
Concern with Process- There was more interest in the process of the
phenomenon as oppose to its outcomes.
Data is collected inductively- Data was collected to buid a hypothesis or theory at
the end.

Note: Qualitative research for education: An introduction to theory and methods (5th ed., p. 5-8)
by R.C. Bodgan & S.K. Bicklen, 2007, Allyn & Bacon. Copyright 2007, 2003, 1998, 1992, 1982
Pearson Education, Inc
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Descriptive Data
The participants’ experiences were best narrated through a qualitative approach where
data was produced through in-depth descriptions of the phenomenon in words (Mertler, 2019).
This information was retrieved through direct observation, written documents, and open-ended
interviews (Patton, 2001). As such, I used semi-structured interviews and conducted a content
analysis to collect data from interview transcripts, observational notes, documentary evidence
that substantiated the participants’ descriptions. Direct quotes from interviews, were also used as
they, “reveal the respondents’ depth of emotion, the ways they have organized their world, their
thoughts about what is happening, their experiences and their basic perceptions” (Panton, 2001,
p.21). I also made a concerted effort to ensure that no detail was taken for granted as Bogdan and
Biklen (2007) asserted, “everything has the potential of being a clue that might unlock a more
comprehensive understanding of what is being studied” (p.5).
Primarily Concerned with Getting Meaning
In a qualitative study, the researcher is the key instrument of data collection and analysis
(Bodgan & Biklen, 2007). To acquire an in-depth understanding of meaning the participants
ascribed to the phenomenon, I actively listened to their stories then documented them in
recordings, that were later transcribed (Mertler, 2019). Opportunely, the qualitative methodology
allowed me to be more flexible and personal in my approach to clarify and describe the
participants’ experiences (Patton, 2015; Polkinghorne, 2005). I was not constrained by
predetermined responses associated with quantitative instruments and its limited notation of
descriptive details to support my analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I analyzed perceptions,
feelings, emotions, and attitudes to produce what Patton (2001) refers to as the fruits of
qualitative inquiry. During the data analysis process which I will describe in another section, I
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unearthed “themes, patterns, understandings and insights” that deepened my understanding of the
phenomenon (p.5.).
Naturalistic
Qualitative research is conducted within a natural setting (Creswell & Creswell, 2018)
and researchers do not attempt to manipulate the setting as they believe the phenomenon of
interest will be best understood where it naturally unfolds (Bogdan & Biklen 2007 & Patton,
2015). As a result, the setting of the study was at the Western Canadian university where the
participants have been enrolled in programs as full-time graduate students. At the time of the
study the participants were required to observe the school’s health and safety protocols by taking
their classes online. While seven participants were already at the school and taking their classes
from their places of residence in Canada, one participant was still in their home country.
Although they were not in Canada, they took all his classes online and would have begun
experiencing the phenomenon in question like the other students. As I have expressed in
previous sections, I positioned myself as an emic researcher because I had an ‘insider’s view’ of
the phenomenon. Having spent some time within the setting of the study as a student who also
had to complete classes online, it was easier for me to develop a rapport with the participants. In
our discussions, the participants appeared to be more open and relaxed describing their
experiences with me.
Concern with the Process
In qualitative research, the researcher is more concerned with process and does not place
as much emphasis on the outcomes of a phenomenon (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The how and
why things occur in a phenomenon, as mentioned earlier, was the focus of this qualitative
research. Based on the principles of Schlossberg et al.’s (1995, 2012) transition theory,
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understanding an adult learner’s experience requires a holistic understanding of the process of
academic transition. In this study, I focused on the different stages of transition and factors
(including previous learning experience and cultural background) that impacted the students’
adjustment to academic writing and the teaching strategies in each phase.
Data is Collected Inductively
Conducting the research inductively involves taking a ‘bottom-up’ approach (Creswell,
2007) where data is collected before synthesizing it to produce the meaning of a phenomenon
(Mertler, 2019). Since my aim was to give a holistic account of the phenomenon, as
recommended by Mertler (2019) “reporting from multiple perspectives, identifying the many
factors involved in a situation and generally sketching the larger picture as it emerges” was the
best approach (p.39). Therefore, I ensured that the study had the right mix of international
students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse sharing their experiences stories from
multiple viewpoints. Since the aim of the study was to describe and interpret the personal
accounts of experiences to the phenomenon, I found applying a phenomenological approach to
the research to be more suitable (Mertler, 2019). Once I completed my data collection, I did a
thorough review of the data to build themes in line with standardized phenomenological
principles which I will discuss in the next section.
Phenomenological Research Approach
Authors have documented various approaches to conducting qualitative research
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertler, 2019; Panton,2001). However,
Mertler (2019) has identified ethnographic, narrative, historical, grounded theory,
phenomenological, and case study research as the more prominent approaches to educational
research. A phenomenological approach was used in this study because it was more suitable for
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addressing the research questions. Unlike the other research approaches that investigate the
development of an event or situation (Mertler, 2019), this phenomenological research strived to
describe and interpret “affective, emotional and often intense human experience” of a particular
phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.28). For this study, the phenomenon in question, was
academic transition- the process of adapting to a new learning environment. By examining indepth individual experience of ECLD international students’, this study at analyzed how various
participants experienced the phenomenon with the aim of establishing the essence of the
experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Okoko, 2019).
To date, there are several variations of phenomenological approaches, but, the
foundational approaches, transcendental phenomenology (Giorgi,1997; Moustakas, 1994) and
hermeneutics (van Manen, 2015), are more widely applied in qualitative research (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). In more recent times, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), a more
contemporary approach to phenomenological research, was also introduced in the 1990’s (Smith
et al., 2009). What makes IPA unique, is its multi-theoretical orientation that includes
transcendental, hermeneutic, and idiographic influences (Noon, 2018). After reviewing literature
by Moustakas (1994), van Manen (2015) and Smith et al. (2009), I considered IPA to be a more
pragmatic approach as it allows participants “to offer a rich, detailed, first-person account of
their experiences” (Smith, Flowers &Larkin, 2009, p. 56). To provide context, I will discuss in
the next section IPA and give an outline of its theoretical orientation.
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
IPA recognizes humans as sense-making organisms and strives to investigate how an
individual makes sense of their life experiences (Smith et al., 2009). As a newer approach,
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scholars have questioned if this interpretative framework falls within phenomenology (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). However, Smith and Osborn (2015) have proven it to be significantly resourceful
in research “which are complex, ambiguous and emotionally laden… because of the painstaking
attention it gives to enabling the participant to recount as full an account as possible of their
experience” (p.41-42). To examine lived experiences IPA draws upon a blended theoretical
orientation: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography to conceptualize its principles
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). This is then followed by a painstaking analytical process to form
themes and reflections on the phenomenon being explored. To provide insight on how IPA was
developed, I will discuss in the next sections each theoretical influence.
Transcendental Phenomenology. This approach was formally introduced to the world
by German Mathematician turned Philosopher Edmund Husserl in the early 20th century (Beyer,
2020). Over the years, scholars such as Moustakas (1994) and Polkinghorne (1983) have taken
Husserl’s work to develop practical conceptual frameworks of transcendental phenomenology
that are now being widely used across numerous disciplines. Moustakas (1994) notes in his work
that transcendental phenomenology “involves a return to experience to obtain comprehensive
descriptions that provide the basis for a reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of
an experience” (p.18). This approach essentially focuses on the world as lived by humans and
how things are perceived as they appear to their consciousness (Lavert, 2003; Langdridge, 2007).
It focuses less on the researcher’s interpretations and more on developing meaning from the
participants' rich descriptions of an experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Husserl asserted that
‘pure phenomenology’, should focus on describing a phenomenon without a predetermined
categorical system (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). This is accomplished through bracketing
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(epoche´), which involves researchers setting aside, or dispelling any preconceptions to get a
fresh perspective of the phenomenon in question (Moustakas, 1994).
Hermeneutics. Not all scholars agreed with Husserl’s concept of studying human
experience and challenged his concepts by forming other phenomenological approaches
(Neubauer et al., 2019). Husserl’s protégé Martin Heidegger was the first to break away from his
Husserl’s framework to develop hermeneutics (Lavert, 2003). Heidegger argued that “one needs
to comprehend the mind-set of a person and their language which mediates one’s experiences of
the world in order to translate his or her message” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p.8). Against
this belief, Smith (2013) articulated that hermeneutics studies “interpretive structures of
experience, how we understand and engage things around us in our human world, including
ourselves and others” (para. 4). Although Heidegger adopted most of Husserl’s principles, he
could not accept Husserl’s concept of bracketing (epoche´) (Lavert, 2003). Heidegger argued that
our being is being-in-the-world (van Manen, 2015); therefore, bracketing what we know of the
world to explore an experience is unrealistic (Gadamer, 1976). Researchers in a hermeneutical
study were instead encouraged to note their preconceptions and biases in journals for crossreferencing in the analytical phase, thus the practice of reflexive journaling in an IPA study.
Gadamer (1976) and van Manen (2015) followed Heidegger’s footsteps to further develop and
extend hermeneutic phenomenology as a renowned practical research method in numerous fields
of study. van Manen (2015) asserted that while phenomenology only describes human lived
experiences as told by the participants, hermeneutics interprets how one understands these
experiences by looking into our contextual relations to things in the world (Smith, 2013).
Idiography.The final philosophical movement that has shaped IPA’s ideologies and
practices is Idiography. Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) define it as “an in-depth analysis of single
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cases and examining individual perspectives of study participants in their unique contexts” (p.8).
IPA’s commitment to idiographic principles leads researchers to do an in-depth analysis of single
cases before examining the convergence and divergence of perceptions or experiences across the
sample (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). This approach separates it from traditional
phenomenological approaches that study the essence of a phenomenon as experienced by a group
of people (Miller et al., 2018).
The influence. Together all three philosophies have shaped IPA’s more contemporary
approach to phenomenology (Smith et al., 2009). Transcendental phenomenology’s descriptive
nature “sets the agenda for the attentive and systematic examination of the content of
consciousness and our lived experiences” in IPA studies (Smith et al., 2009, p.19).
Hermeneutics’ interpretative structure to understand the meaning an individual attaches to an
experience influenced the centralized role a researcher has to play as the interpreter in IPA
studies. Essentially IPA researchers aim to understand what it is like to stand in the shoes of their
participants through what is described as a double hermeneutic process (Pietkiewicz & Smith,
2014). This dual analytic process involves the participant’s making meaning of their experience
followed by the researcher making sense of the participants’ meaning making (p.8). Finally, the
commitment to conduct case-by-case analytic work and examining individual perspectives on the
phenomenon stems from the idiographic influence (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Smith (2004)
explained this is because idiography focuses on the particular rather than the universal.
Idiography also influenced the usage of small sample sizes in IPA studies to meet “the
intentionality of idiography to equally highlight and value each case and, subsequently, each
participant” (Miller et al., 2018).
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Location of the study
The study was carried out at a Western Canadian university. Although the portion of
international students have always been higher in Ontario, reports by Statistics Canada (2020,
2021) have shown an increase in student arrival in western provinces. In recent years, the
selected university launched its 2025 vision to become a more globally significant university.
The school’s plans include growing the size and diversity of the international student population
by extending its reach to other global locations. As illustrated in Table 3.1 the selected western
institution has been making strides with its goals with increasing international enrollment figures
over the past ten years. During the 2018/2019 year, the university enrolled its highest number of
international students, 3,386.
To date, the institution has an international population of 3,125 which is 12% of its
overall population of 25,965. The sources of international students included China, India,
Nigeria, and Iran respectively for the 2020/2021 academic year. During that same period, 1,634
international students were enrolled in graduate programs, which is 37% of the 4,406 overall
graduate population. This made the school an ideal location for the study as I was sure, I would
be able to connect with my desired sample of international graduate students. In the next section,
I will expound on the sampling criteria and recruitment process.
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Table 3.1
International Student Population at Location of the Study
Reporting Year
2011/2012

Overall International
Student Population
2,393

International Students in
Graduate Programs
998

2012/2013

2626

1143

2013/2014

2865

1213

2014/2015

2943

1251

2015/2016

3098

1288

2016/2017

3100

1413

2017/2018

3067

1463

2018/2019

3386

1597

2019/2020

3350

1632

2020/2021

3125

1634

Note: The Statistical Information presented in Figure 3.3 and Table 3.1 were adapted from
https://leadership.usannsk.ca/priorities/reports/enrolment.php#StudentHeadcount
Selection of Participants
The participants comprised of international graduate students at a western Canadian
university. I chose graduate students because they were underrepresented in most studies that I
read on international student experience (Ding, 2016; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Korobova & Starobin,
2015; Kovton, 2010; Perry, 2016; Li & Tierney, 2013 and Xu, 2015). Maturity is also an asset
for graduate students, most of whom have already established their academic goals and will be
able to speak more constructively about their experiences (University of Washington, 2022). The
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goal of this qualitative research was not “to generalize to a larger population but simply to
develop an in-depth description of a specific phenomenon in a particular setting” (Mertler, 2019,
p.167). Therefore, purposeful sampling was the suitable technique of selecting participants for
this study. This technique involved the intentional selection of information-rich participants who
gave substantiative explanations and descriptions of the studied phenomenon (Mertler, 2019).
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) researchers believe this is best achieved with
small sample sizes of 5-10 participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). As a result, I chose eight
participants from the Western Canadian university based on the following criteria:
1. Registered International Graduate Student
2. Have completed K-12 and postsecondary education in a country outside of Canada.
3. Have lived in another country (ies) outside of Canada before attending the university.
4. Knows how to speak or write in a foreign language or creole apart from English.
Research Participants
There were three males and five females in this study. Four students were enrolled in
Masters' programs and the other four students were registered in PhD programs. The participants
represented seven countries and three continents: Asia, South America, and Africa. Ten native
languages were identified amongst the participants. Six participants had English as a Second
Language (ESL), and the other two were native English speakers. All students completed their
previous education up to the undergraduate level in their home countries. Three students
completed graduate degrees outside of their home countries but not in Canada. Two students
completed graduate degrees in their home country. The participants majored in five different
disciplines at the university. Four students were from Humanities, and the others majored in
Agriculture, Public Administration, Pharmacology and Chemistry. The group dynamics were
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significant for the study's intent of understanding the transition of ECLD international students
with regard to academic writing and teaching approach. The interviews with the participants
were information-rich and provided deep insight on the phenomenon from multiple perspectives.
Each student was given a pseudonym to protect their identity.
Research Methods
Phenomenological researchers often experiment with the three most frequently used
sources of data collection: open-ended interviews, direct observations, and written documents
(Patton, 2001, p.4.). However, Smith (2004) contended that a semi-structured interview is
perhaps the most exemplary tool for data collection in IPA studies. I followed suit and used semi
structured interviews to collect data from participants in a university in Western Canada. I also
conducted a content analysis of documentary evidence that explained the phenomenon. This
study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Considering the health protocols and
restrictions put in place, all aspects of the study were conducted virtually. Despite the changes, I
was still able to execute effective data collection and analysis. The next sections will provide
further details on the tools used to collect.
Data Collection
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) researchers utilize research instruments
that they believe will “elicit rich, detailed, first-person accounts of experiences and, the
phenomena under investigation” (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2018). As mentioned in the previous
section, semi-structured interviews and a content analysis were deemed as the more effective
tools for this study. The semi-structured interviews facilitated an intimate focus on a participant’s
stories, thoughts, and feelings about their experiences (Smith et al., 2009). They are also
generally preferred in IPA studies because they can be used to engage in real-time, in-depth
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conversations in keeping with its idiographic framework (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). On the
other hand, the content analysis was used to verify data from the semi-structured interviews
(Patton, 2015). Flick et al. (2018) defined content analysis as “a strict and systematic set of
procedures for the rigorous analysis, examination, replication, inference, and verification of the
contents of written data” (p. 674). To cross-check the data from the semi structured interviews, I
reviewed documents from the location of the study which included emails, workshop material,
syllabi, graduate support websites and academic support material.
Semi-Structured Interviews
Using semi-structured interviews is an effective tool for the collection of in-depth data
from the participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Interviews are resourceful for exploring
multiple perspectives on a research topic (Mertler, 2019) by accessing the participant’s inner
thoughts and feelings through deep discussions (Patton, 2015). Semi structured interviews also
permit flexibility to explore avenues of experiences that are important to the participant but not
anticipated by the researcher. Although there is no designated number of interviews needed for
an IPA study, Miller et al. (2018) recommended using multiple interviews to build a relationship
with the research participants. Based on this recommendation I conducted a two-part sequential
interview with the eight participants. The first interview was used to establish the context of the
participants’ experiences and to reflect on the meanings they have attached to those events.
While the second interview was used to review our discussion in the first interview and seek
additional points or answers that were missed from the first session.
Smith et al. (2009) advised researchers to construct interview guides with 6-10 questions
that will take 45-90 minutes of the participants’ time. I created an interview guide with six
questions and probed with additional questions. Overall, the interviews lasted between 45-90
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minutes per person. My main questions explored (a) the international students' educational
background and their initial encounter with Canadian education, (b) their understanding of
academic transition and their experiences adjusting to academic writing and teaching strategies
(c) interpretations/impression of existing structures of academic support at the university and
future recommendations. Before I began the interviews, I built a rapport with the participants by
engaging in a warmup conversation. The pre-discussion with the participants to establish a ‘safespace’ in the interview reduced the tension and enhanced the flow of the interview. I also
informed them that they were free to decline responding to questions that made them
uncomfortable, but there were no complaints of discomfort during our discussions. During the
interview I actively listened to the participants’ responses and ensured that they were given
ample time to reflect on the questions. Probing also created more room for the participants to
narrate the related stories that also added to the richness of the data.
Content Analysis
Krippendorff (2013) defines content analysis as an “an unobtrusive technique that allows
researchers to analyze relatively unstructured data in view of the meanings, symbolic qualities,
and expressive contents they have” (p. 49). In recent times, it has been more frequently used in
research; however, it has always had a long history in communication, history, psychology, and
journalism. Conducting content analysis, involves systematically reading through bodies of texts,
images, and symbolic matter “to understand what they mean to people, what they enable or
prevent, and what the information conveyed by them does” (Krippendorff, 2003, p. xvii). It is
another way of doing data reduction and sense-making of qualitative material, to identify
consistencies (Patton, 2015) and extract meaning to conﬁrm hypotheses (Meriam & Tisdell,
2016). The core meanings that researchers have found through content analysis are patterns and
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themes (Patton, 2015). Key sources of data in content analysis are retrieved from documents, an
umbrella term that “refers to a wide range of written, visual, digital, and physical material
relevant to the study” (Meriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 162). Commonly used documents in content
analysis include “ofﬁcial records, organizational promotional materials, letters, newspaper
accounts, poems, songs, corporate records, government documents” (p.163). The types of
documents used in this study fell under the two broadest categories: public and personal (Meriam
& Tisdell, 2016). The public documents were the official records of ongoing academic support
activities, instructors’ syllabi, workshop videos, websites, descriptions of class assignments and
statistical reports by the target location. The personal documents used were “ﬁrst-person
narratives that described an individual’s actions, experiences, and beliefs” (Bogdan & Biklen,
2011, p. 133). I utilized personal documents, such as emails from staff that manage academic
support initiatives, blogs, and social media accounts as they were good for revealing things that
cannot be observed such as “aspirations, arrangements, tensions, relationships, and decisions that
might be otherwise unknown through direct observation” (Patton, 2015, p. 376).
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) researchers must be open-minded in their
search for documents which can lead to serendipitous discoveries. Anything that has been written
can be considered a source of data for “seeking meanings, patterns, and themes that provide
insights into how those who wrote what is being analyzed understood and interpreted the world”
(Patton, 2015, p.222). Once documents were located, it was imperative that I determined its
authenticity, accuracy, and relevance to the study. This is to avoid ambiguity as the data may be
fragmentary or not within the conceptual framework of the study. However, because documents
are essentially “a product of the context in which they were produced and therefore grounded in
the real world”, in most cases they were fit to be included in the study (p.183).
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Data Collection Procedure
The data collection was done in two phases. In phase one I conducted semi-structured
interviews. In phase two I carried out a content analysis of documentary evidence from relevant
departments at university where the study was done (the location). The content analysis was
mainly used for triangulation.
Phase One. After acquiring the Ethics approval, I placed an advertisement on the
university’s web portal to recruit participants for this study. Interested parties were vetted to see
if they matched the criteria; those selected were contacted, given the consent form and the
research questions. I applied Mertler’s (2019) process for conducting interviews to plan and
execute a two-part sequential interview (45-90 minutes in total). The steps included:
1. Identifying the participants for the study.
2. Identifying the type of interview, (semi-structured)
3. Developing an interview guide.
4. Locating a suitable place for conducting the interview. Considering the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were done virtually on Cisco WebEx, a videoconferencing platform, to adhere to the social distancing protocol of remaining at
least six feet apart.
5. Prior to the interview, I sought permissions from the participant to conduct and record
the interview (p.177)
6. Conduct interview (ensure that all participants are clear on the contents of the consent
form before beginning the interview)
An interview guide was created for consistency and to enhance my memory recall of the
questions during the interviews. This helped the conversations to flow naturally. I also used
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probing questions to help me clarify questions and to unearth new and unexpected data (Mertler,
2019). In formulating the questions for the interview, I took into consideration Pietkiewicz and
Smith’s (2018) advice to “concentrate on exploring sensory perceptions, mental phenomena
(thoughts, memories, associations, fantasies) and, in particular, individual interpretations” (p.10).
I began the interviews with a warm-up discussion to build rapport and reduce tension. The
questions I used encouraged lengthy discussions and intense moments. I also practiced active
listening and empathy that was crucial for the production of rich data in my research (Noon,
2018). As per Pietkiewicz and Smith’s (2014) recommendations, I took note of expressions and
other non-verbal behavioural communication during that the interview. I recorded and
transcribed verbatim all the interviews before I conducted data analysis which I will describe in
detail in a later section of this chapter.
Phase Two. After I completed phase one, I retrieved publicly accessible data that best
responded to the research questions, from the university where the study was done. Retrieving
this data was essential for establishing credibility of data that was previously collected from the
interview transcripts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I began by browsing the university’s website to
view posts about international students and their transition to the academic environment. My
search led me to the work being done by various departments to provide a wide range of
academic support for all registered students. I then contacted select staff members to request
official copies of related documents. These staff members were members of Academic Support
units who have led several writing and transitional support initiatives on the university campus. I
received literature about academic support initiatives including a syllabus from an academic
writing course, overview of an academic writing project for international students and several
links to websites that provided additional information on support initiatives (personal and
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public). Next, I initiated an iterative process of review that involved skimming, reading, and
interpreting the data to complete elements of content and thematic analysis (Bowen, 2009). The
content analysis involved identifying “meaningful and relevant passages of text,” while the
thematic analysis involved me taking a closer look at “selected data and to perform coding and
category construction, based on the data’s characteristics, to uncover themes pertinent to the
phenomenon” (p.32).
Data Analysis
I applied an interpretative phenomenological analysis approach to the qualitative data
analysis in this study. Taking an IPA approach to data analysis requires researchers to “totally
immerse themselves in the data or in other words, try to step into the participants’ shoes” (p. 11).
This involved paying keen attention to patterns in the participants’ experiences, how they made
sense of those experiences, and how I interpreted those experiences within social and theoretical
contexts (Miller et al., 2018). I used the set of guidelines developed by Pietkiewicz and Smith
(2014) for applying an IPA approach to data analysis in qualitative research. Pietkiewicz and
Smith (2014) broke down the guidelines into three stages: (1) multiple reading and making notes,
(2) transforming notes into emergent themes and (3) seeking relationships and clustering themes.
From these stages I created a five-step approach to data analysis for this study as follows:
1. Read and re-read transcripts: I started by reading through the data from the semistructured interviews (case-by-case) at least three times to immerse myself into the data.
2. Make initial notes on transcripts: Each time I read the collected content, I made notes
from my observations. Miller et al. (2018) commented that researchers in this stage
usually “record exploratory comments, identifying participants’ objective comments,
emotional expressions, and any notable linguistic pattern” (para. 15). Each time I read I
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had different objectives, for example, the first time was to note comments that answered
the research questions, the second time was to note descriptive comments related to the
topic that stood out and the third time was a final revision for missed points. At the end of
this stage, I had separate notes for each case (transcript); I found it easier to achieve this
by using separate sheets on a Microsoft Excel document. Smith et al. (2009) explained
that this is how one achieves a “line-by-line analysis of the experiential claims, concerns,
and understandings of each participant” (p.80). For my collection of documentary
evidence from the target location, I reviewed them multiple times, and then I categorized
them by types of files (workshop videos, emails, website screenshots, syllabi etc.) in
separate folders on my personal computer.
3. Develop emergent themes from initial notes: Themes are defined as broad units of
information that form a common idea in qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In
this step I first converted my initial notes from the previous stage to form emergent
themes (case by case). These themes were paired with annotations that I made from
multiple revisions of the data. I then documented the identified themes and paired them
with corresponding quotations in a Microsoft Excel generated spreadsheet. Miller et al.
(2018) acknowledged that this is how “IPA researchers conduct a double hermeneutic,
attempting to make sense of participants making sense of their experiences” at this stage
of the analysis (para. 16). At the end of this process, I was able to make a note of the
documentary evidence that verified the quotations under each theme.
4. Search for connections amongst emergent themes to form subordinate and
superordinate themes: I then searched for similarities and differences amongst the list of
emergent themes to get a deeper perspective. Those with conceptual similarities were
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grouped to form subordinate themes. Then I looked for dominant ideas among the
subordinate themes to form superordinate themes.
5. Superordinate themes and their aligning subordinate are used to create a final
report: I then presented a final listing of superordinate themes, the aligning subordinate
themes and supporting findings in Chapter Four of this document.
Figure 3.2
The Process of Data Analysis

1. Read and re-read
Transcripts

2. Make Initial Noting
on transcripts

3. Transform notes to
emergent themes on
each transcript.

5. Generate final report
with superordinate
themes, aligning
subordinate themes and
supporting findings.

4. Search for
connections amongst
emergent themes to
form subordinate and
superordinate themes.

Note: Adapted from “A practical guide to using interpretative phenomenological analysis in
qualitative research psychology” by I. Pietkiewicz & J.A. Smith, 2014, Psychological Journal,
20, 7–14. DOI:10.14691/CPPJ.20.1.7
Establishing Trustworthiness
Mertler (2019) asserted that ensuring data quality is an essential part of qualitative
research. Essentially all researchers are concerned about producing valid and reliable data in an
ethical manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This consideration will assure that accuracy and
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believability of the collected data. Mertler (2019) outlined four criteria for establishing
trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Guidelines
outlined by Mertler (2019), Merriam and Tisdell (2016), Creswell and Poth (2015) and Patton
(2015) on how to achieve these measures were taken into consideration for this research.
Credibility
Credibility involves establishing that the information given in the research is credible
(Mertler, 2019). In this study, credibility was established by clarifying researcher bias, member
checking and adhering to IPA guidelines by experts in the field. From the outset of the study,
IPA researchers achieved credibility through reflexive journaling (Miller et al., 2018). This
involved me making a note of my preconceptions and biases of academic transition before I got
into data collection. An IPA researcher understands that they should not allow what was noted to
interfere with the data collection procedure; those preconceptions will instead be used during the
analytical procedure. I also did member checking with participants throughout the study,
especially during the transcription of the interviews, for clarity. Member checking, which is also
known as respondent validation, involved me soliciting feedback from the participants about the
accuracy of their interview transcripts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). After I transcribed the
interviews, all participants were given copies of their transcripts. If they have found no errors or
concerns, they would return the transcript and a signed transcript release form. I was also keen
on following guidelines from (Smith et al., 2009; Smith, 2011; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2018 and
Miller et al., 2018) for best practices in data collection for IPA research. They influenced my
decision to be intentional in selecting information-rich participants for the study whose detailed
descriptions supported the interpretative analysis of the phenomenon. I also demonstrated
professional interviewing skills to assure my participants’ comfort and trust during our sessions.
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Transferability
Transferability is the degree to which results in a study may be transferred or applied to
other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 198). Mertler (2019) stated transferability in qualitative research
is achieved through the provision of descriptive statements that will allow the reader to easily
identify the context of the study. Since an IPA study requires the eliciting of “rich detailed and
first-person accounts of experiences”, I therefore ensured that my purposeful sampling technique
was used to recruit information-rich participants that have all experienced the phenomenon under
observation (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2018, p.10). I also provided very detailed descriptions that
painted a vivid picture of academic transition experiences by international graduate students in
the reader’s mind.
Dependability
In ensuring that data collection is stable, qualitative researchers should account for
changes that occur in the setting (Mertler, 2019). To achieve dependability in this study I ensured
that the qualitative process of inquiry was logical, traceable, and well-documented (Patton,
2015). I used an audit trail that retraced how I arrived at the findings, tracked changes that
occurred along the way and if those changes impacted the outcome of the research.
Confirmability
Confirmability involves establishing neutrality and objectivity of data in the study
(Mertler, 2019). This research’s examination of international students’ academic transition was
dependent on subjective descriptions of experiences. IPA studies recognizes subjectivity as a
viable tool for exploring the “uniqueness of a person's experiences, how experiences are made
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meaningful and how these meanings manifest themselves within the context of the person both
as an individual and in their many cultural roles” (Shaw, 2001, p. 48). To achieve neutrality in
this study it was my role as the researcher to disclose any biases, values or beliefs that may
interfere with my interpretation of data by engaging in reflexivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I
discussed and recorded my preconceptions and biases in relation to the study in a reflexive
journal for usage in the analytical phase (Miller et al., 2018).
Triangulation
The study was designed to facilitate the triangulation of data with a content analysis of
pre-existing data that also explored international students’ academic transition (Mertler, 2019).
The concept of triangulation in a qualitative study involves the cross-checking of multiple
sources of data in research “to establish their trustworthiness or verify the consistency of the
facts” presented in the study (p. 12). Triangulation confirms the consistency and credibility of
qualitative findings. I also acquired data from a sample of participants from diverse cultural
backgrounds that provided multiple perspectives on the phenomenon to avoid the study being
subjected to a single individual’s perspective (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Ethical Considerations
According to Creswell and Poth (2018) ethical considerations include acknowledging and
addressing all anticipated and emergent moral issues in the research. This study achieved the
Mertler’s (2019) categories of ethical considerations and gained approval from the University of
Saskatchewan’s Behavioral Research Ethics Board. The categories include: (1) protection from
harm (2) voluntary and informed participation in the research, and (3) the right to privacy (p.46).
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The data (recordings, transcripts, and consent forms) from the study were also securely stored on
a password-protected computer.
Protection from Harm
According to Mertler (2019), educational researchers have the responsibility of ensuring
that participants are not exposed to “unnecessary and atypical physical or psychological harm”
(p.46). The participants were not subjected to participate in any activity that carriedmore risks
than their routine activities. I was aware of the risks of psychological harm in this
phenomenological study that may have touched on sensitive topics during the interview
(Noon,2018) but I ensured that the participants from vulnerable populations (related to gender
orientation, cultural background, religion, amongst other categories) were carefully protected
(Mertler, 2019, p. 46).
Voluntary and informed participation in the research
All participants had the right to informed and voluntary (informed consent) participation
in this research. They were briefed on the purpose of the study and handed detailed consent
forms for their approval before they did their interviews. As per Mertler’s (2019) advice, the
consent form described what their participation entailed, potential benefits of the study, potential
risks, clause on privacy, my contact information, and a place for them to indicate their decision
with a dated signature. I also reiterated that their participation was voluntary and that if for any
reason they felt discomfort throughout the study, they are free to withdraw.
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The Right to Privacy
Privacy is a critical factor in qualitative research. I reassured the participants that the
highest standard of confidentiality will be maintained throughout the study. I achieved
confidentiality by assigning pseudonyms to all participants for usage in the interviews and on the
transcripts to keep their real names protected. All physical data was stored in a locked cabinet at
the University of Saskatchewan. All electronic data was also stored on a password-protected
computer in an undisclosed location. After five years, the data will be discarded (Mertler, 2019).
Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the study’s methodology. A rationale for applying a
qualitative research design and a phenomenological framework to address the research questions
was explained. An extensive review of approaches to phenomenological research was given and
substantiating arguments for applying an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
approach to the analysis of the data sources. A thorough discussion of the methods used for data
collection, and the IPA analytic process using Pietkiewicz, and Smith’s (2014) guidelines were
also provided. The final section covered how this study established trustworthiness of the data
and the ethical guidelines that were taken into consideration.
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF DATA
Introduction
The aim of this phenomenological study was to examine and understand how
international students made sense of their experience with academic transition in a Western
Canadian university. An interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach was used to
collect data from eight purposefully selected participants using semi-structured interviews. Data
from the semi-structured interviews were corroborated using a content analysis of documentary
evidence from the location of the study. The research happened during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Therefore, data collection for this study was conducted virtually to observe the social-distancing
protocols in place at the university. The presented data addressed the following questions: What
is the experience of international students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse
(ECLD) with academic transition in postsecondary education?
Specifically, the study was guided by the following questions:
1. What is the experience of ECLD international students with academic writing in
postsecondary education?
2. How do international students adjust to the teaching approaches in postsecondary
education?
3. How can postsecondary institutions support and foster academic transition of ECLD
students?
The chapter begins with demographic and background information of the participants.
The next section focuses on the data which are organized around superordinate themes: teaching
and learning approaches, challenges, types of support and suggestions for improvement.
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Throughout the rest of the chapter, I will delve into each theme that emerged from the data with
evidential quotes from the interview transcripts (written as spoken) and substantiating
documentary evidence form the university. The themes were placed in a logical order to help
guide the reader through the participants’ description of the phenomenon in question. The
chapter closes with a summary.
Demographics of Research Participants
Table 4.1
Demographic Information of the Participants
Participants

Gender

Country

Discipline

Year of
Study

Level of
Study

Peter

Male

Iran

Masters

Lisa

Female

China

Public
1
Administration
Humanities
2

Paul

Male

Nepal

Agriculture

1

PhD

Tom

Male

Cameroon

Humanities

3

PhD

Mary

Female

China

Humanities

2

Masters

Sarah

Female

Nigeria

Humanities

3

PhD

Annie

Female

India

Pharmacology

1

Masters

Riley

Female

Colombia

Chemistry

4

PhD

Masters

Research Participant Profiles
Peter
Peter is from Iran and is enrolled in a master's program at the university. His official
language is Persian, but he learnt English through private external classes. He completed a
bachelor's, master's, and PhD in his home country. In his previous courses the language of
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instruction was Persian. There were two types of classes in his programs, theoretical and
practical. The theoretical classes had up to 40 students, but the practical classes were smaller and
held in studios or workshops. His instructors maintained a close relationship with the class,
which he attests was because of the nature of the program. He shared that the class spent a lot of
time together in the studio and often ventured out on class excursions. Peter is more accustomed
to in-person classes which he said was vital for his practical program. After his degree he
pursued his career for a few years before retuning to school to pursue his first degree outside of
Iran.
Lisa
Lisa is from China and is completing a master's degree at the university. She identified
Mandarin as her official language but has been learning English since the age of 11. Lisa shared
that the learning environment in China has vast differences from the Canadian educational
system. She recalls having a stricter teacher-centred learning experience, where students were
expected to passively listen and absorb the lessons. Lisa described her classes as intense with
little student participation. The schools were also very exam-oriented, and students were quite
competitive. When she enrolled in her postsecondary institution, the classroom setting was
similar. Professors read from slides and students asked no questions out of respect. There were
many English certification opportunities that she pursued to get better job prospects. She also
entered various English contests that ultimately improved her language competence. After
graduating from college, Lisa briefly lived and worked in Australia before moving to Canada.
Paul
Paul came to Canada from Nepal where he completed a bachelors and master's degree
before enrolling in a PhD program at the university. His official language is Nepali; English is
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his second language. Paul remembered his prior educational experience involving in-person
teaching, lab work and field-based learning. His bachelor's class had approximately 50 students
for the theoretical lessons; the number was split in half for the lab sessions. In his master's
program he had classes with 70-80 students in specialty courses but primarily studied in a group
of seven for electives. He completed his thesis on his own but was able to have regular meetings
with his supervisor. Paul also had to complete term papers, internal assessments, and final exams
in his previous studies. His undergraduate teachers provided them with photocopies of lesson
notes after class. In more recent times, most lecturers are using PowerPoint presentations for
lectures and thesis presentations in Iran. Before that time, lecturers would use the black/white
board to do illustrations and explanations. Paul started his program at the university online but
has admitted this was his first time joining a virtual classroom.
Tom
Tom is a multilingual student from Cameroon. He speaks his country's official languages
English and French, his native tongue, Nwe, and Cameroonian Pidgin. He completed his
undergraduate degree in Cameroon but later moved to Europe to earn a postgraduate diploma. In
his undergraduate program, the language of instruction was English, but he took compulsory
French classes in primary and secondary school. He shared that when speaking with his
classmates he would speak Pidgin but would switch to English when speaking to the teacher. He
recalled having very large classes with 800-1000 students in an amphitheatre for compulsory
classes at his university. The space had an insufficient supply of resources as students would still
have to sit on the floor or in their friends' laps. Teachers had few relations with students, but
Tom explained this was because of the large number of students and the fact that lecturers were
seen as 'demi-gods'. Students had the utmost respect for lecturers and would not dare to have
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informal conversations with lecturers, challenge their teachings and only refer to them by their
titles. He also described the learning environment as challenging and lamented the heavy
workload. In Europe, his courses were also taught in English. Unlike his experience in
Cameroon, the class sizes were small, more attention was placed on the students and there were
many opportunities for class participation. He completed a postgraduate diploma and had started
a master's program in Europe before transferring to Canada. He first joined the Canadian
university for a master's program, and later enrolled in the PhD program.
Mary
Mary is from China and left her country for the first time to study in Canada. She speaks
her official language Mandarin but is also fluent in Cantonese and English. She is enrolled in a
master's program at the university but completed all her previous education in China. In her
undergraduate classes there comprised approximately 30 students each and she had also lived
with four students in her dormitory. She described most of her classes as teacher-centred with
little opportunities to do presentations. The language of instruction was Mandarin, but English
has been part of her learning curriculum from a tender age. English was also a major part of her
undergraduate program where she studied various English literature genres. Most of her lecturers
were internationally trained and had high-profile translating careers. Her professors also taught
the class how to do translation from Chinese to English and would encourage them to try new
activities. She was very active in extracurricular activities at her university and entered several
competitions.
Sarah
Sarah is a Nigerian student who is currently enrolled in a PhD program. She identified
English and Yoruba as her native languages. She also speaks Nigerian Pidgin, understands
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another native tongue called Igbo and learned French in school. Sarah completed her
undergraduate degree in Nigeria before moving to Europe to read for a master's degree. She
described her undergraduate experience as difficult, with limited resources, and poor access to
the internet. The workload was very heavy, and she often found herself cramming information
for school exams. Her class sizes were large with 70-90 students; this made learning difficult as
teachers were not as accommodating with such big groups.
Classes were also held in large lecture rooms but had few opportunities to do
presentations. Through her experiences she learnt independence and resilience as no one took
any special interest in the students’ progress. The lecturers would provide handouts after their
sessions; however, it was the student's responsibilty to get their copies. She also shared that
lecturer were only identified by their tittles and were seen as 'demi-gods'. They were wellrespected and could do no wrong in their eyes. Even if they did something wrong, there was little
done about it because of their level of power. Some lecturers were more approachable but still
very professional. After completing her undergraduate degree, she enrolled in a master's program
in Europe. Her program in Europe was less stressful, had a small class size of 20 students.
Although she was the only international and black student in her cohort, she never felt excluded.
She also made several presentations and had access to many resources. Her learning experience
was more student-centred and writing centric. When she completed her master's, she paused to
develop her professional career in Nigeria and Canada. After ten years she returned to school to
pursue her doctorate.
Annie
Annie is from India and came to Canada to pursue a master's degree. Her official
language is Tamil, and her second language is English. In her previous studies in India, her class
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had 50 students, and it was mandatory to attend sessions in person. The classes were interactive
and were taught in English. She described her lecturers as friendly and approachable, but some
were strict. If the lecturer was approachable, students were not afraid to ask questions in class or
via email. However, if the lecturer was strict, the students would remain quiet. Her school was
also very exam-oriented and was constantly preparing for internal assessments. Upon completion
of that degree, she started her current program at the Canadian university virtually in the Fall but
was allowed to do work in the laboratory in the Winter term
Riley
Riley is from Colombia and is currently enrolled in a PhD program. She is a native
Spanish speaker who later learned English as a second language. She completed her
undergraduate degree in Colombia and later moved to Puerto Rico to do her master's degree. The
language of instruction in her undergraduate program was Spanish and there were more than 100
students in a class. Her classes were teacher-centred, and, out of respect, students did not ask the
lecturers any questions in class. The lecturers also used blackboards for teaching which she
admits is her preferred teaching approach. She described her lecturers as friendly and
approachable after class. They were also willing to meet with students if they were not clear on a
topic in their offices. In Puerto Rico, although classes were taught in Spanish, the writing was
done in English. She recalled having difficulties understanding Puerto Rican Spanish and writing
in English. She relied on her good interpersonal relationship with her advisor to excel in the
program. After completing her degree, she moved to Canada to pursue her doctorate.
Presentation of the Data
As the participants’ shared their stories, the diversity in educational backgrounds and
experiences with academic transition at the university, added richness to the data. As seen in
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Figure 4.1 from the in-depth analysis of the data emerged four superordinate themes: 1) teaching
and learning approaches, 2) challenges, 3) types of support and 4) suggestions for improvement.
There were also 15 subordinate themes that fell beneath each superordinate theme.
Figure 3.1
Superordinate Themes and Correlated Subordinate Themes Identified in the Findings

Teaching and Learning
Approaches
• Writing Activities
• Classroom Interactions
• Online Teaching and Learning

Challenges
• Writing Challenges
• Challenges with Classroom
Interactions
• Online Learning Challenges

THEMES
Types of Support
• University
• Peers
• Family
• Self

Suggestions for
Improvement
• Create More Opportunities for
Social Integration with Domestic
Students
• Recruit More Experienced
Student Volunteers in Academic
Support Units
• Enhanced Pre-Arrival Support
• Mandatory Intercultural Training
for Faculty and Staff
• Improved Teaching Strategies for
Multilingual Learners

This section will review each superordinate theme and its associating sub-themes
supported by evidential quotes from the interview transcripts and substantiating documentary
evidence from the university. The themes were placed in a logical order to present the results
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more coherently to the reader. Although the data below each theme varies in length, collectively
they substantially explained the phenomenon in question.
Teaching and Learning Approaches
As the participants shared their experiences adjusting to the host institution, they
provided detailed perceptions of the teaching and learning approaches at the university. From
their descriptions, the teaching and learning approaches were more learner centred as students
played a more active role in the classroom. The instructors actively engaged with students in
discussions and introduced interactive activities that increased student participation. Students had
the freedom to express themselves freely in class, and instructors were casual with their
interactions with students. Most participants revealed they were novices to a learner-centred
teaching and learning experience during our interviews.
Participants from Asian and African countries were more accustomed to a teachercentred classroom, a more traditional approach, where the instructor played a more pivotal role.
Unlike learner-centred classrooms, students in the more traditional classes were expected to
passively receive knowledge imparted by instructors. Students were not expected to actively
participate in classroom activities and asking questions or even referring to instructors casually
was not encouraged. Some participants expressed that speaking in class was a first for them
when they came to Canada. Some participants had never spoken to their instructors in their
previous schools and found it strange to be speaking casually with their lecturers, who they were
allowed to call by their first names. As I explored their stories, it was evident that transition to
postsecondary education in Canada required adjustment to a whole new academic culture with
divergent approaches and expectations from their previous learning experiences. Few
participants had previously been exposed to western teaching and learning approaches, even they
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encountered unique transitional experiences, which I will expound on in this section. I will begin
with their descriptions of the teaching and learning approaches at the university. From the data,
participants spoke mainly about three categories of teaching and learning approaches: written
activities, classroom interactions and online teaching and learning.
Writing Activities. Participants described writing as a critical part of their programs. As
the most common means of assessment in their disciplines, participants composed essays,
research papers, reflective pieces, summary papers, and generated lab reports in their respective
fields. All participants had to do writing at some stage in their undergraduate programs, but they
had varying expectations about writing at the university. Some participants expected the writing
to be more challenging but were confident in their abilities. Lisa, who came from China,
expressed:
I knew I was required to do different levels of academic writing in English and also
writing major papers or doing group work, even though I didn't know how exactly if it
would work out, but I had that expectation, and I was confident about my English
proficiency. (Lisa)
Tom, who completed postgraduate studies in Europe, also declared:
Well, for me, academic writing here was not going to be so challenging because I
remember I had already started writing before coming to Canada. I think I had two or
three peer-reviewed articles published, so I already had an understanding. (Tom)
Sarah, who also completed postgraduate studies in Europe, was optimistic about her
transition to writing in Canada as she had already overcome her struggles in that program. Other
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participants shared that despite their prior experiences with writing, they felt anxious about
writing in Canada and pressured to prove their capabilities.
As time progressed, participants noted that understanding the demands of the writing tasks took
time, practise, and patience. Tom expressed that in his Ph.D. program, “every class, we are
assigned at least two articles to read and summarize and critique those articles.” Despite the
pressure of “always being on your toes,” as he describes the intensity of his writing assignments,
he grew fond of his writing experience at the university. Annie gave her perception of written
tasks in her science-based program. She explained, “They will give us the scenario, and we have
to think about what the circumstances are; then we should like arrive at a solution to that; it's
more of most likely problem solving and critical thinking.”
Other participants enrolled in Ph.D. programs added that their instructors would challenge them
to write publishable papers, such as journal articles and review pieces. Sarah explained what her
academic writing entailed:
They're all academic, so it might be an editorial piece, it could be an argumentative essay,
but it should be publishable. Some of our writing tasks were to write something about a
policy that depends on the course and that must be publishable... even after making
presentations, sometimes you had to do summaries. (Sarah)
After they gave me examples of their written activities, I enquired about their instructor’s
expectations for written activities. They first described the academic writing style in Canada as a
mixture of expressive and authoritative. Therefore, instructors would encourage students to use
their own words and conviction to bring across originality in their writing pieces. This was not a
new concept for most participants; however, as they were being challenged to complete their
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written pieces, participants believed instructions for assignments emphasized i) critical thinking,
ii) providing sources, and iii) academic integrity at the university.
Critical Thinking. Participants stated there was a general expectation from instructors to
demonstrate critical thinking in their writing. This involved creating written pieces that displayed
strong critiques of academic topics and well-developed arguments that supported or went against
the selected topic. Participants recalled expressions from instructors such as “there are no right or
wrong answers” and “state your thoughts” as prompts to be more critical in their writing.
According to Annie, those phrases meant:
They need like our point of view, not what's written in the book; they prefer what we
think about it, they don't want to repeat the same thing that we already studied in the
textbook. They will give us the scenario, and we have to think about what the
circumstances are, then we should like to arrive at a solution. (Annie)
Mary also believed her instructors wanted students to be more insightful in their writing.
She explained, “We should not just synthesize the idea of the peer-reviewed articles, but try to
generate new ideas”. To show critical thinking in their writing, participants were also urged to be
mindful of the choice of words and the organization of their written pieces to present wellstructured papers. Sarah pointed out that for her written pieces, “You have to think about the
journal you want to publish it in, go and check what their writing format is, learn and then use
that format…the instructor can also go check if you followed the writing format”. After
exploring a course syllabus for a master’s course at the university, I also discovered that higher
marks would be given to students who have displayed an exceptional ability to organize and
express thoughts on a topic fluently, confirming the participants’ points.
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Providing Sources. Participants stated their instructors encouraged the usage of
substantial data from peer-reviewed articles and scholarly sources to strengthen the credibility of
their work. Therefore, participants recalled scoping out resources for information they could use
as direct quotations or paraphrased information to support presented arguments. Participants
described the search for supportive material as strenuous but detrimental to the success of their
assignments. However, participants expressed that information borrowed from these sources
must be carefully cited, which brings us to the next section on academic integrity.
Academic Integrity. The participants recalled how their instructors emphasized
upholding academic integrity in their writing. Upholding academic integrity was identified as
avoiding plagiarism by the participants, who ensured they applied current citation rules in their
written activities. In our discussions, Sarah stated in her classes, “we had to use APA for all
writing, even the presentations”. Applying the citation rules was not without challenges for most
participants, which will be discussed later in this chapter.
As the participants described the written activities at the university, we were introduced to their
early perceptions of their written tasks and their instructors’ expectations. Although the
participants were from different fields of study, it was noteworthy that they shared similar
insights on writing at the school. The participants discussed how the academic writing style at
the university was more authoritative as instructors expected well-structured papers that
displayed critical thinking, contextual evidence, and academic integrity. In the next section, I
will explore the participants’ descriptions of classroom interactions at the university.
Classroom Interactions. There were some interesting takeaways from the data on
classroom interactions at the university. Firstly, participants acknowledged that the level of
engagement in their classes created an inclusive academic environment where they felt free to
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express their thoughts on classroom topics. Some participants also said that engaging with their
instructors dispelled their fear of having interactions with persons of authority which was an
uncommon practice for students in their home countries. To provide some context to that point,
which several participants raised, I will highlight justifications made by two participants. Tom,
who was from the continent of Africa, explained:
The relationship between students and teachers are not that great, teachers are seen as a
demigod, and so as a student, you cannot easily approach them. We saw teachers like
gods, and they had so much influence on us…it was a master-servant kind of relationship.
(Tom)
Sarah, also from Africa, made a similar comparison to teachers at her previous school.
She explained students did not approach teachers because:
We treated teachers like demi-gods…you just respect them to that point; they can never
do any wrong, you know, and even if they do any wrong in your eyes, just have to suck it
up; there's nothing you can do about it. (Sarah)
Based on these past experiences, transitioning into a classroom setting where engaging
with instructors was encouraged was well-appreciated by the participants. Being able to
communicate with the instructors “broke down communication barriers” and made them “feel
less hesitant to speak in class.” This next section will explore how participants were kept
engaged in their courses. The transcripts revealed classroom interactions were mainly facilitated
through group discussions, presentations, and engaging with other students.
Group Discussions. Instructors would often engage students in open group discussions
on course topics. Participants pointed out that the discussions were sometimes initiated by the
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instructor and then further developed by students as they contributed their points. In other cases,
discussions are planned and may come in the form of panel discussions or debates with
instructor-assigned candidates. It was also revealed that instructors would compel students to
participate in class by linking a percentage of their final grades with how they contribute to
classroom discussions. Riley shared that her presentation equated to 10% of their final grades;
therefore, she had to put aside her fears of participating in classroom discussions. Tom stated that
the discussions encouraged him “to be more prepared for class because you do not want to
embarrass yourself by having nothing to say if you are selected… if you know what I mean”. He
also shared his strategy for class participation; he commented:
I had this friend of mine in that program, so we realized that when we come to class, we
should immediately participate and talk about what we know, immediately so that at least
they know, okay, these guys have spoken. When the questions come up, you know, we
are okay because we spoke first. (Tom)
Participants also pointed out how instructors would encourage them to make references to
examples from their home countries in classroom discussions. As a result, they not only felt
more included in the activities but got to learn more about other cultural groups.
Presentations. All participants also shared that making presentations was another popular
form of classroom interaction. It was revealed that instructors made presentations mandatory,
and they were either completed individually or in groups.
Group presentations. Mary excitedly recalled her experience completing group
presentations in her courses. She remembered her positive experiences as she was able to
coordinate well with her peers; she stated, “We communicate well with each other, and spend

91

time on each detail of our presentation, for us to explain our points clearly to our classmates."
Sarah also shared her experiences in group presentations describing them as an opportunity to
learn how to share and respect each other's opinions. She also recalled the social benefits of
meeting with her group members in the library or off-campus at a team member’s house to
prepare for their presentations. She shared that group meetings would be used to plan their
presentations and were a great space for them to connect.
Individual presentations. On the other hand, participants like Lisa, Tom, Sarah, and
Annie shared their experiences making solo presentations on assigned classroom topics. Tom,
who was accustomed to making regular presentations during his time in Europe, felt more
comfortable with this activity. He remarked that the solo presentations boosted his confidence
and challenged him to be more proactive with his readings. Sarah, who also completed prior
studies in Europe, was accustomed to making presentations and expected she would be doing the
same in Canada. She stated that for her presentations:
You had to read a particular chapter of something. You have to teach the class about it,
because the whole idea is, we're going to skip that chapter because you are taking it so we
won't go back to that chapter, so you have to learn, give as much information as possible
in a way that everyone can learn”. (Sarah)
Annie said her solo presentations were usually graded and critiqued by her instructor and
classmates. She expressed that she liked the interaction with her colleagues and their feedback
after her presentations. Although Lisa was not accustomed to making regular presentations in
China, she said her English proficiency helped her make good presentations. She also liked the
interaction with her classmates after she presented and their constructive feedback.
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Generally, the participants’ adjustment to classroom interactions went well. From the
participants’ accounts, engaging in group discussions and making presentations in class elevated
their learning experience. Being able to communicate freely in class with classmates and
instructors broke down communication barriers and helped them to feel more included in their
classes. In the next section, I will explore the final category of online teaching and learning
approaches at the university.
Online Teaching and Learning. Alternative forms of teaching and learning approaches
at the university included online programs. Participants were accessing their courses through a
school-operated learning management system (LMS), the Blackboard LMS, before transitioning
to the Canvas LMS. Through these LMS platforms, students were uploading assignments, tuning
into online teaching sessions, and posting comments in online discussions as a partial
requirement for some of their courses. However, this study was carried out during the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic that resulted in a mandatory shift from in-person classes to online delivery
of courses. Consequently, Canvas became the main access point for courses at the university.
As the pandemic changed the trajectory of course delivery, instructors had to become
more innovative in their teaching and learning approaches to make the transition from in-person
to online delivery a smooth one. At the time of the study, three participants (Annie, Peter and
Paul) started their journeys at the university virtually. The remaining six participants had started
their programs in person and then made a complete transition to online learning during the
pandemic. Although there were persons who experienced online learning before COVID-19,
during the interviews, participants only shared their thoughts, feelings, and reflections on their
online learning experiences during the pandemic. This section will share the participant's
experiences navigating Canvas to join live teaching sessions and access course material.
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Live Teaching Sessions. As the instructors strived to offer their ‘virtual classrooms,’ live
synchronous teaching sessions were introduced for synchronous online delivery of lessons.
Instructors would use video-calling platforms such as Zoom and Cisco WebEx to live-stream
their lessons. The students would log in to these live sessions through their school accounts and
were able to engage with the instructors as they would in-person but virtually. The participants
gave rave reviews about synchronous teaching sessions, the closest reminder of in-person
classes. Peter expressed, "I could feel that I am still in a community where I can share my
feelings and ask my questions.” Participants also appreciated seeing their classmates and using
the LMS software’s tools to contribute to discussions. There were also mentions about joining
‘break-out rooms’ on the video-calling platform for group discussions. Overall, participants
enjoyed a greater sense of connectedness with their class because of the live teaching sessions.
Accessing Course Activities. The instructors use the Canvas LMS to manage the delivery
of the courses. Participants explained that the LMS was divided into modules that contained
varying class material to be explored and activities to be completed to pass the course
successfully. According to the participants, instructors uploaded material such as pre-recorded
lessons, academic articles, supplemental reading lists, videos, and various links to educational
websites. The instructors also posted assignments, online quizzes and discussions on classroom
topics which required students to upload their responses. The participants remarked that the
content was easily accessible and made it easier to follow the course syllabus. Paul believed the
format of Canvas helped him “to concentrate more effectively” as he tried to retain course
content. Annie felt the structure of the course material was user-friendly and liked the
practicality of the upload options for assignments on Canvas. Peter also found the instructors’
usage of multimedia tools on Canvas to be entertaining; he commented:
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When in Canvas, I read the course text, in the middle of the course text, there were a lot
of links that took me to the internet, to other pages, and other social networks, for
example, YouTube, that were very exciting and, for example, podcasts and interviews
and some learning activities, which was like a play, and we could use this platform to
access our learning. Still, it was very joyful and also, because we could communicate
with the text, it was interactive. (Peter)
Additionally, participants appreciated the convenience of online learning. Participants
expressed it was more cost-efficient and less hectic to take classes at home than to rush to inperson lessons. Mary stated the benefit of taking online classes was avoiding public
transportation. She also mentioned that the online classes eased the financial burden of
international students, who could now choose to continue their lessons in their home countries
than pay rental fees in Canada. Tom also eagerly expressed:
I like online learning because I don't have to wake up very early to go to school. I don't. I
don't have to look for something to wear. I could just be in my pajamas and attend my
classes right from bed; I felt like I could express myself more because there is a level of
panic that comes when you have to present before people. I think I did more in that sense;
my performance was much better than the traditional face-to-face. (Tom)
In summary, participants gave positive reviews of online learning at the university.
Participants appreciated the practicality of maneuvering course material through the Canvas
LMS. They also enjoyed the community and the live teaching sessions created during the
nationwide lockdown. Although the participants gave positive perceptions of their teaching and
learning approaches at the university, collected data revealed how participants prior learning
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experiences and cultural values had initially impacted their academic transition. In the next
section, I will explore examples given during the interviews.
Challenges
My discussions with the participants revealed they were faced with challenges while
adjusting to the teaching and learning approaches at the university. The data shows that
challenges were linked to differences in educational practices and conflicting beliefs or customs
from previous learning experiences. The linguistic, social, and cultural factors also affected
participants’ transition to the new learning environment. This section will explore the challenges
experienced by participants by the correlated category of teaching and learning approaches
previously discussed in this chapter.
Writing Challenges. Participants described writing at the university as a difficult
experience. Despite their merits in writing back in their home countries, some participants found
writing in Canada to be “humbling” and “next level.” The ESL learners among the participants
complained they experienced the most challenges. Although these participants had a general
understanding of the language rules, they still made errors in their academic writing. Some
participants also felt intimidated by their native-English speaking classmates, stemming from a
general fear of sounding “less smart” because of their developing language competency. Other
challenges were beyond the participants' control; they were linked either to their lack of
experience in academic writing or to an experience with an instructor. From the data, the
common challenges among the participants as described below:
Making grammatical errors. Mary, whose first language was Cantonese, had trouble
with grammar, resulting in her taking a long time to complete assignments. Peter also shared his
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challenge with grammar; as a Persian-native speaker, he shared that his essays had many errors,
but he was grateful his instructor still understood his points. Although Riley, a native-Spanish
speaker, credited her experience completing her master’s degree in English, she still found
herself making grammatical errors in her writing. English-speaking participants, Tom and Sarah
also faced their share of writing struggles. Tom reported his struggle with grammar when he first
started writing at the university; he commented, “Academic writing takes into account grammar
and vocabulary. I think this is where international students are slightly weak”. On the other hand,
Sarah struggled with spelling; she explained, “I was always conscious of my spelling, knowing
the British English and that Canadian is mostly American English.”
Little writing experience. Another challenge for participants had little writing experience
in their previous schools. Coming from a pharmaceutical program, Annie grew more accustomed
to a more practical classroom where writing was primarily completed in examinations. As a
result, the transition to her current graduate program, where writing was a significant component,
proved to be more difficult than she had anticipated. She explained the “writing style in the
program was very different from my writing style” as she complained about trying to be
expressive in her writing. Paul was also nervous about writing in his Ph.D. program as he was
more accustomed to lab work and field placements in his previous school. Although he had only
completed his preliminary courses at the time of the interview, which had fewer writing
requirements, Paul suspects his lack of experience will be a challenge.
Limited feedback from instructors. Participants also reported lack of feedback from
instructors as a writing challenge. Lisa expressed that she was not pleased with the instructors’
limited instructions about writing assignments and expectation that all students could work
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independently. Riley was also critical of her experience with her instructors’ feedback. She
stated:
First, I go to one instructor, and they usually make changes and then I go to the second
instructor, and sometimes you can see they make some changes to what the first
instructors did, and it goes back to what I had at the beginning, so it's like okay which
one should I change. (Riley)
Their ambiguous feedback affected her writing experience for her Ph.D. comprehensive
exam, which required extensive writing. After selecting prospective topics and sharing them with
her supervisors for their feedback, she had no constructive feedback, which left her feeling
hopeless. Other participants said feedback from the instructors was too generalized.
Difficulty applying APA citation. The final writing challenge experienced by participants
was adjusting to the APA citation style. Sarah commented that it was imperative for them to use
the APA rules to format all written tasks at the university. However, the citation style had several
rules about formatting that required a lot of time learning the guidelines for different sections of
an academic paper. As a result, Mary shared her dependence on books for help with APA as she
struggled, like most participants, to understand the referencing formats. Other participants
expressed that their unpleasant experience with APA came from a general fear of missing
pertinent steps that could result in accusations of plagiarism.
Challenges with Classroom Interactions. Transition to a teacher-centred classroom
included an adjustment to increased classroom interactions. However, participants never
imagined social and cultural factors would impact their experience. This section will expound on
some cited examples from the interviews. The participants experienced the most challenges at
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the beginning of their programs. For most participants, this was their first time being in a
classroom where English was the language of instruction. Other participants shared that this was
their first time being in an international classroom; therefore, they were novices to most
classroom interactions.
“They Speak Too Fast”. The ESL participants in the group complained the most about
fast-paced English speakers in their classes. They found that while some instructors made an
effort to slow down their speech, their classmates were not as moderate. Annie, a native speaker
of Tamil, expressed the fast pace of the classroom conversations made it difficult for her to
contribute to the discussions. Peter shared similar sentiments as he argued, " when instructors
and native English speakers speak too fast, it's hard to understand their points." He shared that
for him to retain his lessons, he had to record his sessions to replay them at a slower pace in his
spare time. Although Tom was a native-English speaker, he also had trouble understanding the
fast English speakers. Although he would miss some of the points they made in class, he also felt
shy about asking his classmates to repeat themselves. He expressed:
The domestic students, I do not really understand what they are saying because they're
speaking too fast, and then I feel bad to stop them and say, oh, can you repeat what
you've just said? So, because you're in that environment, you're shy to speak up, and you
just let things go. (Tom)
Mandarin speakers Annie and Lisa also recalled instances where they had trouble
understanding English conversations. Unlike Tom, Annie expressed that she felt more
comfortable asking her classmates to speak more clearly for her to understand their points.
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“There are too many accents”. The international cohort at the university was a very
diverse group of students from all over the world. However, this diversity resulted in an influx of
accents that were not always the easiest to comprehend by the participants. Riley pointed out that
her linguistically diverse department made her adjustment to English more difficult. She
explained that while she was more familiar with North American accents, "in my department, I
can say like, 50% of the instructors are Canadians, and others are from other parts of the world."
According to Riley, her instructors, who came from Canada, Russia and Germany, had
conflicting accents. Consequently, she had to make a concerted effort to understand each of their
lectures
“They don’t understand my accent.” On the contrary, participants had trouble with
classroom interactions because of their accents. Riley shared her reluctance to speak in class as
her classmates had difficulty understanding her “thick Spanish” accent. Although Sarah was a
native English speaker, she also felt conscious about her accent. Sarah commented:
You know, you're in a different environment. You're conscious of how you speak based
on your pronunciation and diction. You're so conscious of everything. Will people
understand me? will I understand people? you know, so being too cautious sometimes
messes with our brain and messes with our mind. (Sarah)
Other participants like Tom also felt frustrated about his accent. As a result, he was reluctant to
speak in class when he first started his program, as he was often asked to repeat his points.
Understanding Canadian References. The participants expressed difficulty in
understanding Canadian references made in class. During classroom discussions, the instructors
and domestic students would mention Canadian examples that pertained to the topic. However,
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while speaking about these examples, they would often use casual language or slang, making it
difficult for participants to understand. When her domestic colleagues spoke, Annie said, "I don't
even know what they're saying, like, I'm just taking it in another meaning." Peter and Mary also
struggled to understand their colleagues because of their use of casual language. Peter remarked,
“I don't know what they are talking about on occasions because I also don't know the Canadian
movies or tv series they are talking about, and it is not okay for me.” Mary shared that she and
her other Chinese colleagues also had trouble understanding the lecturers and their references to
Canadian topics. As a result, they would remain silent in class and discuss after class amongst
themselves.
Interactions with Domestic Students. The transcripts revealed that the participants had
fewer interactions with the domestic students. In our discussions, while they may have
experienced working in groups with the domestic students, their social circles mostly comprised
other international students. As a result, Lisa recalled having discomfort with group activities:
To team away with local students, I just feel sometimes, or maybe most of the time. At
the beginning of my experience, I feel they were not very open to embracing international
students into their group; their reaction is to turn to their own domestic students. That's
something I have noticed. (Lisa)
She further explained that this is difficult for Chinese students who are by nature shy. She
explained this was the reason they tend to "hide out with their own." Tom also shared that the
domestic students and the international students sat on opposite sides in class. After admitting to
having more international friends, he explained:
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It was easy for me. We are international students; we have the same worries, we have the
same, you know, it's easy to talk to each other than crossing over. Although growth
happens when you can go out of your comfort zone, it's more comfortable for someone
coming into a new environment to talk to other international students. (Tom)
Addressing Instructors by Their First names. A common challenge amongst the study
participants was addressing and referring to the instructors by their first names. For most
participants, addressing leaders by their first name was a sign of disrespect and was forbidden in
their culture. Tom found it difficult to call his supervisor by his first name when he first arrived
because of his upbringing in Cameroon. He explained, "it's not something that I'm used to, in my
culture, where I come from, that would be disrespectful." He shared a story where he referred to
his instructor by his first name in a conversation with a colleague and was later penalized for his
mistake because the instructor overhead the conversation.
So, remember I talked about this servant master relationship between teachers and
students back home? I remember coming to his office (the lecturer) one day to talk about
my project because I was doing something about the proliferation of churches in my area.
So, I stood by his door; he was in there with another student. So, I stood by the door and
talked with another guy, who was also waiting to see him. So, I asked him in Pidgin if
Allah (the lecturer’s first name) is also his supervisor, and the guy said, yes, I thought
that was it. When it was my turn to get into the office, I went in there, and the lecturer
said he was not going to look at my work. I said, why sir? He said he heard me calling
him by his first name with no respect, so he's not going to take my work. I was
devastated. (Tom)
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Annie from India also shared that “in my home country, you never call the instructors by
using their names.” As a result, she usually 'thinks twice' before talking to the instructor. For the
same reason, Sarah also explained, “I struggled with calling instructors by name because that
was something I dare not do in Nigeria.”
Connecting with Instructors. Participants also shared difficulty connecting with their
instructors. Lisa explained that Chinese students “tend to avoid instructors or anyone at the
higher levels of the management team because that's just the kind of the style like we
received…they are scared to be too close with them”. Annie also expressed that it was not easy
for her to approach the instructors like the domestic students because in her culture, ‘it’s not
appropriate to disturb them…it will take some years for me to adjust”. Sarah also shared that it
was difficult for her to relate to the instructors as that was not the custom in Nigeria. She
explained that the respect for instructors was very high, almost like ‘demi-gods’; therefore,
students dared not to “speak out of bounds” with their instructors. Tom had a similar reason for
his difficulty relating to instructors when he first arrived in Canada. He shared that “teachers are
seen as a demi-god, and so as a student, you cannot easily approach them …it was a masterservant kind of relationship”. On the contrary, difficulty connecting with the instructors was also
linked to fear of seeming incompetent. Lisa, who completed her prior studies in China, stated
that:
If I'm confused about something, like for basic things like ‘what is annotated
bibliography?’ these kinds of questions I wouldn't ask my instructor. I think it's stupid,
even though I don't know about it… So, I wouldn't ask this kind of question to the
instructor because I don't want to show my incompetence. (Lisa)
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The transition to classroom interactions was not the smoothest for participants. The challenges
came with understanding accents and being insecure about their accents. Others struggled with
connecting with their instructors and classmates for various cultural factors. In the next section, I
will explore the challenges faced by participants as they adjusted to online learning at the
university.
Online Learning Challenges. Participants were faced with challenges transitioning to
the online learning approaches at the university. Some challenges were linked to limited
exposure to online learning before moving to Canada. Other difficulties were perpetuated by
attached anxiety and frustration in anticipation of transitioning to online learning during the
pandemic.
Not Accustomed to Online Learning. Through our discussions, it was revealed that
online learning was new for many participants. Among those who were novice to online learning
was Peter, who joined the program online from his home country, Iran, before coming to
Canada. Peter completed his educational training up to the Ph.D. level in Iran. Since all his
classes had very practical in-studio elements, he expressed that “being in-person was vital” and
was, therefore, his only learning method. He also shared that his graduate cohort, a smaller class
size, shared a closely knitted relationship. Thus, making the transition to a virtual classroom was
“weird.” Peter stated:
I couldn't feel the class atmosphere; I couldn't feel that I was attending a class, maybe
because of my previous experiences, I don't know. Still, I felt that I was at home more
than being in a class, and I needed to stay behind a computer and research and write, read
and write for long times, with no connection with classmates, teachers, just me
sometimes. (Peter)
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Another participant who was new to online learning was Paul. Although he was in
Canada, Paul had to join his sessions virtually. Paul completed his previous education up to the
master’s level in Nepal more than five years ago. Face-to-face classes were mandatory for his
previous programs as they required laboratory and field experience. Paul explained:
We had never experienced this partial type of learning, the only form was the face-toface, and because I did it back long, I completed my master's in 2013 and was involved in
teaching there in my home Institute. So, we have experienced face-to-face teaching the
laboratory and field-based learning because I belonged to the plant science agriculture
faculty. So, what we used to do and what I experienced at what levels and the field found
results apart from the classroom instruction and the virtual model was totally new for us
until I came here and had some experience in this unprecedented time. (Paul)
Annie started her program in Canada online but was new to virtual learning. She
completed her previous education in India, and in-person sessions were also mandatory for her
Bachelor of Technology in Pharmaceutical Technology degree program. Annie described the
transition from a large class size that was very interactive and taught in Tamil to an English
virtual classroom as “unusual.” On the contrary, Riley, who started her classes in-person preCOVID, was also new to online learning. She completed her undergraduate education in
Colombia and her master’s degree in Puerto Rico. In both countries, a chalkboard teaching
method was most prevalent at the time. Her studies in Chemistry also required frequent
laboratory usage; therefore, in-person sessions were mandatory. Since she attended in-person
classes in Canada that also had a whiteboard component, she was comfortable with the format of
teaching. As a fourth-year Ph.D. candidate, Riley only experienced online learning through her
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Teaching Assistant duties. She described her experience as “pretty different” and not short of
challenges, discussed in the next section.
Less interaction in classes. As expressed by Peter, online courses were “more like
speaking to a machine.” For most, the absence of a physical classroom robbed them of their
anticipated chances to interact with their classmates. Annie remarked that with online classes, “I
don't have like a community or like have friends to discuss, like, if we have like in-person
classes, we have chance to, like collaborate with students, like, share our thoughts, and we can
learn better.” Mary shared similar sentiments adding that “there is like, a drying distance
between my classmates” and me during her online lessons. She further explained, “when we do
our online courses, we don't have to turn on our cameras, and the instructor is like being so just
awkward like they just feel comfortable talking to a blank space.”
Mary argued this made herself and her classmates feel complacent and lose interest in the
courses. She described the ‘casual’ approach to online learning by the instructors as
unprofessional and an uncommon custom in China. Peter’s experience was similar to Mary’s,
noting “there was a little communication between classmates and me and the instructors, so I
didn't like this part.” Tom, who had started his classes in person, remarked that he also began to
miss interacting with his class a few weeks. He disclosed feeling depressed because of the
changes and his eagerness to return to the school campus.
No sense of community. Another challenge discussed by the participants was feeling no
sense of community. They had few interactions in their online classes, and with the social
distancing and self-isolation protocols in place, making friends on campus seemed impossible.
Mary pointed out that once the classes switched to online learning, her close international friends
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moved back home. Therefore, having little interaction with her classmates made her feel more
alone. Annie also lamented about having no social life; she stated:
What I'm dealing with right now is I don't have a social life, like I don't have like a
community or like have friends to discuss, like, if we have like in-person classes we have
chance to, like collaborate with students, like, share our thoughts. We can learn better…
in India, even in a pandemic, since like, we have a huge population, you can find people
everywhere…but in Saskatoon, like the population is very less like even before the
pandemic, it's difficult to find people around. So, like in the pandemic, it's completely
like no people; you cannot see anyone. (Annie)
These expressions suggest that online learning limited social interactions and left some
students feeling lonely and out of touch.
Technical Difficulties. Some participants experienced technical difficulties with online
learning from our discussions. Peter disclosed that connecting to his classes from Iran proved
difficult because of his country’s restrictions. As a result, he used a Virtual Private Network
(VPN) to log in to his sessions. He explained:
Specifically, from Iran, we have a problem; we cannot connect to some networks because
it's restricted in my country; for example, the WebEx that I am communicating with you
now is filtered in Iran it's restricted in Iran by the Canadian government and, hence, I’m
required to use VPN to be able to connect, and it costs, and it reduced the speed, so it's
one of my problems. I communicated with the IT part of USask, but they couldn't help
me. Yes, for example, Zoom and YouTube are restricted. There are a lot of social
websites, social media and something like these that are restricted in Iran, and we have
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problems connecting well with instructors and other classmates and achieving data
information. (Peter)
Although Riley was not required to complete any online courses, she was required to lead
online sessions as a teaching assistant. She admitted that it was difficult initially as she struggled
with the equipment to teach her lessons. Riley explained:
We had a separate camera, but nobody knew how to use it. It was a camera that shows
you what you are writing, and it's better for explaining. But at the beginning, it was pretty
confusing. Sometimes you cannot add the camera, so it is very stressful, and you feel bad
because you already spent like 10-15 minutes trying to fix the problem and sometimes,
you can’t fix it. (Riley)
The technical difficulties faced by the international students suggested online learning
was not always a pleasant experience. There were instances when a poor internet connection
would also affect the audio or video resolution quality for live teaching sessions.
Additional Challenges Adjusting to the Academic Environment
The data also showed where some participants' workload affected their social life. Riley
expressed that the pressure of trying to complete her mandatory courses to move on to the next
leg of her Ph.D. was difficult. She stated:
your first term it's composed of six different models of Chemistry, and you have to
choose the models … you take three, and in another term, you take three. They tell you if
you don't pass this course with at least 75, you get out with the program. (Riley)
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Annie also mentioned that she had no social life because of her workload. The added
pressure of meeting her deadlines to begin lab work also prevented her from socializing with
others. Another common social challenge was insecurity. Lisa, who disclosed that Chinese
students are shy by nature, admitted they (Chinese students) felt insecure about "being placed on
the spot" or even socializing with other cultural groups. As a result, she asserted they tend to
"hide out with their own" and try to avoid speaking out in class.
Peter also shared his challenge completing schoolwork on what he considered the
weekend. He explained that “Thursdays and Fridays are weekends in his country, and Saturday is
the first day of the week in Iran.” As a result, religious obligations on his weekends would clash
with his school commitments, but his instructors have been accommodating.
In sum, the participants shared unique stories about adjusting to the teaching and learning
approaches at the university. For most participants, the adjustment, in the beginning, was
challenging as it differed from their previous educational experiences. Other factors that affected
the participants’ academic transition were linguistic, social, and cultural. Over time the
participants reported progress in their academic journeys at the university after receiving support
from various sources. I will discuss these channels of support in the next section.
Types of Support
International students are faced with numerous hurdles as they try to fit into their new
school culture. As previously discussed, participants were faced with various academic
challenges instigated by conflicting learning, cultural, social, and linguistic factors. However, in
my discussion with the participants, we spoke about how they could overcome these challenges
through the support of the university, peers, and family members. There were also instances
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where participants could also support themselves. As the participants shared their stories, we
understand more in detail their adjustment process and how essential having support was to their
overall well-being. In this section, I will explore the different types of support they received
(university, peers, family, self) and how they have elevated the participants’ transitional
experience.
University Support. The interview transcriptions show that support from the university
played a significant role in the academic transition of international students. It was evident that
the university had invested in numerous support avenues to ensure a smoother transitional
process for its increasingly diverse student population. From the data, critical avenues of support
included: the international department, career services, academic support services, faculty, and
language development services. This section will explore the participants' experience with each
unit.
International Department. The most frequently mentioned support came from the
university’s international department. From their descriptions, the department comprised a team
of dedicated university professionals who specialized in various areas of transitional support for
newcomer students. After receiving their offer letters, all participants lauded this department’s
efforts to help them get settled on campus. While speaking to Mary, she asserted, “if we have
any visa problem or anything about your student status, you can always ask ISSAC (the
department) for help because they offer support to international students.” Tom shared that his
arrival in Canada was not the smoothest after being repeatedly denied a student visa. However,
upon his late arrival, he shared his relief when ISSAC (the department) offered “smooth and
effective” services to help with his transition. The participants also highlighted the department’s
keen guidance on how to complete their social insurance numbers and health card applications.
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The school’s website described the international department as a central support unit for
the school community geared towards building a more globally aware and welcoming campus.
As reported by the participants in our discussions, the department’s arrival, transition, and
cultural support includes advising services, hosting social activities, and workshops about
settling down in the country. A report that the international department prepared stated an
increase in drop-in appointments from international students about academic inquiries during the
2021 Fall term. During that time, the department shifted its services to online platforms, but the
changes did not seem to hinder the department's progress.
Career Support. Participants also revealed that the university offered career support to
students. Mary recalled getting assistance with editing her resume and job letter. In her
interview, she shared, “they have experts like to guide you, like on a resume or CV and also like,
what's your future career, if you always want to ask for some information and discuss it with
them, there are like, professional coaches and they are licensed.” She also mentioned visiting job
fairs that the university hosted. In attendance were several local and international partners who
had job opportunities and issued information to interested students.
Academic Support Units. The collected data revealed the university offered various
forms of academic support. Examples mentioned by the participants mainly included academic
workshops and writing support services at the library.
Academic Workshops. Mentions of attending workshops dominated our conversations
about transitional support. It was evident that the university hosted several of these workshops,
and they were well-supported by international students. The participants explained they attended
the workshops to improve their writing and research skills. The topics varied from writing
literature reviews to learning about citations and searching for library resources, amongst other
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subjects. Lisa, who has attended several workshops, stated that the sessions covered a lot of
academic topics; she expressed:
They have so many different kinds of informative sessions to discuss lots of academic
topics and skills. So that was really helpful for me to get my academic expectations right
and follow up with some academic skills development… I went to workshops about
plagiarism, about literature review about, summarizing about Mendeley, how to write a
thesis, etc. (Lisa)
Mary related to Lisa’s claims, as she also found herself attending numerous workshops. She
asserted:
There are a lot of workshops you can join to get academic help. It happens like every day.
You can just register and look at the time and the actual schedule, and if you got time,
you can just go to the workshop and learn how to write in APA style, do presentations
well, and do different styles of academic work. (Mary)
Peter described the workshops as essential for familiarizing his new Canadian environment. He
stated:
There were a lot of workshops about writing and about managing time. I think these
workshops were very interesting. They helped me get familiar with the Canadian
environment and society. They're very useful, and their PowerPoints and presentation
were very informative and were just what I needed for my writings and my learning
process. (Peter)
The study site’s website had information on graduate students' academic workshops. The
topics for graduate students included transition to grad school, research, writing, and citation
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software. There were also links to upcoming sessions and recordings of past writing workshops.
After watching the recordings of a few writing workshops, I noticed topics such as the writing
process, avoiding plagiarism, making the most of the library, academic culture shock, and
writing well-organized paragraphs, amongst other sessions that addressed writing concerns.
These topics covered some areas of concern mentioned in the interviews with the participants.
The fact that the university felt the need to organize workshops around these concerns is a
testament to the academic challenges experienced by the participants.
Writing support at the library. Participants described the library as a central hub for
academic services during the interviews. Participants were able to access resources for research
and could also seek support from the writing centre, which was being housed in the library. An
email from a Learning Specialist in the library explained that students had sessions with tutors
via drop-ins or over the internet who would help graduate students with their writing concerns.
They guided students in approaching the writing process and helped ESL students understand
grammar rules. Mary explained that “you can submit your assignment online to them in the
writing centre and tell them what you need help with, either in grammar or APA citation.”
Lisa recalled getting assistance from one of the librarians to search for academic
resources “the librarian helped me improve my searching skills. If you want to search for some
academic resources, if you don't know how to do it, you can book an appointment with them;
they can show you how to do it”. Tom also shared a similar experience with one of the
Librarians who helped him to search the library’s website for material; he expressed:
The librarian helped a lot of us; she took us through the research processes and how and
where to get relevant materials, how to navigate the search engines, and things like that.
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So, she was very helpful. She also organizes these seminars and workshops for students.
(Tom)
The university’s library website detailed various services available for graduate students.
The services included learning support for developing graduate skills, writing skills, academic
integrity, and guidance for the research publication process. As described by the participants, the
library’s writing centre listed several resources, tutoring services, and workshops (mentioned in
the previous section). When the school closed in-person services on campus, the library moved
its services to online platforms. Inquiry about access to documents about the library’s writing
services was not successful but led to a substantial email from one of the Learning Specialists in
the library. The email highlighted that half of the student intakes at the library were international
students and a large portion of the intakes were ESL learners. In supporting these students, the
Learning Specialist also highlighted a few setbacks in the department:
Since I started my job in 2007, when the writing centre was given stable funding
and moved out of the English department to a learning centre (in the library), I've been
advocating for and trying to get the university to fund ESL support. There is always a
hesitancy to this, which may be in an administrator's mind (a decision-maker who can
choose to fund this) the idea that 1) the language centre has that covered (even though
they are not offering what is needed in terms of free, one-to -one support) and that the
students would have had to have passed a language test to come here and therefore
should be "okay." They are not always okay. Colleges know it, departments know it, and
faculty knows it. It's frustrating. There is such a hole in terms of language support
(reading, writing, speaking, listening). (Learning Specialist)
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The team member also pointed out that they have tried to improve their services by hiring
more ESL and international graduate student tutors. Approximately 30 graduate student tutors,
mostly international, were hired to tutor students. The ESL tutors’ linguistic capabilities and
advanced training have proven an asset to the team.
Faculty Support. All participants described faculty support as an instrumental part of
their academic transition. Outside of the few mentions about receiving standard administrative
assistance, other forms of faculty support included: instructor-student support, transitional
courses, academic advisor support, orientation and help from teaching assistants.
Instructors. During our discussions, instructor-student support peaked amongst all the
participants’ stories. Initially, participants hesitated to develop a rapport with their instructors as
it was not the norm in their home countries. Participants like Tom and Mary shared that speaking
casually with an instructor or someone in a leadership role was disrespectful in Cameroon and
China, respectively. According to Tom, although his instructors were friendly, initially, he was
not sure how to react to the change of culture. However, he further disclosed, “with time, I was
able to trust that these relationships (with the instructor) are genuine, and whatever they're doing,
they're doing for my good.”
The data revealed that instructor-student rapport was manifested in the following ways:
Supervisor-student relationship. The participants completing theses and dissertations
provided insight into their relationships with their supervisors. As an ESL learner, Lisa credited
her supervisor’s guidance to succeed as a master’s thesis student. She stated:
As a thesis student, my support is mainly from my supervisor. We would have
regular meetings to talk about my progress, to clear my questions to understand the
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expectations or the structures and everything. After writing my drafts, my supervisor
would revise them and give me advice. All of these are helpful for me…Sometimes I
send her an outline, and then she will provide me with feedback. Sometimes I don't, and
then I will do my draft and send my draft to her. She will give me feedback based on the
logical and the English academic writing pieces, such as grammar or this part needs to be
collected clarification or this sentence may be a little bit awkward, need to be explained
better, things like that. So that's how we work together about that part. (Lisa)
Sarah also shared a similar relationship with her supervisor. In her first term at the
university, she recalled experiencing insecurities about her capabilities because of her ten-year
gap from school. However, after meeting with her supervisor to discuss her concerns, his
encouraging words resolved her insecurities. She expressed:
If I wanted to get a second opinion on something, he was willing to read my work,
like, within 24 hours, just give me a personal opinion. And basically, I remember he also
sent me clips of presentations… So that meeting was very productive to the point it made
me understand what teacher learning experience should be, like, you know, and it's also
helped me establish a working relationship. And we set out goals and expectations at the
end of the first year… The initial strategy was to meet up and pour out my mind. This is
what I expect and how long I intend to take in this program. Ph.D. is not my life shouldn't
take all my all the years. I don't want to spend more than a maximum of four years.
(Sarah)
Tom also shared a similar relationship with his supervisor. He conveyed that he was the
first person to help him with his academic transition. They first met when his supervisor
functioned in an academic advising role in their department. He shared that his first encounter
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with his supervisor was in a consultation where he felt comfortable sharing his concerns,
academic plans, and career goals. After the meeting, the academic advisor agreed to become
Tom’s supervisor and provide constant support during his academic journey. As he reflected on
his relationship with his supervisor, he stated:
He did an excellent job helping me transition into writing; he really encouraged me. He
was always positive; he never really ignored my opinions and contributions. He made me
feel as if they were important even though some I believe were not. Yeah, he encouraged
me all the way. (Tom)
Peter started his master’s program at the university virtually but expressed he still felt
well-supported by his supervisor. When he made his flight arrangements, he informed his
supervisor, who offered to give him a tour of the surrounding city. He shared, “it's amazing for
me to have this kind of relationship and conversations with my supervisor during the
interviews.” Paul also started his Ph.D. program virtually but remained close to his supervisor.
He asserted that his regular meetings with his supervisor boosted his confidence in conducting
his research. He also shared that his supervisor helped him with transportation to his field work.
Instructor-student rapport. The participants talked about several occasions when their
instructors supported them after lectures. There were mentions about sending emails to their
instructors if they had concerns about a topic or an assignment. Mary and Lisa stated that they
would send outlines for their essays to the instructors ahead of time. The instructor would then
give constructive feedback and encouragement to complete their assignments. Annie noted that
she could always seek guidance from the instructor outside of class. She remarked, “we can ask
doubts if we have any, and we can arrange a meeting with an instructor or email them. We can
email him at any time, and he will reply immediately”. She also expressed that her instructor was
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always willing to correct her mistakes when she had difficulty with academic writing. Sarah also
found solace in sending her concerns to her instructors. She recalled her experience having
trouble understanding a textbook and reaching out to the instructor for assistance:
I remember sending an email because I felt bothered; I sent an email to the instructor,
okay, I want to know how to understand this better. Is there a simpler textbook because
one of the major changes that were recommended, I struggled reading it; every time I
wanted to read it, I would always sleep because it was so boring and loaded. I had to
request a simpler textbook, and she recommended something, an article to read that was
one thing I appreciated because she came from an angle, oh, I understand it, don't worry.
It's not you, and she gave an example of when she was also doing a Ph.D. how it was
learning all these things, so you know, so I appreciated it. (Sarah)
That experience gave Sarah a greater appreciation of her instructor, whom she said: “was
more empathetic and understood where I was coming from.” Peter also discussed an experience
where his instructor was very compassionate. He commented that when the class felt
overwhelmed, the instructors would cancel some of the smaller assignments and postpone due
dates. Peter remarked:
The instructors’ feedback was very kind, and sometimes they tried to understand the
students, omit some small assignments during special times, or postpone the due date of
some assignments, and something like these that I think was very helpful for me, at least.
(Peter)
Academic Advisor. Another source of faculty support came from the Academic Advisors.
The participants shared that they were assigned Academic Advisors in their first terms. These
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professionals were available to assist them with any academic concerns while adjusting to the
school campus. Peter noted that the Academic Advisor in his department was available for ten
hours each week. He recalled:
In the orientation session, the school introduced her to us, and I tried to send my first
assignments to her and get her reviews and advice; I think they were very useful for me
to get better and the instructors. I think they are, and they were very kind. They
understood me because I spoke a different language and came from a different
background, but they helped me correct my first assignments grammatically and gave
them back to me. I could gradually learn, and I could improve my writing in this way.
(Peter)
Tom also shared his initial encounter with his Academic Advisor. He recounted being
shocked by the advisor's casual setting as they spoke about his academic plans. Tom completed
his undergraduate degree in Cameroon, describing the teacher-student relationship as nonexistent. Tom said meeting the advisor “was a very strange experience for me, because I know
whenever I've discussed with teachers and an instructor, it's always been academic, and nothing
more” as he compared his previous experiences. He had this to say about the encounter:
I remember walking into this guy's office. Even in Europe, the relationships with teachers
are not as close and casual as what you have here in Canada. I walked into this guy's
office, and he offered me a seat and pulled his seat close to me. And we started
discussing all sorts of things. It was a very strange experience for me because I know I've
always discussed whenever I've discussed with teachers and an instructor; it's always
been academic and nothing more. But here is a guy, an instructor, that wants to discuss
my life, my goals in Canada and opportunities. So, from that moment, I connected with
119

him immediately. And I said to myself; this guy will be my supervisor; I'm not going
anywhere else. So, we discussed my project; we discussed my aspirations. (Tom)
As Tom declared in the above quote, the Academic Advisor later became his supervisor
for his dissertation, a testament to how impactful the advisors have been to the participants’
journeys.
A revision of web content linked to the study location revealed another form of faculty
support at the university. The school’s Department of Linguistics conducted a pilot project: LitReview-4-Intl-Grads, providing academic support for international graduate students. Although
the participants did not mention it, the project offered tutorials on literature review writing and
sharpening skills for academic writing. I sought further insight into the project’s operation from
one of the project coordinators via email. The representative gave vital points in the email and
sent a PowerPoint presentation that captured significant components of the initiative.
The project coordinator stated that the tutorials were delivered through Moodle, an online
learning management system, for over three months. They had sixteen participants who
completed all writing tutorials. From that group, 50% reported they had a significant
improvement in literature review writing, 50% improved understanding of referencing
requirements, and 66.67% had strong progress in developing the structure and cohesion. Despite
the project’s success, there were some setbacks. In the email, the project coordinator highlighted
some of the drawbacks and challenges international students face in the program. The email
stated they had:
Technical problems and platform limitations (Moodle) – students need to be grouped for
the activities, but it is impossible to regroup if 1 or 2 members drop out. We also had to
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use an external platform (Moodle) to bypass the havoc of the Blackboard to Canvas
transition. We cannot use Canvas (even if it were there all the time), as students from
other universities need to be able to join easily. Conceptually – there are two modules on
grammar, but some learners still make errors in their writings on the same very items
covered in the tutorials. So, learnability is a question.
Learners do not want to socialize and do not want to work in groups (a perfectly
understandable sentiment). We should have only included individual writing assignments
in hindsight, but the project was “collaborative writing and peer-review” oriented. Only 2
out of 5 are group-oriented, but these are “the low points” in the tutorials. The learners
are unwilling to invest even limited amounts of me over three months to commit. On the
one hand, we understand that life and coursework can be overwhelming. On the other
hand, improving one’s writing takes me and eﬀort. (Project Coordinator)
The project is still underway at the university, but the faculty members involved feel
optimistic about the outcome of the next set of candidates.
Orientation. Another avenue for international student support came through facultyorganized orientations. Peter recalled attending three different orientations that the school
organized, the international department and his college. He expressed that they were a “turning
point” in his adaptation to the school as he “could get familiar with the school with the
instructors with the courses and put myself in the environment of academic learning.” Sarah
noted that her department’s orientation was also a key connection point to meet her colleagues
and instructors.
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Teaching Assistants. Another form of academic support for the participants came
through Teaching Assistants (TA) in their departments. At the beginning of her first term, Lisa
recalled working with a TA in her department to address a concern about an assignment. She
stated:
I remember at the beginning, so I wrote the annotated bibliography. That was my first
time; actually, that was my first paper, and there was a Ph.D. candidate as a TA in that
class. I wasn't really sure about the APA style, which was required to fulfill my
assignment requirement, things like that. So, I asked the TA for help. Once I finished my
draft, the TA looked it over and told me what could be improved. (Lisa)
She further expressed that getting help from TA eased her concerns and helped with her
academic performance.
Transitional Courses. Data revealed there were transitional courses for international
students at the study site. However, the participants who spoke about the transitional courses
came from the same department. The course was mandatory, and the participants spoke highly of
their experience. Lisa enthusiastically shared how the course helped with her transition:
We took the course at the beginning of the first semester with all international students; it
is kind of like an orientation class for all international students to help us understand the
country, the culture and the education system here, and they offer different types of
help…they did help me with my transition, we had it once a week, I remember right, and
just a little bit at a time, and which is good…but that kind of format, you go there every
day, you could see the instructor, and you could see your classmates or your colleagues,
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and that is a way to kind of build up a connection, especially for new coming students in
the beginning, and I think that is good. (Lisa)
Mary said the class prepared her psychologically for the university and life in Canada.
She mentioned in the interview that the lecturer would plan social activities and invite oncampus employees to talk about on-campus offers and opportunities. She stated that in the class,
the lecturer would do the following:
She took us on a walk by the river for us to get to know each other and just encouraged us
to explore on our own in Canada. She explained to us how to find the experts in our
university to come to the class and tell us how to apply for the scholarships and how to go
shopping…this course covered not only the academic things…but also covered all the
resources inside the campus. Outside campus… it makes everything not that strange for
international students. (Mary)
Sarah described the transitional course as the “backbone of the Ph.D. journey. In our
discussions, she recalled numerous examples of how the lecturer shaped her outlook on her
Ph.D. journey. Similarly, to Mary’s experience, she spoke of the social initiatives that the
lecturer introduced that made the class “feel like a family.” Sarah expressed:
That class helped every one of us in that cohort to understand what the Ph.D. journey is
like because she spoke about from the teaching aspect, from writing for journals writing,
publishing, seeking jobs as a research assistant teaching assistant, you know, so that
course even though it was small…it was relaxing. She always brought food for us; it felt
like it felt like a family…it was, to me, the backbone of the Ph.D. journey because it
exposed us to everything from writing for publications, writing for scholarships, you
123

know, the different styles of writing for scholarships, writing for journals, studentsupervisor relationship, even expose us to making sure you're not being used, when your
name should be in the journal. So, I think those things helped me with my transition
generally and expose me to the life I'm used to know. (Sarah)
Sarah also spoke highly about how the course’s relaxed setting led them to appreciate
their authentic self:
One thing, which was a major thing, is that space always relaxed us, always made us
forget about our worries, if you have any worry you tend to leave it behind…that space
taught us how to be authentic and not to apologize for being it. (Sarah)
Sarah also credits the course’s lessons on scholarship applications for her success in
attaining a research scholarship. Additionally, she said, “it also taught me how to prepare to be
an instructor myself,” a cherished career goal she shared at the beginning of the interview.
Also a student in Sarah’s PhD program, Tom shared similar sentiments about the course.
Our discussions highlighted that the class helped him transition to the university. He asserted:
That course really helped us with our transition. We learnt about the APA and things like
that; they would always bring guests in to discuss how to write, even how to prepare a
CV, and things like that; we had these socials that would come up once a month or once a
week, I cannot remember, and there would be someone presenting every month, their
research, their research data and things like that. (Tom)
An email from a Learning Specialist at the study location provided insight on another
transitional course for international students at the university. The course was titled: Academic
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Preparation for International Graduate Students, and it was created for international graduate
students. It was designed to prepare international graduate students for the Canadian academic
environment. It was typically offered in the fall term and lasted for eight weeks. The course
covered topics on graduate school transition, writing and Canada. All students were required to
complete writing assignments (quizzes, annotated bibliography, mini-literature review,
reflection) and online posts on classroom topics. Upon completing the course, the students are
administered a final survey for their feedback on the course. The faculty member also disclosed
the program was now being offered by the language centre, which is the final form of support
mentioned by the participants.
Language Centre. Data revealed the university offered language development services
for ESL learners at its language centre. Although six of the participants were ESL learners, they
were not required to complete language classes because they had received satisfactory marks on
their language tests. However, a few students still felt they needed assistance and were granted
bursaries to attend language sessions. Riley, whose native language is Spanish, shared that she
was granted a bursary for language classes on campus. She stated, “when I came, the university
offered a bursary for the ESL, so I won two bursaries, one for speaking and the other for the
pronunciation.” Riley said the classes were helpful and made her appreciate her level of language
competency.
The study location’s website confirmed that the language centre offers English language
programs for students at the university. Incoming graduate students who received conditional
admission to the university had to enroll in the Graduate Bridging Program to meet the English
language proficiency requirement. This program combines an English for Academic Purposes
(EAP) class and a transitional course that allows the students to leave the program with advanced
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language skills applicable to their academic setting. Email correspondence with one of the
advisors at the language centre gave a lot of background information on the EAP program and
services at the Language Centre. The representative who has worked at the centre for over 20
years explained:
So, EAP English for academic purposes is our main program. That is very similar to
programs all over Canada, the United States, you know, Australia, UK, so just preparing
students, linguistically and academically. So within that program, we have support for
our students. So I'm a student advisor… helping students with any of their problems or
issues, referring them to resources on campus or off. Health Resources student crisis,
academic, housing, whatever, right. We also had our housing program; we had a
homestay program for 20 years, just for our students, pre-Covid to all university students,
and of course, now with Covid, that has completely stopped. In our classes, there's a big
focus on presentations, meetings, and discussion groups, because that's very common
here, and we found that students are not comfortable discussing working in groups for
project work. I will also say that we have done various workshops in the past, and we
have done a little more about university life, especially maybe in speaking workshops.
(Language Centre Advisor)
It was evident from the correspondence that the Language Centre had more to offer the
students than language services. However, the advisor pointed out that international students are
not aware of their services because of the location and a misconception of their services. She
stated:
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So for all the support that we have, I think the Language Center is not well known. We've
never been well known because we are not physically on campus. I also think there's a
misconception among students, nonstudents, and staff; they believe that they're fine if an
international student comes in and has proficiency. As an English teacher, I know that's
not the case, right, you can take the TOEFL a million times to pass it, and you still don't
have good skills…now you're in an academic atmosphere and struggling with the needs
of your courses…then they lose their confidence. They don't know what to do, which
leads to other problems such as academic dishonesty. Again I think that's why a lot of
people don't know about us; they don't know that they can refer students to us, or they
don't think it's necessary and also sometimes the students, I have to admit, are reluctant
because they believe I passed the IELTS I don't need another class. I don't need your
help. (Language Centre Advisor)
The advisor also shared that the centre’s services not being free is a barrier for most
international students. She asserted:
Because we are a cost recovery program like many ESL centers within universities, our
programs are not free. So that is a barrier that is with tuition, students don't have tuition.
So if they can get a bursary often again their instructor or somebody will sponsor them to
pay for the course or pay for half of the course and then other times they will pay for the
whole thing because they (the students) realize the investment is worth it, you know, to
improve their academic scores. (Language Centre Advisor)
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Some participants have received ESL bursaries from the university. The advisor
explained that these students received bursaries from their colleges and had to be ESL learners.
She explained:
Probably the grad studies has, we've collaborated with them, so the language section
College of (inaudible), also provide ESL bursaries for international graduate students…
unfortunately if they're English, if English has been the first or official language from
their home country, they have not been able to access this. Still, other grad students can
apply three times a year to take our courses. The grad studies will pay for it, and the
student pays a $25 registration fee, even if they don't speak English. I know Edward
School of Business supports their graduate students. Hence, they also have their bursaries
for ESL students, and they also have some tailored courses they work with us to give
their students courses to support them at the beginning. (Language Advisor)
The advisor also revealed an effort to allow native speakers of English to have access to
the bursaries. She asserted that a high score on an English test does not mean the student has a
high language competency. The advisor stated:
And we've had many students who speak English that realize I'm here. Still, I need to
learn common English, especially formal writing or English pronunciation and rhythm
right to be easier understood. So we have tried to say to the college that everyone can
benefit from these classes, but I guess they put some limitations on them. (Language
Advisor)
It was coincidental that the advisor made these observations as it was observed that most
of the participants still had challenges with their proficiency. As shared in a previous section,
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there were numerous writing challenges. During the interviews, there were also signs of
language performance challenges such as mispronunciation, improper usage of pronouns and
subject-verb disagreement). (Examples can be seen in the quotations written as produced).
The advisor also mentioned part-time courses for all students who wanted advanced help
with writing. She shared descriptions of three advanced writing courses that the Language centre
offered. Figure 4.3 captured the course descriptions.
Figure 4.3
Course Descriptions of Advanced Writing Courses at the Language Centre

COURSE
#1

•This course is designed for students who need to increase their proficiency in written language
skills essential for doing academic or professional work. Students will be required to complete
writing assignments and will receive feedback from the instructor. The instructor will use
variety of learning activities.

•This course is designed for students who need to increase their proficiency in written language
skills essential for doing academic work. Students will be required to complete writing tasks
and will receive feedback from the instructor. All tasks will be based on academic writing tasks
COURSE # that students are expected to write at the undergraduate and graduate level. The instructor will
2
use authentic material, group-work exercises and a variety of other activities.

COURSE
#3

•This part-time course will prepare students to write paragraphs and essays at an academic level
demonstrating grammatical accuracy and proper use of vocabulary. The course will also focus
on techniques for paraphrasing and summarizing.

Although there were no mentions from the participants about these part-time courses, the
academic advisor asserted they were supported by other students who wanted to improve their
writing skills.
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Peer Support
The data also revealed that the participants sought help from their peers when they had
difficulties adjusting to their new environment. Sarah revealed that she still had some ‘burning
questions after the departmental orientation. She then sought assistance from colleagues who
were already in the program. Sarah stated:
So, I remember it was after the orientation, and most people had left. I had like two
hours; I stayed back for two hours and talked to a couple of them. And they were very
accommodating. I appreciate them because they didn't have to be behind in number one.
They didn't have to answer my questions but were as open as possible…and that helped
me in terms of transitioning. Because that was my first day …and I got so much
information of okay, this is how the department runs, this is a small department…and she
just gave me so much about our personal experiences …and when I went back to the
residence. I was reflecting; I had prepared myself on how I would have a balance. (Sarah)
The finding also showed that international students sought academic support from their
peers. Mary pointed out that whenever she had issues with academic writing, she felt more
comfortable consulting her peers. She shared, “the grammar part still there are some issues with
it so I will ask for help from my peers, like, the doctorate students…and they will correct me and
also, like, offer me some insights”. There were also instances when Mary met with her
colleagues to review her lesson. She shared:
I will communicate with my peers a lot, like how to write this. Like, because I think in
each course, we come across different topics in the educational field, right... sometimes
we at first didn't have a clue, so we were just like, hanging out together at the library,
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trying to, like, help each other like, discuss together and study together, and try to get
things done for the course. (Mary)
From the participants’ recollections, it was evident that they felt more comfortable
speaking to their peers. Participants like Mary explained she could relate to her peers easily and
liked listening to their insight on topics.
Family Support
While discussing adjustment to the host institutions, participants shared that they also
sought help from family members. Tom revealed that when he had his assignments, “I got lots of
help from my brother, who is also in academia. I got a lot of help from a cousin who introduced
me to academic writing; I would write my article, write my paper, and send it to them to edit. I
still do that today”. Sarah also shared that she got assistance from her family with assignments. If
she needed help with a paper, she said, “at some point, I had to send it to my elder brother who
was not even in Canada, like, please find time to read this and he gave me feedback.”
Self-Support
The data revealed that international students are also self-reliant in their academic
transition. Lisa chose to do her own research to learn more about the host institution before
arrival. She expressed, “I will need to rely on myself more regarding the study because the
instructor won't be there all the time for you.” Lisa also insighted that realizing her own pace was
very helpful during the transition. At the beginning of her program, she recalled panicking
about other students being far ahead of her. Still, she explained, “once I acknowledged that I had
my own pace…I could achieve what I wanted, especially for my degree, so I just slowed down
for myself and then only moved on when I was ready”. Mary also took a similar approach but
would advise other international students to seek opportunities to help them with their
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transitioning experience. Other examples of being independent were evident in Riley and
Annie’s stories. Both ESL participants also shared how watching Canadian series and videos
helped them become more familiar with the language.
The data revealed that international students received support from numerous avenues:
the university, peers, family, and themselves. The participants commended the ease of accessing
the resources and reported progress after receiving help. Some participants felt more comfortable
seeking help from their peers and family members. Meanwhile, some participants felt more
confident in their capabilities and often relied on themselves for support. As our discussions
progressed, the also participants gave their input on how the university could elevate its
transitional support services for international students. I will explore their suggestions in the next
section.
Suggestions for Improvement
Although the university’s support services positively impacted the participants’ academic
transition, data revealed there was still room for improvement. In sharing their views, the
participants made suggestions on how to elevate transitional support for ECLD international
students in postsecondary education. The suggestions include introducing more social integration
opportunities, recruiting more experienced volunteers in academic support units, enhanced prearrival support, mandatory intercultural training for faculty and staff and improved teaching
strategies for multilingual learners. In the next section, I will explore the aforementioned
suggestions.
Create More Opportunities for Social Integration with Domestic Students. The
study revealed that international students had few interactions with domestic students. It was also
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disclosed that online learning further dampened hopes of becoming more socially integrated into
the school campus. Some participants believed the hosting of more social activities, including
both international and domestic students, could have led to the formation of more relationships.
Annie and Lisa thought hosting social groups would also make international students feel more
welcomed and less insecure. Riley also agreed with having more socials, hoping that domestic
and international students would learn more about each other’s backgrounds.
Some participants believed the instructors could have been more integral in promoting
social integration amongst the students in the classrooms. Lisa was among the first to point out
the cliquish nature of her classmates when it came on to group activities. She noted that the
international and domestic students would stick to their own when choosing groups. She opined:
I think what the instructor could have done to be more helpful in that respect is to come
up with some kind of random draw a random signing up for those kinds of group work
instead of telling people okay, so here we go, we have a group project we need, like five
people in a group. When it is like that it's harder for international students to be with the
local students. The more possibility could be domestic students with domestic students
and the group of all international students without a good balance. (Lisa)
If those in charge were more forthright with social integration at the institution, some
participants believe they would have made more domestic friends.
Recruit More Experienced Student Volunteers in Academic Support Units. Data
revealed the academic support unit hired students to assist with writing support. Although it was
easier to relate to peers, participants pointed out a need for more experienced volunteers. Mary
claimed the Writing Support center volunteers were undergraduate students who failed to give
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adequate feedback. She recalled when she had submitted a paper for review, but the volunteer, an
undergraduate student, had also made errors in their feedback. Mary suggested that the support
team recruit more graduate students to peer-review their feedback on submitted work.
Enhanced Pre-Arrival Support. The participants felt transitional support should begin
before arrival at the host institution. Based on their evaluation of the support they received from
the university, some respondents believed they would have been more efficient with better prearrival support. Some participants argued that pre-arrival support would have eased their anxiety
and helped them arrive more prepared for their programs. Tom was amongst those who
struggled with pre-arrival arrangements. After being denied a Canadian visa multiple times, he
felt his experience would have been different with more support from the university. He stated:
I would have loved the school does more to help students get their visas or get through
the whole visa application process, but that is not the case. You are on your own. So, I
remember, Yeah, I got a couple of rejections…I applied three times, and I got a visa only
the third time, and I got it late, so I came late. (Tom)
Although Paul, who came from Nepal, could secure his visa, he pointed out that the
process is not the smoothest for Nepalese students. He noted that his country had no direct visa
application process, so students must travel to other countries with Canadian embassies. As a
result, Paul expressed his desire for the school to aid students with applications who share a
similar circumstance. Sarah suggested that the university sends delegates to home countries to
speak with incoming students to feel more welcomed. If cost is an issue, she believes they could
organize more webinars or phone calls with incoming students instead of sharing impersonalized
emails.

134

Mandatory Intercultural Training for Faculty and Staff. The data revealed a need for
mandatory intercultural training and events at the university. Tom pointed out that for a
university to have such a large international population, there should have been a more robust
effort to know the background of international students. He explained that this would help
faculty and staff learn more about their previous experiences and how they may affect their
adjustment to Canada. Tom strongly asserted:
First of all, I'll tell them to make sure they understand the background from which the
student is coming because a lot of times, we don't understand the educational systems and
then bring all of them in one class and expect them to perform the same. Things don't
work like that. If you admit a student to study at your university, you should also take
responsibility to make sure that they succeed by understanding where they come from
and how they have done business would help you formulate strategies to accommodate
their learning. (Tom)
Tom also opined that understanding international students’ cultural backgrounds provides insight
into the learner’s classroom behaviour. He expressed that instructor:
They have to understand that many of these people come from a culture where students
are not allowed to speak unless they're being told to. So, speaking would be amount to
interruption if you are on the other side. So, what they have to do, if they understand it,
then they would have to from time to time, in different ways you can, you know, ask
someone to participate or contribute without really directing directly asking them, you
know, like, X or Y, what do you think about this? What do you think about that? What is
your opinion of this? What is your opinion of that? (Tom)
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Tom had shared in our discussion that he came from a teacher-centred classroom and
could relate to others who appeared to be hesitant about class participation. He expressed it took
him time to make his transition, and instructors should also exercise patience when dealing with
shy international students. Other participants raised similar points about the need for their
previous experiences to be explored and understood by their instructors to help with their
academic transition. Peter suggested that the university surveys gather additional information
about international students. He explained:
There must be a survey to gather information about cultural differences between students
and the important part of their culture and specifically during online courses, important
dates and times in their home country, to plan for or to schedule their courses, the time, I
think the assignment deadlines or something like this. It feels very exciting when you see
that the university understands you and your situation, your culture. It causes a better
transition to an academic environment and a better process of being successful. (Peter)
Tom also suggested hosting cultural events for intercultural development and social
integration. He argued that this should be a collaborative activity amongst the university
departments and not just one organized by the international department.
Improved Teaching Strategies for Multilingual Learners. During our discussions, most
participants had difficulty understanding their instructors’ fast-paced speech and casual language
(slang). Tom pointed out that the instructors should know that multilingual learners, especially
ESL learners, need special accommodation. Peter, whose first language is Persian, suggested that
the instructors “help us international students by speaking slower in some classes, and use more
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formal speaking language in classes.” Tom’s suggestion was like Peter’s points, but he added,
“they should practice proper enunciation and articulation of their choice words.”
The above-mentioned suggestions from the participants indicate there is still room for
improvement in the forms of transitional support being given to international students. They are
also critical indicators of how to foster the academic transition of all international students in
postsecondary education.
Summary
The study examined the lived experiences of eight purposefully selected international
graduate students at a university in Western Canada. Data were collected from semi-structured
interviews and triangulated through a process of content analysis. The data analysis revealed four
superordinate themes: teaching and learning approaches, challenges, types of support and
suggestions. I used participants' quotes and documentary evidence to substantiate the themes. In
the next chapter I will address the research questions and with the findings from this study. I will
also discuss the connection of the results with reviewed literature and the implications for theory,
practice, and future research. The chapter will close with a conclusion.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND IMPLICATIONS
Introduction
The purpose of the research was to examine the academic transition of international
students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse (ECLD) in postsecondary education.
In the preceding chapter I organized and presented the data collected by themes. In this chapter I
discuss the findings by explaining how they addressed the research questions. I also used
literature to strengthen the discussion and situate the findings in theory. The study was guided by
the primary research question, what is the experience of international students who are
ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse with academic transition in postsecondary education?
Other questions that guided the study were 1) what is the experience of ECLD international
students with academic writing in postsecondary education? 2) how do international students
adjust to the teaching approaches in postsecondary education? and 3) how can postsecondary
institutions support and foster the academic transition of ECLD students?
Examining adults in transition requires studying them at different points in their lives
(Schlossberg et al, 1995, 2012). With this perspective in mind, I explored the participants’
previous educational experiences, their preparation for Canada, arrival at the host institution,
initial experiences in programs and current academic experiences (stage at the interview). I asked
questions in the semi-structured interviews which guided a holistic discussion of these significant
periods. An interpretative phenomenological approach was used to the analysis of the data. The
analysis revealed four superordinate themes: teaching and learning approaches, challenges, types
of support, and suggestions for improvement. The 15 subordinate themes that fell under each
superordinate theme are also discussed in the chapter.
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Discussion of the Findings
The discussion of findings is organized according to the research questions. Each section
has a summary of findings with related literature used to respond to the associated question. The
subsequent sections of this chapter will include the conclusion and discussion of the study’s
implications for theory, practice, and future research.
Research Question One: What is the experience of ECLD international students with
academic writing in postsecondary education?
One of the primary objectives of this study was to examine the experience of ECLD
international students with academic writing in postsecondary education. To achieve this
objective, this study investigated the participants’ in-depth experience with academic writing in
their respective programs. Participants reported increased writing activities at the graduate level,
from constructing essays and composing theses or dissertations to creating publish-worthy
journal articles. The study revealed a general expectation for graduate students to demonstrate an
authoritative writing style at the university (Lea & Streir, 2000; Sinclair, 2014). From the
participants’ descriptions under the theme Teaching and Learning Approaches, an authoritative
style of writing demonstrates critical thinking, extensive provision of sources and upheld
academic integrity in written assignments.
As the study investigated the participants’ experience with each tenet of authoritative
writing, they justified demonstrating critical thinking involved writing about topics with length
and great depth from their perspective. Participants expressed that their writing also had to show
well-developed arguments supported by substantial sources. This process involved thoroughly
revising peer-reviewed articles and other scholarly sources for data that critiqued or emphasized
a point. Finally, the APA style was the most referenced citation standard for maintaining
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academic integrity in writing at the university. Participants adhered to APA guidelines for
formatting papers and for citing sources. The study’s description of the transition to academic
writing as complex, especially for English as a Second Language learners (ESL) coincides with
literature (Cennetkusu, 2019; Staples et al., 2016; Xie, 2019). As a result, the study revealed
participants faced some transitional challenges that will be discussed in the next section.
Challenges
The study revealed that participants were faced with numerous academic writing
challenges. The participants’ responses focused on socio-cultural factors such as language,
previous learning experiences and expectations affecting their writing experiences at the
university. Maguire (2011) believed socio-cultural dimensions of academic writing for
international students are competing elements in the dominant academic discourse (Canadian)
and their discourses that influence their process of knowledge-making and writing skills (p.38).
As a result, participants reported making grammatical errors, having little writing experience,
limited instructor feedback and having difficulty applying APA citations as their primary writing
challenges at the university.
Participants lamented over making grammatical errors in their writing assignments.
Although the complaints were more significant among the English as a Second Language (ESL)
learners, some native-English speakers also made grammatical mistakes. In literature, Staples et
al. (2016) have described academic writing as an “elaborated form of discourse that is
grammatically complex” (p. 150). Therefore, the ESL participants who were still struggling with
language proficiency struggled the most with the intricacies of grammar and found themselves
putting in longer hours than their colleagues to complete writing pieces. Similar writing
challenges faced by ESL learners were also identified in other research on international student
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experience (Cennetkusu,2017; Garska & O’Brien,2019; Huan & Klinger, 2006; Maguire,2011;
Roberts et al., 2018; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011). Cennetkusu (2017) pointed out challenges in
presenting logical points, proper grammar usage, vocabulary, and making transitions in writing
among international learners (p.312).
There were also respondents whose previous learning provided limited academic writing
experiences in their home countries. These participants were from Asian countries where they
were more accustomed to writing examinations which required memorizing and reproducing
content. Consequently, these participants revealed their struggles with the organization of papers
and conceptualizing their thoughts as writing challenges. These findings supported points by
Bygrave et al. (2014), noting differing epistemological and ontological beliefs in Asian culture
affecting their writing experiences in Canada. While analyzing and reproducing knowledge is
more prevalent in western culture, reconstructing knowledge is discouraged as a sign of respect
to the original author (p. 201).
Participants also reported unclear instructor feedback affected their adjustment to
academic writing at the university. This point was also raised in Cennetkusu’s (2017) study,
where participant responses suggested instructors’, feedback lacked clarity and directions on
correcting their writing errors. Consequently, participants sometimes felt isolated and left alone
with their insecurities about writing to produce their assignments. Finally, another writing
challenge for some participants was creating APA citations. Participants stated they were more
accustomed to different citation styles in their home countries. As a result, respondents had
difficulties learning the most current APA citation that their instructors required. Although
resources were made available to students, some participants found the instructions to be unclear
and resorted to following the examples in the APA textbook. Data in a study by Ravichandran et
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al. (2017) on writing challenges also highlighted creating citations as a difficult task for some
international students. Ravichandran et al. further stated that using one specific citation was not
common in some international universities that accepted multiple formats.
I found that the writing challenges being faced by native-English speakers were not
emphasized in previous studies. Maguire (2011) argued this is because literature has perpetuated
the rhetoric of writing challenges being more significant among ESL groups. However, this
study was keen on pointing out challenges faced by ECLD international students, including
native-English speakers. Despite the identified challenges, it was evident from the data that the
respondents had access to various avenues of writing support. Chapter four acknowledged the
types of international student support essential to the participants’ writing progress. Forms of
transitional support that proved more effective in tackling the participants’’ writing challenges
came from the university, peers, and family members. The following section outlines the given
examples.
University Support
Academic Support Units. Respondents had a wide range of writing support services to
choose from at the university. These included assistance from academic support units, faculty,
and the language centre. Respondents revealed that the academic support units hosted academic
workshops and offered writing assistance at the library. Most participants attended workshops
which were hosted by learning specialists at the university. Data revealed the workshops were
designed to facilitate academic development for all students. Writing workshop topics included
the writing process, composing literature reviews, avoiding plagiarism, organizing paragraphs,
and constructing components of a research paper.
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Participants asserted the writing workshops sharpened their writing skills and helped
dispel anxieties about written tasks. Participants with initial concerns about citations also
reported they acquired advanced citing skills after attending related workshops. Aside from
workshops, findings revealed the library was a central hub for writing support. Participants stated
the Librarian offered guidance on how to utilize library resources for conducting research. The
Librarian also led workshops on how to search for scholarly sources on research databases which
were integral to their writing experiences. The library also had a writing centre with learning
specialists and tutors who gave writing support. The Learning Specialists in the library led the
writing workshops, and the tutors helped with the revision of assignments.
The findings on writing support from academic support units support data in studies
conducted on writing support for international students. A study by Kim and LaBiana (2017)
investigated faculty and students' perception of academic writing help in a North American
university. The study’s findings pointed out the use of writing centres for tutoring and
professional help to address unique challenges in writing. Findings in this study also supported
Hughes et al. (2018) claim that the library plays a centralized role in supporting the transition of
international students. They also pointed out that the library aims to address international
students’ language limitations and unfamiliarity with academic practices such as writing.
Faculty support. The findings showed how multiple factors led participants to faculty
members for support with academic writing. The respondents described instances where they
consulted their professors for assistance with writing assignments post a lecture. They would
request meetings to discuss their writing concerns or send drafts of their written pieces for
feedback from the professor. These findings support results presented in a mixed-methods study
by Cennetkusu (2017). The study that examined international students and academic writing in a
143

U.S. university confirmed international students’ dependence on instructor feedback for written
assignments. The participants stated instructors commented on their word choice, organization,
grammar, clarity and references in their writing. Participants completing theses and dissertations
relied on their research supervisors for support. After completing their compulsory courses,
respondents expressed that their research supervisors supported their transition by guiding the
progress of their written work. Respondents also credited their research supervisors’ feedback as
essential to their writing progress. Findings in Li and Tierney’s (2013) research on international
graduate student experience also acknowledged feedback from faculty as a contributory factor to
their academic success.
Language Centre. ESL participants also received academic support from the Language
Centre. Participants took part in English Language competency classes that met a range of their
writing needs. The findings highlighted the language centre’s English for Academic Purposes as
a transitional course for ESL learners at the university. The ESL students who were granted
conditional acceptance to the university were required to complete the course, to develop
advanced language and academic skills. The findings also support Keefe and Shi’s (2017)
research on an EAP program in a Canadian university where respondents attested to improved
language proficiency and academic writing strategies upon completion. Data in Moore et al.’s
(2016) research also highlighted the usage of the language centre in postsecondary institutions.
They describe them as a reliable source of language support courses for students. Of note was the
mentioning of a low turnout from international students that also corresponded with data
revealed in this study.
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Peer Support
Participants revealed peer support was essential for their transition to academic writing.
Respondents consulted their peers to proofread written assignments and discuss assignment
instructions. Some participants explained they were less reluctant to seek help from the school
as they felt less insecure around their peers. The findings supported data in research by
Cennetkusu (2017), Moore et al. (2016), and Rao (2017) on the effect of peer support on
international students’ academic success. Rao’s (2017) research insights that international
students’ preference for peer support was linked to trust in colleagues from their own countries
and in-groups. Findings also revealed that international students felt more comfortable sharing
their academic concerns with peers they felt were more relatable. Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005) also recognized peer support as an avenue for general cognitive growth and intellectual
development for postsecondary students.
Family Support
It is noteworthy that some participants relied on family members to support their
transition to academic writing. Participants asserted they could depend on their relatives to
provide more direct feedback that critically analyzed their writing. Therefore, relatives were
usually the first point of contact for proofreading and clarifying assignments.
In summary, international students were able to transition to academic writing with the
support of the university, peers, and family members. The university’s academic support units
and faculty members were easily accessible for consultations about writing concerns. Most
international students took advantage of the writing support opportunities and felt more confident
in their skills post-sessions. However, not all international students availed themselves of writing
support services because of a preference for seeking peer and family support. Consulting peers
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and family members to proofread assignments were preferred means of support for some
international students (Keefe & Shi, 2017).
Research Question Two: How do international students adjust to the teaching approaches
in postsecondary education?
This study also aimed to investigate how international students adjusted to the teaching
approaches in postsecondary education. Semi-structured interviews with eight international
graduate students were used to examine first-hand experiences adjusting to the teaching
approaches at a Western-Canadian university. Findings revealed instructors at the university
utilized more learner-centred teaching approaches as it increased learner participation in class
(Lee & Branch, 2018). As a result, participant responses were mainly about their experiences
adjusting to their instructors’ learner-centred teaching approaches and how they made their
learning environment more interactive and inclusive. From the participants’ responses, the
instructors, whom students referred to by their first names, were also very engaging and helped
most participants who were novices to a learner-centred classroom to have an exhilarating
experience.
Sub-themes of classroom interactions and online teaching and learning captured the
students’ experiences of participating in open discussions, making presentations, and
contributing to various group activities. Initially, these activities were completed in a physical
classroom, but the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic resulted in nationwide school closures and a
mandatory shift to online delivery of classes. As they attended their virtual classrooms,
participants recalled positive experiences adjusting to live teaching sessions via Zoom or Cisco
WebEx and using these platforms to participate in interactive activities. The students also
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recounted the ease of maneuvering the school-operated Canvas Learning Management System to
access course material and complete assignments.
Challenges
Despite the rave reviews by participants about the teaching approaches, the findings
revealed participants had transitional challenges. As mentioned earlier, most participants were
novices to learner-centred teaching approaches; therefore, adjusting to the teaching at the
university was initially affected by conflicting cultural, linguistic and social factors.
Cultural Factors. According to McKay et al. (2016), differences in cultural dimensions
shape how a student experiences learning and teaching. Findings revealed participants from
Asian, African and Middle Eastern countries had trouble adjusting to a learner-centred classroom
as their prior learning experiences seldom required student participation. Participants disclosed
that the norm in their teacher-centred classrooms was to submissively listen to their teachers,
take notes and memorize the material for assessment. Therefore, adapting to a teaching culture
where students were expected to lead discussions and presentations proved particularly difficult.
These findings support data in other research on international student experience in Canada
(Alzahrani, 2018; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Xu, 2015) and in the USA (Rao, 2017; Yan & Berliner,
2009). Xu (2015) observed that international students were affected by ‘learning shock’, an acute
frustration, confusion, and anxiety after exposure to unfamiliar learning and teaching cultures.
International students also felt unprepared for active learning in Canada and reported
feeling overwhelmed by the changes in research by Alzahrani (2018) and Keefe and Shi (2017).
Yan and Berliner (2013) made similar observations among Chinese international students whose
previous learning culture regarded silence and non-participation as normal behaviour. Rao’s
(2017) study on learning challenges faced by international students also revealed that students
147

from Asian and Middle Eastern cultures were more accustomed to passive or non-participatory
teaching methods. Similarly, these students were trained to listen, reflect, and follow directions
in their classrooms. Bygrave et al. (2014) explained that while it was the norm in western culture
to acquire knowledge through synthesizing content imparted by the teachers, in Asia, students
are taught to acquire knowledge by copying verbatim the words of their teachers. Therefore,
adjusting to a more autonomous learning culture also proved frustrating for these international
students.
Linguistic Factors. Participants also identified language barriers as a challenge in their
transition to teaching at the university. Respondents expressed it was difficult to understand
instructors and their classmates, mainly if they spoke at a fast pace. Participants also had trouble
understanding slang or casual language, often used during classroom discussions. As a result,
respondents found it difficult to relate to the content or add to classroom discussions.
International students that struggled with understanding local accents believed the challenge
impeded their learning and took away from their international experience (Rao, 2017).
Respondents also lamented not being understood by their instructors and colleagues
because of their accents. Consequently, there were reports of frustration about having to repeat
themselves, built-up insecurity about sounding different and fear of being misunderstood by
others. On the other hand, a participant also reported difficulties understanding accents among
international professors and colleagues. These results align with findings in research by Perry
(2016) and Wu et al. (2015). Language was considered the most significant academic challenge
among international students by Wu et al. (2015). The research also pointed out how difficulties
in language proficiency among international students were often misinterpreted as ignorance and
un-preparedness by instructors (p. 2). Perry (2016) also made a similar observation and argued
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language barriers were linked to diverse emotional issues that affect international students’
overall academic success.
Social Factors. Participants also had social challenges connecting with their domestic
colleagues, ultimately affecting group dynamics. Consequently, group work was not a favoured
learning activity among the participants. The participants pointed out that international students
often found themselves in groups with other international students. Whenever groups blended
with domestic students, some participants expressed they felt insecure and, at times, disoriented.
These findings are relative to research by Rao (2017), where group activity was among the least
favoured class activities. Additionally, shy personalities among international students were also
identified as a top learning challenge. Straker’s (2020) research on understanding international
students’ participation in group activities reported how language impeded collaboration and
resulted in in-group members doubting their capabilities. Therefore, participants preferred to be
in group activities with other international students who shared similar languages and
experiences (Guo & Chase, 2012).
Although participants described faculty members at the university as friendly and
approachable transition to having informal relations with faculty members was challenging. In
Canada, it was the norm to refer to persons of authority by their first names. Still, it was
customary in the participants’ home countries to refer to these individuals by their tittles and
honorifics as a sign of respect. It was also unusual for students to engage in informal
conversations with faculty. Respondents expressed faculty members were seen as high members
of society in their home countries, to whom the most respect should be given. Therefore, students
were mindful of how they approached these professionals; sending emails was deemed more
appropriate. As a result, participants recalled hesitating to initiate conversations with their
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professors. Wu's study (2015) on international students' adjustment to college also had
difficulties communicating with their professors because of cultural differences and expectations.
Another challenge presented in the findings was attending classes on religious days for
some participants. Respondents recalled difficulty maneuvering school activities and religious
obligations but credited their instructors who made special accommodations. These findings on
cultural challenges the participants face, are also comparable to data presented in other research
on international student transition (Guo & Chase, 2011; Xu,2015; Zhou & Zhang, 2014). Xu
(2015) explained that international students are influenced by their cultural norms and previous
learning background consciously and subconsciously in their classrooms. Zhou and Zhang
(2014) noted differences in cultural values and learning experiences affecting the cross-cultural
transition to teaching strategies.
Challenges Adjusting to Online Teaching
The study was conducted during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which resulted in
widespread school closures and a mandatory shift to online delivery of courses. Most participants
began their programs in person before they transitioned to online classes. However, some
participants had never been on campus and started their programs at the university online. These
participants initially felt disconnected from the campus because they had never been on site.
There was also a looming disappointment among these participants, as they had never imagined
experiencing their much-anticipated international education online. The study revealed some
participants had never experienced online learning before coming to Canada. Most of these
participants' prior learning experiences were built around field, lab and in-studio work that
required mandatory in-person activity. Therefore, the switch to online teaching felt strange for
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these students, especially those who were more accustomed to face-to-face chalk or blackboard
and whiteboard teaching.
It was also difficult for participants to get acclimatized to online classes because they felt
a lack of community. Participants expressed they felt isolated in their online courses and were
also not pleased with the level of interaction among their classmates. During their live online
classes, participants recalled how some students were reluctant to participate in class and refused
to turn on their cameras. Participants argued that instructors were also not engaging at times and
could have done more to boost student participation. Some participants experienced technical
difficulties during their online classes. One participant claimed restrictions in their home country
(where they initially started their program) required using a virtual private network (VPN) to
access the internet. The VPN had a reduced internet speed, resulting in the participant having
connection issues, poor video quality, and weak audio during their classes.
University Support
Despite the challenges, participants could identify adequate support channels while
adjusting to the university's teaching approaches. In Chapter four, the theme types of support
captured participant responses on various examples of support they received while adjusting to
the teaching and learning approaches at the university. The findings prove that support from the
university (academic support units, faculty, and the language centre) best addressed the
participants ‘concerns about the teaching approaches. Some university support initiatives were
mandatory for all international students; others were used interchangeably by the participants.
Academic Support Units. According to Forbes-Mewett and Nyland (2013), support
services are critical to a university's international student ‘security.’ In other words, to ensure
international student success, universities have invested in academic support that plays an
151

integral role in student’s transition to university and their overall academic success. Participants
reported attending workshops that were organized by academic support units on campus. The
workshops covered topics such as: getting started in graduate school, mastering presentations in
graduate school, and battling imposter syndrome, among others. Respondents revealed improved
confidence and understanding of the teaching strategies at the university from attending the
sessions. Participants also left workshops feeling more prepared for presentations and other
interactive activities in their classrooms.
Faculty Support. Participants revealed that faculty were keen on ensuring they had
access to adequate support, which was instrumental in their transition to the teaching at the
university. Respondents explained that faculty support came from professors who also instructed
transitional courses for international students and served as academic advisors and research
supervisors. Therefore, in addition to instructing lectures, respondents met with their professors
to discuss their academic concerns, gave feedback on assignments, supervised their research
progress, and performed other mentorship roles. Participants also spoke highly of the transitional
courses developed and delivered by professors. According to Hughes et al. (2018), transition
pedagogy is a collaborative institutional effort to help international students transition into their
new academic environment. There were also transitional courses specifically designed for
international students’ adjustment to the academic environment in Canada. Participants were
introduced to content on the country’s educational system, classroom culture, and faculty
members' roles. The course also featured guest lecturers from various support services
departments who spoke about their services and how to access them on the school campus.
Respondents also expressed that the course was a safe space to share their stories and learn about
other cultures.
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Language Centre. Another critical source of transitional support came from the
language centre. The ESL participants were the ones who benefited the most from their language
development services. The language centre offered English preparation for students who were
granted conditional acceptance at the university, pending their improved language proficiency
requirement. The most prominent course at the institution was the English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) program, which also functioned as a transitional course for their intakes. The
EAP course was designed to improve students’ writing, listening and note-taking skills. The
students were taught how to manage their workloads and lessons on academic integrity. The
course also featured lessons on the cultural norms of Canadian learning environments and the
roles of key faculty members. Upon completion of the program, students are expected to leave
with improved confidence, advanced language skills and sharpened academic practices that are
applied to their academic programs. Participants stated that the language centre’s speaking,
pronunciation, and listening courses were fundamental to their academic development. The
findings of this study support previous research by Keefe and Shi (2017) and Sloan and Porter
(2009). The students in these studies reported that the EAP programs helped them with improved
language proficiency. The participating Canadian EAP program (Keefe and Shi, 2017) also
provided ESL students with improved academic strategies and an opportunity to build a network
of peers.
Although the transition to the teaching strategies at the university came with challenges
for the participants, they made significant progress over time. It is evident from the findings that
the university had invested in various support measures for international students to transition to
the learning environment successfully. Participants expressed that faculty support and the
services at the language centre met their concerns about teaching at the university. Through their
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efforts, they developed improved language and academic skills that were essential for their
academic transition.
Research Question Three: How can postsecondary institutions support and foster the
academic transition of ECLD international students?
Although participants held in high regards the support services provided by the
university, they asserted there was still room for improvement. In the previous chapter,
participants gave suggestions on how the university can elevate its support to foster the academic
transition of international students. The suggestions for improvement included: introducing more
social integration opportunities, recruiting more experienced volunteers in academic support
units, enhanced pre-arrival support, mandatory intercultural training for faculty and staff and
improved teaching strategies for multilingual learners.
Create More Opportunities for Social Integration with Domestic Students
Transition to postsecondary education is a multifaceted experience which can be
frustrating for international students (Hughes & Smail, 2015). Findings revealed various cultural
and language factors affected international students’ socialization with their domestic colleagues.
Participants reported they were not well acquainted with their domestic classmates. Additionally,
they felt they were not given adequate opportunities to socialize with domestic students outside
the classroom. As a result, participants claimed the domestic students were hesitant to start
conversations with international students and usually preferred to be seated together in class.
Participants believed the division also stemmed from domestic students' fear of passing offensive
remarks because of their lack of exposure to other cultures. As a result, participants suggested
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that the university create more opportunities for international students to socialize with domestic
students.
Participants posited that intentionally planned social events for all students would
normalize interactions among mixed cultural groups. This could also help domestic and
international students become more appreciative of each other’s cultures and form more
friendships. Yan and Berliner (2013) agree that university officials should work on creating more
programs that alleviate international students’ social experience and improves their acculturation.
Telbis (2014) suggested a peer program matching new international students with domestic
students in the United States. This would allow the international students to make more friends
and feel more acclimatized to the social culture at the host institution. Perry (2016) believes there
will be more diverse interactions outside of class by creating more socializing opportunities.
These interactions will also help group activities by assisting the students in forming more
diverse groups.
Recruit More Experienced Student Volunteers in Academic Support Units
Findings revealed there were student volunteers who provided academic support to
international students. Although participants found peer support beneficial, some disclosed that
they received inadequate feedback on writing assignments from undergraduate volunteers.
Respondents suggested that the university recruit more graduate-level students to support
international graduate students. Participants asserted that academic support from graduate
students would be more effective as they have more in-depth knowledge of graduate-level
disciplines and are at a higher maturity level to deal with international students.
Enhanced Pre-Arrival Support
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Participants strongly believe enhanced pre-arrival support will improve their academic
transition at the university. It was pointed out that increased interaction with school
representatives would have made participants feel more welcomed and have an idea of how to
prepare more adequately for school. Perry (2016) also made a similar observation and suggested
that universities matched students with other students’ pre-arrival. This will allow students to
access more information about support services, the school culture and tips about getting around
the surrounding community. Participants in a study by Quan and Sloan (2016) underestimated
pre-arrival preparation and reported feeling ‘duck-stuffed’ with information upon arrival. The
adjustment to what they believed was an over-supply of information proved overwhelming and
later affected their transition. Most participants also reported feeling distressed during their visa
processing period and suggested that more assistance with that process could have created more
time for academic preparation.
Mandatory Intercultural Training for Faculty and Staff
Participants emphasized that fostering the academic transition of international students
required mandatory intercultural training for faculty and staff. There were numerous instances
where cultural barriers affected international student experience from the findings. Participants
remarked that intercultural training breaks down cultural barriers and builds awareness among
faculty and staff of previous learning experiences. Knowledge of international students’
educational backgrounds will improve the faculty’s approach to developing academic support
(Leask 2009) and allow them to carefully consider how they advise international students (Perry,
2016). Participants also appreciated when faculty showed genuine interest in understanding their
past experiences. Once these faculty members understood their past, respondents noticed added
compassion and patience in their teaching strategies. Finally, intercultural training encourages
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cultural empathy that is essential to an increasingly diverse international student population
(Bygrave et al., 2014)
Improved Strategies for Teaching Multilingual Learners
Participants disclosed language barriers in their classroom experience at the university.
Respondents stated that understanding their instructors' fast-paced speech during lectures was
challenging. The lack of clarity in their speech made it difficult for international students,
especially ESL learners, to understand and contribute to the classroom discussion. Participants
also reported feeling left out when they could not relate to slang (casual language) and therefore
suggested that faculty use language that is more neutral. As a result, participants suggested
faculty revisit their approaches to teaching multilingual learners. This is in line with Perry’s
(2016) proposal that instructors simplify their language and define significant terms to aid ESL
learners. This also creates more opportunities for the ECLD learners to feel included in
classroom discussions and more willing to share their points of view.
Conclusion
The study provided much-needed insight into the essence of the academic transition of
ECLD international students in postsecondary education. The participants in this study were all
international graduate students; amongst the group was a representation of six counties, three
continents and nine languages. Conducting a phenomenological study of this nature, required an
in-depth examination of the participants’ lived experience to make sense of the academic
transition of international students. After a thorough analysis of the data, I discovered themes
that encapsulated commonalties across the participants’ stories and unearthed the essence of the
aced academic transition of ECLD international students.
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The study revealed academic transition of ECLD international students was intrinsically
linked to the following aspects: i) teaching and learning approaches, ii) challenges, iii) types of
support and iv) suggestions for improvement.
Teaching and Learning Approaches
It was evident that the influences of previous educational and cultural experiences were
central to ECLD international students’ academic transition experience. Therefore, adjusting to
postsecondary education that had unfamiliar and, in some cases, divergent principles and
practices took time and effort. For instance, participants found the teaching and learning
approaches in Canada to be more interactive and inclusive as instructors utilized more learnercentred teaching approaches. Instructors would encourage students to participate in open
classroom discussions where students would give their perspectives on academic topics, deliver
presentations, and contribute to group activities. Aside from class participation, writing was also
a significant component of graduate studies. Participants learned how to write with a more
authoritative style that displayed critical thinking, had substantive sources, and upheld academic
integrity.
Challenges
Experiencing change can also be difficult, as the participants recalled being faced with
transitional challenges mainly at the beginning of their programs. Most participants were novice
to learner-centred teaching approaches, as their previous schools had more teacher-centred
classrooms. Participants explained that in their teacher-centred classroom, the instructor played a
more active role; they would present new information to the class, and the student’s main role
was to listen. Therefore, adjusting to a learning environment where there was an apparent
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difference in the academic culture was challenging for some participants. The study revealed
linguistic, social, and cultural factors that affected the participants’ transition.
Types of Support
Over time the participants were fortunate to have access to various avenues of support
which helped them overcome their challenges with academic transition. Students received
support from the university, peers, and family members; occasionally they also relied on
themselves. Most academic support came from the university, which provided various support
services through faculty and student volunteers.
Suggestions for Improvement
Although they held in high regard the level of support they received from the university,
it is evident from the findings participants felt there was more they could have done to improve
the transitional experience of ECLD international students. Participants suggested that the
university elevated transitional support by creating more opportunities for social integration with
domestic students, recruiting more experienced student volunteers, enhancing pre-arrival
support, introducing mandatory intercultural training for faculty, and improving strategies for
teaching multilingual learners. By creating more holistic opportunities for social integration
between international and domestic students, universities could dissolve international students’
feelings of isolation. Additionally, it creates more cultural awareness among the student
population and helps normalize more intercultural activities on school campuses. While it is
important to have student volunteers in academic support units, the participants remarked they
would have benefited more from other international graduate volunteers. Participants also
expressed that the introduction of elevated pre-arrival support could also drastically improve
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international students’ transition to the school environment. By pairing them with other
registered students before arrival, they could arrive on campus feeling more prepared and
focused on their academic transition.
Participants also voiced that increased enrollment of diverse international groups requires
mandatory intercultural training for faculty and staff. This training will improve faculty and
staff’s understanding of the students’ previous learning experiences, and that knowledge will
encourage their teaching strategies. Finally, participants appealed for instructors to revamp their
teaching strategies for multilingual learners. Using more neutral language and speaking at a
slower pace will enhance ESL learners’ classroom experience. Overall, the study has met its
objectives and has filled a gap in the literature on the academic transition of international
students at the postsecondary level. The results of the study confirm useful information for
educational practitioners and policymakers to consider when making decisions about supporting
international students.
Implications
Findings from the research helped to achieve the study’s purpose of examining
international students' academic transition in postsecondary institutions. The results also have
implications for practice, theory, and future research on the academic transition of international
students who are ethnoculturally and linguistically diverse in postsecondary education.
Implication for Practice
With plans to increase the intake of international students at the university, this study has
brought to the fore implications for practice. University officials and educators must become
more aware of international students’ experiences. University officials and educators should start
by increasing conversations with international students to learn more about what factors affect
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their adaption to the learning environment (Perry, 2016). This study proved that an in-depth
review of ECLD international students’ experience at the university revealed cultural, social, and
linguistic factors that affected their academic transition. Gaining insight into international
students’ experiences will inform the university’s decisions around developing more effective
transitional support initiatives. International students bring to the classroom varied learning
experiences and expectations. Postsecondary educators should therefore demonstrate
pedagogical skills effective for teaching across cultures (Dimitrov & Haque, 2016). From the
reviewed literature, as illustrated in Figure 5.1, some examples of approaches that have
effectively supported the academic transition of international students in universities include
intercultural teaching competence (Dimitrov & Haque, 2016), culturally responsive teaching
(Gay, 2000; Larke, 2013), transition pedagogy (Hughes et al., 2018; Kift et al., 2010) and
English for academic purposes (Keefe & Shi, 2011; Terraschke & Wahid, 2011).
Figure 5.1
Approaches to Support the Academic Transition of International Students
Intercultural
Teaching
Competence A

Culturally
Responsive
Teaching

model that
demonstates how
eductors could develop
three categories of
competencies: cultural,
academic success, and
critical consciousness.

Creating more
inclusive classrooms
by incorporating more
cultural experiences,
and perspectives of
ethnoculturally diverse
learners.

Transition
Pedagogy
Collaborative training
from institutional
partners to support the
transition of
international students
(transition courses,
combined
orientataion).

English for
Academic Purposes
Academic programs
designed to improve
the academic language
proﬁciency for
English as a Second
Language (ESL)
learners.
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Finally, there should also be mandatory intercultural training for faculty, staff, and
students. The training should have a curriculum that explores country-specific cultural
backgrounds and discussions on developing inclusive learning and teaching practices.
Intercultural training would help the school community to connect with the international
students’ experiences. The courses would encourage educators and policymakers to evaluate
their practices to ensure they are aligned with recommended internationalized principles and
procedures. The training should also be a safe space for addressing challenges faced with
facilitating intercultural needs and how they can be resolved.
Implication for Theory
Although academic transition differs among international students, Schlossberg et al.
(2012) posited that a stable framework would be essential for understanding their experience.
Influenced by Schlossberg’s (1995, 2012) original transition model, I created a conceptual
framework that examined academic transition by exploring three phases of the learner’s
transition: approaching transition, the 4 S system and taking charge. According to this study’s
findings, approaching transition which identifies the nature of the transition being faced, was the
international students’ process of relocation to Canada for graduate school. As displayed in
Figure 5.2, at the core of the conceptual framework, is the 4’ S System (situation, self, support,
strategies) which are the factors identified in the findings that directly influenced how the
students coped with academic transition; the figure lists a few of the examples given by the
students. The final component, taking charge, covered the usage of new strategies used by the
participants to cope with academic transition.
This conceptual framework will promote a more practical way for researchers to examine how
international students experience academic transition in postsecondary education. It has the
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potential of eliminating the homogenization of an increasingly diverse international student
population and their experience with academic transition in post-secondary education.
Figure 5.2.
The 4 S System: Factors listed from the Findings
SITUATION
•Foreign physical and socio-cultural
enviornment
•Language and communication barriers
•Reading unfamiliar teaching and learning
approaches
•New technology and unfamiliar learning
management systems
•Majority-minority dynamic

SUPPORT
•Peers (preferrence for international
colleagues)
•Institutional supports
•Family members

SELF
•Adult learners/ with pressure from Non
academic responsibilities (family,
employment)
•Minoritized students add Janet's ref
• Grit, persistence and resilient learners

STRATEGIES
•Proactive in seeking help from instructors
and academic advisory supports.
•Attended academic workshops.
• Engage with /Discussed challenges with
other international colleagues.

4 S SYSTEM

Implications for Future Research
Future research on the academic transition of international students should adopt a similar
research design with a less diverse group of participants. For instance, it would be interesting to
study the transition of ECLD students from the same academic discipline or from the same
country or geographical location of origin. It would also be interesting to compare the academic
transition of international students interprovincially or with other international or geographical
locations. The scope of the study could also be extended to incorporate international students’
transition to research and their post-degree experiences. Overall, this research created a more
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practical framework for advancing studies on international students' academic transition, creating
much-needed insight for international education.
Reflection
As I reflect on my journey with this research, I am incredibly amazed at what I have
accomplished despite the odds associated with the COVID 19 pandemic. Like the rest of the
world, I never anticipated this dilemma and that I would experience it miles away from my loved
ones. This made the journey extremely difficult. As the number of infections rose, in-person
school activities were subjected to a mandatory transition to online platforms. There were also
numerous health and safety restrictions in place, which left me worried about the progress I
would make with my research. At first, I was concerned about students’ interest and availability
to participate in this study. However, to my surprise, the number of interested participants
surpassed my expectations after I posted the advertisement. After a thorough screening process, I
could narrow down my options and put the necessary arrangements in place for the interviews.
The participants were widely diverse, making listening to their stories the best part of this
research experience. As the participants reflected on their academic transition, I was pleased with
the wealth of information I garnered from their stories. This proved my assumption that
international students want to be heard and I am honoured to utilize their unique narratives to tell
a story worth being told.
Initially, data analysis for this study was not the most favourable experience. I was
relatively new to phenomenological research and felt intimated by the heavy jargon used to
explain its process. However, after I expanded my knowledge base on variations of
phenomenological approaches, I came across more contemporary methods such as IPA, which
impressively had more straightforward language. Once I familiarized myself with best practices
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for IPA research, I felt more confident in my abilities to conduct phenomenological research. It
took a few ‘do-overs’ to get the right momentum, but I am grateful I was able to see this study
through.
If I could do this again, I would have asked for help much sooner. My pride got the most
of me, and I delayed getting assistance which impeded the research progress. Nonetheless, I can
proudly attest that delay does not mean failure. My staggered progress gave me enough time to
immerse myself in the data, making it easier for me throughout the analytic process. I also
worked on my confidence as researcher by presenting my work and sharing the process at
various academic forums. I ended up presenting various aspects of this research at a total of
seven research conferences, where I got constructive feedback. As the saying goes, “it does take
a village to raise a child”. I am beyond grateful for the support I have received from my
colleagues and friends to complete this research. As I look forward to continued growth in
academia, I will certainly hold dear to my heart all the lessons I have learned throughout this
unforgettable experience.
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Appendix D: Email Response to Interested Students
Subject: Participants Needed for Research on The Academic Transition of International Students
Dear (Insert Student’s Name),
Thank you for expressing an interest in this research on Fostering the Academic Transition of
International Students who are Ethnoculturally and Linguistically Diverse in Postsecondary
Education. If you are a full-time, international graduate student, your participation in an
interview is welcomed. The interview will be conducted virtually via Cisco WebEx in two
sessions which will not last more than 90 minutes.
Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. However, volunteers will be gifted a gift card to
compensate for a snack during the interview. Your input will provide valuable insights and
inform decision-making regarding academic transition support initiatives in postsecondary
institutions. I will ensure your privacy and confidentiality by adhering to the ethical standards of
the University of Saskatchewan. The final reports will also be produced in aggregate form to
ensure that results are not attributable to any individual.
I have attached a copy of the consent form for your review and approval. Please take the time to
read the consent form, which outlines pertinent information on the study and how it will be
administered. I will begin scheduling interviews from the 12th-18th of June, please let me know
your availabilities. (Weekends between 1 and 6 p.m. & Weekdays 5-8)
Please let me know if you have any questions. I can be reached via email
at Kacia.whilby@usask.ca.
Regards,
Kacia Whilby
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Appendix E: Semistructured Interview Guide

Research Tittle: Fostering the Academic Transition of International Students who are
Ethnoculturally and Linguistically Diverse in Postsecondary Education

Thanks for agreeing to participate in this study. Before we begin, please bear in mind the
following:
a) Your participation is voluntary.
b) You have the right to withdraw from the study at any given moment.
c) This is a two-part sequential interview; Each interview will last for at least 45 minutes.
You may also complete this interview in one session, which will last for at least 90
minutes.
d) You may decline to answer any of the given questions.
e) This interview will be recorded.
f) I will stop recording at your request if you indicate that you are feeling uncomfortable.
g) Kindly note that your identity and the content of this conversation will be kept
confidential.
Pre-interview Discussion: (To build rapport) personal introduction, purpose of the study,
overview of the meeting/interview agenda. Remind participants: This is a safe space; I am here
to learn more about your thoughts and feelings on the subject. There are no right or wrong
answers, you are free to express yourself how you are most comfortable, take pauses if you
would like but most importantly stay true to yourself.

Questions
1. Please tell me about yourself (i.e., age (optional), nationality, country of origin, course of
study and year, language (s))
2. Can you tell me about your previous educational experience (Prompt-can you describe
your school's classroom setting? Can you describe the learning and teaching style?
We will now move on to your experience in Canada.
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3. Can you describe how your experience at the university has been thus far? (Prompts-Can
you tell me a bit more about that experience? How did that make you feel? Probe for
examples related to the classroom experience, academic writing/writing tasks,)
4. What are the steps or processes that you have employed to achieve academic transition?
(Prompts-Can you tell me a bit more? Probe-some of the steps that they have taken to
adjust to the writing tasks/academic writing, actions taken to adjust to the teaching style
of their instructors)
5. Can you explain how the course instructors in your department have supported your
academic transition? (Prompts- Can you tell me a bit more about how they supported
your academic writing? How did they help you to adjust to their teaching instructions?
Probe for examples of resources/ strategies used to support their academic transition, the
outcome of support received, how they learnt about them, Thorough descriptions of these
services or resources,
6. What is your opinion on some other ways that the university could support international
students' academic transition? (Prompts-Can you explain that a little bit more? How
would that support make you feel?)

Thank you for taking the time to be a part of this study.
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Appendix F: Consent Form for Individual Interviews
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Appendix G: Transcript Release Form

Transcript Release Form
Research Title: Fostering the Academic Transition of International Students who are
Ethnoculturally and Linguistically Diverse in Postsecondary Education
I, ____________________________________, have reviewed the complete transcript of my
personal interview in this research, and have been provided with the opportunity to add, alter, or
delete information from the transcript as appropriate. I acknowledge that the transcript accurately
reflects what I said in my personal interview with Kacia Whilby. I hereby authorize the release
of this transcript to Kacia Whilby to be used in the manner described in the Consent Form. I have
received a copy of this Transcript Release From for my own records.

Name of Participant (Printed
Name)
______________________________
Researcher’s Signature

Signature

Date

_______________________
Date
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Appendix H: Email sent to Academic Support Units at the University of Saskatchewan for
the Content Analysis

Hello,
My name is Kacia Whilby, and I am an M.Ed. in Educational Administration Candidate at the
University of Saskatchewan. I am writing to seek your support for an essential component of my
thesis research on “Fostering the Academic Transition of International Students who are
Ethnoculturally and Linguistically Diverse in Postsecondary Education.”
I will be conducting a content analysis of existing records that focuses on international students
‘academic transition at this university. As a member of an academic support unit, I am interested
in learning about your experiences or the department’s experiences supporting international
graduate students with their adjustment to academic writing and learning at the U of S through
existing reports or articles. I am particularly interested in sourcing content that report on:






Estimated number of international students that you have assisted with academic
concerns.
An overview of services offered to international students and an assessment or highlight
of the most effective or more prominent services used by international students.
Academic challenges reported by international students and services that addressed these
challenges.
Drawbacks faced by the department to meet some of the academic challenges faced by
international students.
Any other information related to the research as deemed necessary.

Your input will provide invaluable insights for this study. Therefore, any form of support in this
regard would be greatly appreciated. The final reports will also be produced in aggregate form to
ensure that results are not attributable to any individual or department.
I am readily available to address any concerns or provide additional information. I may be
contacted via email at Kacia.whilby@usask.ca or by phone at 306-270-6338.
Regards,
Kacia Whilby
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