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Bridging international students’ academic gaps in taught masters’ courses in Education Studies through academic staff led upskilling course: an exploration of a Welsh non-Russell Group university

Introduction
This methodology paper aims to set out methodological considerations and design of my research topic, which seeks to identifying and bridging the academic gaps of international students who choose to do a taught master’s course in Education Studies at a Welsh non-Russell Group university. This is a longitudinal study which aims to be completed in two years’ time.

[bookmark: _Hlk196996320]The study seek to answer the following research questions:
1. Given the changing landscape of higher education (HE) due to the rise of generative artificial intelligence and political/immigration related factors, what are the skills and competencies that a level 7 degree in the UK MA in Education Studies degree would require?
2. What are the strengths and weaknesses, and the academic level of the general population of international students enrolled on the programme? How will these factors contribute and affect their successes in completing the degree?
3. In which ways can a tailored academic staff-led upskilling course, based on answers from the first two research questions, effectively bridge the identified academic gaps from the students’ perspective? 

In order to answer the above research questions, this study will set out the following aims:
1. Identify university-wide and national benchmark requirements for a taught master’s course in Education studies in the UK; 
2. Identify international students’ strengths and weaknesses base on both literature and the students who are enrolled on the course; understand the students’ academic level and identify academic gap base on aim 1.
3. Identify in which ways the existing upskilling course addresses the identified academic gap, and how effective it is from the perspective of the international students who are enrolled on the course.

To achieve the above aims, the following objectives are set:
1. Understand the expectation of the students of a taught master’s Education Studies programme from the university’s and the HE sector’ perspectives through literature review and document analysis.
2. Identify the characteristics, the strengths and weaknesses of international students and effective strategies to support them through a literature review.
3. Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the international students who are enrolled on the course through observation.
4. Understand the expectations of the students and their academic gaps through group semi-structured interviewing the MA Education Studies programme team. 
5. Adopt effective strategies targeting the existing international students to improve the current upskilling course, and test its effectiveness on bridging academic gaps (identified in objective 1-4) through individual semi-structured interviews with the students.



Chosen paradigm and methodology
To achieve the above mentioned aims and objectives and to answer the research questions, this research will adopt an interpretivist paradigm and use a qualitative methodology to collect qualitative data. The Welsh context is a key focus of this research, this it is key to consider the context of the chosen university when answering the proposed research questions.

Ontologically, interpretivists believe that ‘reality is subjective, multiple and socially constructed’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Krauss, 2005; Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba, 2011, cited by Dean, 2018, p. 3); epistemologically, interpretivists believe that knowledge is inseparable from context, and data cannot be collected out of context (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Yanow, 2014, cited by Dean, 2018, p. 3). Consider the nature of my research topic which focuses on identifying and bridge gaps for international students in higher education (HE) in the age of Generative AI, the interpretivist paradigm is especially suitable. This is because that despite the general expectations of students at level 7 can be objective, the programme team’s expectations of their students would be subjective due to their interpretations of the institutional and sector-wide expectations; the academic gaps of international students at level 7 is different due to individual factors including individual characteristics, language level, prior subject knowledge, time management skills and learning and research strategies. Additionally, recent discussions in the HE suggested that the sector is being drastically impacted by generative AI. Stakeholders, especially people working in the sector, are still trying to understand the impact of AI on HE and what challenges and opportunities it would bring to HE (Aler Tubella, Mora- Cantallops and Nieves, 2024; Fowler, 2023; Francis, Jones and Smith, 2025), and what new skills and competences staff and students need to be equipped with, so that they can harness the opportunities and tackle the challenges that generative AI brings. Given this changing context, academic gaps do not only lie in the language competencies and level of academic skills, but also lie in how the chosen university and programme team are developing their programmes to embrace the opportunities and tackle the challenges generative AI brings to education and to the society. To understand the perceived understanding of the new academic gaps, the interpretivist paradigm is especially suitable.

An interpretivist stance can help to find out:1) through literature, new common understanding of ‘standards’ for a level 7 taught master’s programme in Education Studies under the impact of generative AI; and 2) through interviews, the programme team’s understanding of the possible changes of expectations of students’ skills and competencies due to the rise of the technology. Students’ perception of the usefulness and effectiveness of the upskilling course is vitally important to understand how the change of expectations and available support is impacting on students’ learning. An interpretivist paradigm will enable an in-depth understanding of the students’ learning experiences through observations and semi-structured interviews. 

Understand the interpretivist stance, this research will adopt a qualitative methodology to collect qualitative data. According to Hammersley (2013) qualitative research is ‘a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the essential role of subjectivity in the research process, to study a number of naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical forms of approach’ (p.12, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 345). Qualitative research can be used to understand the subject of research through describing, explaining, reporting and testing (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p.345), and have to be mindful, when analysing data to not destroy the context (Dixon-Woods, Fitzpatrick and Roberts, 2001, p.131, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p.346).

Specifically in regards to literature review and document analysis, an integrative approach will be adopted. Integrative review, as Snyder (2019) highlighted, is mostly used for mature topics or emerging topics: for mature topics, it is used to provide an overview, critical review and potential reconceptualization of the existing knowledge base and to expand the theoretical foundation of relevant topics; for new and emerging topics, it provides initial conceptualisations and theoretical models. This approach does not aim to include existing articles comprehensively, instead it combines ‘perspectives and insights from different fields or research traditions’ (p. 336). The key is to have clearly defined purpose, scope and research questions for the integrative review, as they determine whether the chosen approach is appropriate. In the context of this research, the focus is identifying and bridging the academic gaps of postgraduate taught students in English speaking countries (such as the UK, US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Singapore), this focus highlights the need to include both primary, secondary literature and policy and guideline papers at the postgraduate level and may include students studying from different disciplinary areas (as studies focusing on the discipline of Education is limited), and the thus an integrative approach would be suitable.

In a qualitative research, studies should be set in their natural settings due to the importance of context. Considering that the number of international students enrolling on the programme is relatively small, a qualitative methodology will allow the focus to be on students’ perceptions of the academic gaps through sitting in lectures and doing assignments, as well as allowing a tailored upskilling course to be improved to facilitate their needs. The research will take place in the classrooms of the targeted university, this will make sure that the study is conducted in natural settings for international students, thus taken the context into consideration. With both understanding from the education providers’ perspective and international students’ perspective on the academic gaps, understanding the effectiveness of the improved upskilling course to address the identified academic gaps will be able to achieved.

Sampling strategy and methods
To ensure the achievement of the objectives and the success of this study, a careful consideration of sampling strategies is needed. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), suitability of the adopted sampling strategy is one of the key elements (alongside appropriate methodology and instrumentation) to determine the quality and the successfulness of a piece of research, they advise that sampling decisions need to be make early in the planning of the research project. 

Base on the aims and objectives of my research, I seek to collect secondary data from literature review and document analysis through an integrative approach (this will be explained below), and empirical data through group interviewing the programme team as well as individual interviewing the international students and classroom observation. The qualitative nature of my research enable me to have a small sample size for my empirical data. 

To collect secondary data through literature review and document analysis, as mentioned in previous sub-section, it is vitally important to 1) have clear purpose, scope and research questions; and 2) set an effective search strategy for identifying literature (Snyder, 2019). Elements of search terms, appropriate data bases and inclusion and exclusion areas, linking to the research questions and the aim of the literature review, need to be well though through, as it would have determined whether it is feasible to conduct a piece of research with the chosen focus in the given timeframe, or if a narrower focus would need to be selected (Cohan, Manion and Morrison, 2018).

For this research, the following key words will be used in combination with Boolean operators (and, or, not, truncation:* and so on) to find relevant literature: international student*, postgraduate, academic challenges/barriers/need, gaps, effective*, standard, staff/lecturer/programme, artificial intelligence/AI. Data base for literature search will include: Ebsco, UWTSD library catalogue, JSTOR and Google Scholar; policy and guideline documents will be targeted to QAA and the chosen programme and university websites. Inclusion and exclusion criteria are also very important to identify relevant literature. For the focus of this study, only studies focusing on academic related factors will be included. For example, studies focusing on international students’ wellbeing contributed by factors such as home-sickness, loneliness or financial constraints will not be included, however, if the literature focuses on how ineffective adaptation mindset is connected to the lack of willingness to engage with local students to enhance their academic experience, it will be included. Only research carried out from 2010 onwards will be included, this is to make sure that the selected literature are recent and thus will be more relevant to the most current issues that still yet to be addressed in universities in English speaking countries.

For the collection of empirical data, a non-probability purposive sampling strategy will be used. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) purposive sampling is a strategy where researchers select participants to be included in the study base on their judgement on what type of characteristics of the participants that the research would need. The selection of the sampling strategy for this research was restricted by the small number of international students enrolled on the MA Education Studies programme at the selected university. A different sampling strategy, convenience sampling, can be adopted for this study, this is a strategy where researchers select their participants base on convenience of access. However, considering the nature of my research topic, purposive sampling strategy is a more suitable one.

As mentioned in the above paragraph, due to the recent small number of recruitments of international students for the MA Education Studies programme at the selected university, the sample size of the study is small, thus, the planned sampling size of the programme team participants will be two, and the sampling size of international students will be three. The sample size above is also considered base on the representativeness of and access to the population, for a programme with a lower number of participants, the selected sample size will be able to represent the population. The researcher is a member of the programme team, thus will be able to access both populations easily.

Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations are vital in educational research. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) stressed three essential elements to all educational research: an ethic of respect (‘for people; knowledge; the quality of educational research; the environment; and academic freedom’), an ethic of care (‘for all involved in educational research by and for researchers’) and trust (between researcher and researched, with the expectations that researchers hold responsibilities for their actions). This research will follow the ethical guidelines set by BERA (2024) and UWTSD (2022), and make sure that ethics is thorough considered to ensure that responsibilities towards participants, the researcher, UWTSD, the environment and the academic community are upheld, and that the research is conducted to maximise benefit and minimize harm to the involved stakeholders.

Key risks involved in this project will only be highlighted in this assignment, as detailed ethical considerations are provided in the component 3 assignment. As this research will involve collecting both secondary and empirical data, ethical considerations for both means will need to be considered. Key areas need to be considered, according to UWTSD (2022) are: research integrity, research methods, data protection, risks, consent and research impact, and all of these are relevant to this research. Educational research holds responsibilities not only to the participants and the institution the researcher is affiliated to, but also to the researcher and the research community, thus, according to BERA (2024) the researcher need to make that the research is conducted in the highest standards, make sure the robustness of the ‘data collection and analysis techniques, and the inferences to be drawn from their findings’ (para. 57) and that ethical approval needs to be sought before data collection is conducted. The researcher also need to comply with GDPR legal requirements for storing and using personal data, and that matters related to confidentiality and anonymity will need to be carefully considered and communicated to the participants. Risks to all stakeholders will need to be thoroughly thought through to ensure that they are minimised and mitigated where possible (details of the risks are presented in component 3). Respect to the participants need to be upheld through providing clear information on the purpose of the research, its process (including cut-off date of withdrawal from the research, means of updating the result of the study), potential risks to the participants, participants’ rights; consent will need to be sought before data collection.

In addition to the factors discussed above, academic integrity and responsibilities of the researcher can be upheld through a critical awareness of researcher bias and possible influences on the interpretation and analysis of the data. This will be discussed in more details in the follow data analysis sub-section.

Research tools and methods of data analysis

This research seeks to use 1) document analysis to understand the institutional and sector-wide expectations of postgraduate taught students; use semi-structured interviews to collect programme team’s expectations of students and international students’ views on their academic experiences, as well as use classroom observations to collect additional data to identify the challenges and barriers and barriers international students face while studying their taught master’s degree programme in education studies at a chosen non-Russell Group university in Wales. All of this will be used as the basis for an effective upskilling course for international students. This sub-section will discuss the above mentioned research tools individually.

First of all, document analysis is an essential first tool to be used in this research, as it lays foundation for this study. According to Bowen (2009), document analysis is a qualitative research tool that systematically review or evaluate documents, it allows researchers to examine and interpret selected texts to ‘elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge’ (p.27). It is often used as a complement in combination with other tools, as a way to triangulate data in qualitative research, so that it makes the researcher’s evidence more credible. Document analysis is used due to many of its advantages such as many selected documents are publicly available and its cost-effectiveness, however, it is not without limitations, as it may not hold sufficient details, also the (incomplete) selection of documents may result in biases. Also, when interpreting the text, researcher’s subjectivity may affect the way the content of the documents are understood.

This research sets clear purpose for document analysis, which will be on authoritative documents setting institutional and sector-wide standards and expectations. Due to this reason, this research tool remains a suitable tool for this research.

After the document analysis, semi-structured interviews will be conducted to collect empirical data from the programme team and the students. As Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlighted, the interview is useful to collect multi-sensory data (verbal and non-verbal) to get complete answers to complex questions. However, it is time consuming and can contain researcher bias. A careful designing of the interview questions will be needed to ensure that the interview questions allow comprehensive answers from participants which will help to answer the research questions. The researcher need to consider factors such as information overload, leading questions, overly structured or unstructured questions which may be to restrictive or unrestrictive, which will make coding and analysis at a later stage difficult. The researcher will also need to consider participants’ reactions to questions, and to be aware of the impact that the questions may impose on the participants’ wellbeing. 

Observation, as the last research tool to collect empirical data from students, allows the researcher to collect in-situ data in naturally occurring settings. As Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlighted, the strengths of observations is that it provides rich contextual information and allow the researcher to collect verbal, non-verbal and physical data that would naturally occur in the classroom setting. Recording of data is vitally important in this method of data collection. The research needs to decide what type of data needs to be recorded, and if recording is used to help retrieve data, the research needs to be aware how the presence of the researcher or the recording device may influence the behaviour of the students. Also sensitive personal information is included in the raw data, thus careful handling of the raw data is essential. A limitation of the observation method lies in its richness of data, and that the researcher’s decision on what type of data will be included may project a risk of losing important information. Also, as mentioned earlier, the influence of the researcher as an observer may impact on the students’ behaviours. For this research, the researcher aims to observe the students while teaching them in the lecture. This may affect the amount of important information recorded, as the observer is teaching while observing. A way to mitigate this would be to record the lesson, and immediate reflection and writing down of information observed after the lecture can be a suitable way to record data.

To analyse data, this study will use thematic analysis as a mean to analyse both secondary and empirical data. This is due to the fact that information retrieved through document analysis and literature review will be in the same theme as the information retrieved through interviews and observations, thus thematic analysis will allow triangulation and facilitate data comparison. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlighted important steps including coding and categorising data, as well as making connections and decide what needs to be included or not. Merriam (1998) suggested that researchers can highlight key words appeared in the data to assist coding.

Conclusion

This assignment provided an overview of the research methodology involved in the designed research, and discussed how the chosen paradigm, methodology and methods of data collection is suitable for the research questions, aims and objectives. A critical reflection of the research tools is also done to ensure that data collection process is well thought through.
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