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Proposed Research

	Proposed Title / Question (20 / 30 words):

	Bridging international students’ academic deficit in taught masters’ courses in Education Studies: an exploration of a Welsh non-Russell Group university.

	Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	UK taught masters programmes are popular for both domestic and international students. According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency’s report (HESA, 2024), there is a steady increase in the total number of students enrolling on postgraduate taught programmes across all four nations in the UK from 2018/19 to 2022/23. This trend is echoed by Atherton, Lewis and Bolton (2024), it is highlighted in their research briefing that during the period of 2017/18 to 2021/22, Wales has seen the greatest rise of 44% in postgraduate taught (PGT) students amongst all four nations. It is worth noticing that this steady increase of students were mainly contributed by non-UK students, this can be seen by comparing HESA’s 2018/19 and 2022/23 statistics for full-time students alone (HESA, 2024) – total number of UK-based PGT students in Wales saw a 4.8% increase, whereas the total number of non-UK students saw a huge 182.31% increase.

This increase in the number of students from diverse background brought both opportunities and challenges to universities in Wales. One may expect that PGT students, having gone through studies in higher education (HE) and received their undergraduate qualifications, would have a good level of understanding of universities’ expectations. However, due to the diverse background of the student body, gap of knowledge and skills exist. Indeed, research found that PGT students (both national and international, including those progressing within the same institution) ‘frequently experience anxieties and concerns directly related to the transition to postgraduate level study’ (Bamber et al., 2017; Gabdamosi, 2018; Mogan and Direito, 2016, cited by Coneyworth et al., 2020, p.263).

This problem exists not only on the students’ side, universities and academic staff also have different expectations from students, and they value skills and competencies differently in different disciplines, and the universities’ expectations of students can be unclear (Wong, Dewitt and Chiu, 2023). When using the word ‘transition’, there is a lack of theory of transition, and the term was often used in a ‘take-for-granted’ way, and this can cause a mismatch between universities’ expectations of their students and how these expectations are understood by the students (Gale and Parker, 2014). 

International students are an integral part of UK HE, not only because universities depend on their tuition fees as one of the most important source of income in light of inflation, rise of cost and reduction in funding (OfS, 2024), but also due to their contribution to the reputation of HE institutions in aspects such as internationalisation (Spencer-Oatey and Dauber, 2019) and they bring diversity and vibrance to their learning communities.

However, due to the change of immigration rules for family and work visa by the Conservative Government (Braverman, 2023) and freeze of domestic students tuition fee, and other issues mentioned in the previous paragraph, universities are facing tremendous financial challenges and started to implement ‘drastic cost-cutting measures’, and this may impost risks to educational quality (Laker, 2024), which is vital for universities and their students.

Given this context, continuous efforts are needed to ensure that the quality of education in HE is not undermined by the challenging climate, and the integrity of HE needs to be maintained, so that international students can continuously have a positive learning experience and be able to get the most out of their investment and trust in their chosen institutions. 

There is extensive research on different aspects of international students studying in UK universities, for example, on adaptation and adjustment of international (Chinese) students studying abroad (Zhao and Schartner, 2024), on challenges and support programmes for PGT students (Coneyworth et al., 2020), on the role of feedback in cross-cultural learning (Tian and Lowe, 2013) and Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) students’ successes in business degrees in a UK university (Dousa, St John, and Emovon, 2021), as well as studies on transition (Gale and Parker, 2014) and ‘desirable or ideal students’ in HE (Wong, Dewitt and Chiu, 2023).

However, initial literature mapping suggests that there is scant research on international students studying in Wales, and even fewer focuses on taught masters programmes. Thus this study aims to contribute to the research gap and share valuable experiences in bridging international students’ academic deficit in taught masters courses in Education Studies in a non-Russell Group university in Wales.


	Aims & Objectives (approx. 250 – 500 words)

	This small-scale research aims to bridge academic deficits amongst international students in a taught masters course in Education Studies in a non-Russell Group university in Wales.

With the recent increase in the number of international students enrolled in Welsh universities, new opportunities and challenges arose. It is important to look at issues in the Welsh context for the following reasons:

1. the huge percentage rise in the enrolment of international students from 2017/18 to 2022/23 in Wales (Atherton, Lewis and Bolton, 2024; HESA, 2024) means that those Welsh institutions, whose target students were not international, face more challenges due to a lack of knowledge and experience in dealing with different types of issues and demands from international students, and these challenges are exacerbated in the 12-18 months taught masters programme due to the its intensive nature, thus additional support systems will be needed from the programme team if well-structured international student support systems within universities are missing.
2. 24 Russell Group universities receive 70% of research grants out of all universities in the UK, and they are more competitive in receiving students with stronger academic achievement and abilities. Intuitively, in terms of the additional needs from international students who are applying for non-Russell Group universities are higher, thus they will need more attention, support and care.
3. There are few studies focused on international students in taught masters programme in the Welsh context.

The chosen Welsh university for this research is one of those non-Russell Group institutions, whose target students were not international previously and its priorities are teaching and learning. 

Given the above background and context, this research has the following aims:
1. Identify the chosen university’s and programme’s expectation of their students – i.e. the ‘desirable and ideal student’.
2. Identify international students’ academic level and academic deficits in relation to aim 1.
3. Test the effectiveness of a upskilling course developed by the programme team in addressing the identified academic deficits.

In order to achieve the above aims, this research sets the follow objectives:

1. Find out the chosen university’s and programme’s expectations of students through document analysis.
2. Investigate programme’s ‘desirable and ideal students’ through a group interview with the programme team. 
3. Identify academic deficits of current international students on the programme through observations and individual interviews.
4. Identify existing effective strategies on bridging international students’ academic deficits through literature review.
5. Update the existing upskilling course designed by the programme team base on the identified academic deficits and test its effectiveness through questionnaires to students.

By achieving the above aims and objectives, this research will clarify the expectations from the university and the MA Education Studies’ programme of their students, and the existing academic deficits of international students, and identify effective strategies to address them.


	Proposed Methodology (approx. 500 words)

	
This study will adopt a mixed methods approach due to the comprehensive nature of its aims and objectives, as the study seeks to not only focusing on identifying international students’ academic deficits, but also explore effective strategies to address them through clarifying the expectations and standards from the university and the programme team. 

According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), mixed methods recognises that ‘the world is not exclusively quantitative or qualitative’ (p.64), and it helps to provide greater understanding of the issue compared to adopting either quantitative or qualitative approach alone (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 64). Due to the nature of this research, the mixed methods approach will be appropriate.

To achieve the aims and objectives, this research will be carried out in three stages:

· Stage 1: Understanding the chosen university and the programme team’s views on the desirable student and their expectations of their students at the PGT level.
· Stage 2: Understanding the views of international students (who are enrolled on MA Education Studies) on their views of the desirable student of the university and their expectations of the programme. At the same time, identify their academic deficits based on findings in Stage 1.
· Stage 3: Base on findings of stage 2, explore the effectiveness of the upskilling course designed by the programme team in addressing the academic deficits identified in Stage 2.


Different methods will be adopted for each stage, and they are as follows:

Stage 1:

1.1 Document analysis will be used to find out universities’ expectations of their students. Documents included in the analysis are: the universities’ academic handbook, the university’s student code of conduct and the MA Education Studies’ programme handbook. This method is chosen because that documenting ‘anchoring practices (,) structure other activities and practices’ (Neumann and Sending, 2010, cited by Bueger, 2023, p.153), and the above mentioned documents will also help to clarify its specific expectations of their students in the context of the university and the programme.

1.2 Semi-structured group interview will be used to collect detailed opinions from the programme team. An interview, according to Kvale (1996, p.14, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p.596), is ‘an interchange of view between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest’ which put human interactions in the centre of knowledge production. A semi-structure group interview will enable a clear and in-depth understanding of the programme teams’ expectations of the students and the characters and academic levels of a desirable student in their opinions. 

Stage 2:

2.1 Observation will be used to analyse the behaviours of international students in lectures and classes, focusing on their participations in the classroom and behaviours during break time. As Robson (2002, p.310) highlighted that ‘what people do may differ from what they say they do, and observation provides a reality check’ (cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 637), and enable researcher to see ‘everyday behaviour that … might be taken for granted, expected or go unnoticed’ (ibid.; Cooper and Schindler, 2001, p.374). The observations will be done on a weekly basis throughout the first two months of the new academic year.

2.2 Individual interviews will be conducted to get detailed feedback from students on their understanding of the expectations of them, their opinions on the lectures and classes, their feeling towards the level of difficulties of the course and the challenges they face during their studies.

Stage 3: 

3.1 Update the existing upskilling course based on findings of Stage 1 and 2
3.2 Test its effectiveness through asking students to fill in semi-structured questionnaires (in the form of feedback forms) at the beginning, middle and the end of the upskilling course, this will allow the research to collected standardised and open responses to test the effectiveness of the upskilling course.
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