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The research 

This proposal has developed from a research project undertaken by Alyson McGee and Gillian 
Skyrme at Massey University. The purpose was to investigate the academic practices of university 
teachers in a range of disciplines in response to the presence of international students in their 
classes, and data is drawn from semi-structured interviews with 12 teachers across three different 
colleges. Our findings revealed general good will towards this group. Teachers often mentioned 
challenges in dealing with issues that arose for students whose first language was not English in both 
learning and expressing themselves for assessment purposes in cognitively and linguistically 
demanding situations, but often had developed practices designed to overcome some of these, and 
to ensure that all involved at the meeting place of internationalisation could benefit optimally from 
it. On the other hand, some of the teachers found a conflict between their sense that these students 
required a degree of scaffolding to support their success, and their deeply held beliefs about the role 
of university teachers and students, in particular the central importance of student autonomy and of 
teacher fairness to all.   

Why this topic is important 

The call from both government and university leaders to increase enrolment of international 
students in New Zealand universities rarely considers the nature of the experience for those most 
directly involved, participants in classroom and supervision relationships. Yet satisfaction for all 
concerned seems essential for sustainability.  

One of the goals of this project was to contribute to effective professional development 
supporting tertiary teachers in their work with international students. The researchers’ own beliefs 
about education are founded on social constructivist learner-centered principles. Some of the 
teachers grappling with the tensions mentioned seemed to have very different, but nevertheless 
principled, beliefs about how students at tertiary level should enter their discipline, leaning strongly 
on notions of autonomy and equal treatment for all. Autonomy was seen as  being threatened by 
extra degrees of scaffolding which might support international students’ success, hence the 
tensions. Approaching professional development with such teachers by expecting them to share and 
adopt “our” ways, then, seems unproductive and leads to the danger of “talking past each other”. 

This issue is the nub of the proposed discussion and our questions: 

How can we pursue our initial goal of affecting teaching practice? How can we find ways to support 
these teachers to enhance the experiences of international students when the measures that we 
advocate may conflict with the beliefs and roles these teachers assume? 

 

How the session will be run 

 A brief sharing of the data from the research project demonstrating the tensions 
referred to; 



 Discussion of the basic divisions that Fanghanel identifies in her book Being an 
academic, which we have found helpful in understanding and respecting the probity of 
different ways of perceiving the role and beliefs of the teacher; 

 Sharing  of some initial ideas that we are developing about how professional 
development under these circumstances might occur, eliciting feedback and further 
development of these ideas; 

 Sharing of ideas from the group about the timeliness of interventions: how and when 
can we encourage these teachers to sufficiently value reflection and questioning about 
their beliefs and roles with international students to participate in a professional 
development? 
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