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[bookmark: _Toc193826927]Introduction
With student engagement being strongly linked to academic achievement (Teoh, et al., 2025), it is surprising that no universal definition exists (QAA, 2024). With no single definition of student engagement (Dismore, et al., 2018), the concept of student engagement is complex (QAA, 2024) and whilst it remains central importance to learning (Choi, et al., 2025), student engagement does not just happen (Ashwin, et al., 2022). 

Recently, literature revealed that conventional pedagogies do not engage learners and as a result, does not encourage students to develop critical thinking skills (Zhou, et al., 2025). To engender engagement, pedagogical strategies that supports motivation and personal goals should be explored (Camfield, 2025).

For international students, engagement with learning can be challenging, and with limited literature available dedicated to pedagogies for international students (Lomer & Mittelmeier, 2020) it also proves difficult for the lecture to teach international students. 

Having taught on two short courses to provide international students with a ‘taster’ of the UK education system, the aim of this action research project is to investigate engagement of international students during their study time in the UK. Having reflected on my own teaching experience, one of the main challenges I encountered was student engagement. The aim of this action research project is to improve student engagement with specific focus on international students. To improve my own practice and teaching delivery, the action research project will investigate cultural differences, teaching techniques, importance of engagement and lecturer expectations. 

It is widely recognised that we cannot ignore the importance of preparing learners to work effectively across cultures in a global context (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Researching student engagement could also provide guidelines for teachers to monitor learning process of the students (Teoh, et al., 2025).



The action research project focuses on five key research questions:
1. What does engagement mean for lecturers - what are the expectations for the short courses? 
2. How do international students engage currently on the short courses?
3. What changes short, longer term to remove the barriers/facilitate better engagement? 
4. How do the lessons from the short courses relate to wider practice? 
5. What future primary research is needed/what gaps are there in the literature?

[bookmark: _Toc193826928]Literature review
[bookmark: _Toc193826929]Engagement expectations
Student engagement in learning and teaching is noted as one of the most important issues facing higher education (Healey, et al., 2014) as it has wider implications on learning. Student engagement is a major issue and its wider implications on learning is connected to student retention, learning and academic achievements (Ike, 2020). 

Engagement falls into four categories, behavioural, cognitive, emotional and agentic (Montenegro, 2022) and for the purpose of this research project, focus will be on agentic engagement as it has been noted as the most important category for students of the 21st century (Reschly & Christenson, 2022). In the context of higher education, agentic engagement refers to students’ active contribution in the classroom (Patall, 2024), for example, when a lecturer asks a question, students have the freedom to speak, display initiatives to participate and contribute to the learning process (Montenegro, 2022). Building on the limited research on agentic engagement as the topic is fairly recent (Montenegro, 2022), the importance of agentic engagement also serves as a base for understanding students’ academic progression during the course through formative assessments (Zenouzagh, et al., 2025).

The understanding that students are self-disciplined and self-motivated are expected from lecturers alongside positive participation in lecturers (Hassel & Ridout, 2018). As lecturers expect students to have a level of understanding before the course, the ability to self-regulate and develop skills are expected from the lecturer which in turn enables engagement resulting in academic success (Montenegro, 2022). It is also reported that the view from lecturers shows that engagement is also linked to concentrated, motivated and interested students (Montenegro, 2022). 

Literature acknowledges the challenges of student engagement from international students as using skills such as critical thinking and reflective practice is difficult as they have been taught through different learning styles (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Research has also linked the lack of study skills, learning anxiety and unfamiliar cultures as challenges for international students (Will & Burrows, 2017).

Despite positive outcomes linked to student engagement, little research has taken place that focuses on the lecturers view of engagement (Dismore, et al., 2018). The responsibility of student engagement is a widely debated topic (Montenegro, 2022), and for higher education in the UK, published guidelines state it is the responsibility of both staff and students for developing and also maintaining a teaching culture of student engagement (QAA, 2018). Therefore, lecturers must be made aware that not all university students, especially international students, come from an education background of engagement in the classroom and as such, lecturers need to modify their teaching styles to accommodate cultural characteristics of international students (Montenegro, 2022), which highlights the importance of this research topic. 

[bookmark: _Toc193826930]Student engagement
The evidence in general suggests international students have limited student engagement during their class, as international students may lack social capital and social networks to practice interaction (Dismore, et al., 2018). This is predominantly due to traditional teaching styles, especially in Asia where classroom activities are dominated by the lecturer with limited questions as students are not encouraged to express their opinions in public (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Classrooms in Asia would be structured and focused on exams, with the lecturer providing the knowledge and the student listens in order to achieve the highest score possible (Will & Burrows, 2017). As a result, research has framed some international students from Asia as passive and uncritical learners who are unwilling to learn through creativity or collaboration due to their culture (Zingaretti & Spelorzi, 2022). This links to Montenegro (2022) research that in lectures, students become passive observers if student engagement does not take place in the classroom (Montenegro, 2022). 

It is widely reported that international students from Asia lack problem solving skills in the classroom as most of their education focuses on written exams which are not designed for creative thinking or practical problems (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). It is crucial that lecturers do not mistaken language barriers as the lack of critical thinking skills by students (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Whilst language could be a challenge for engagement, it is important that is does not get confused with different educational backgrounds (Will & Burrows, 2017). Despite acknowledging the barriers of language, educational and cultural differences, little consideration has been put forward on how to engage international students (Kearney, et al., 2024). 

The majority of research focuses on the lack of student engagement, implying that international students are not doing what they should be doing (Green, 2018). Whilst it is important to understand the reasons for lack of student engagement, UK universities need to develop innovative pedagogical strategies to integrate and engage international students (Kearney, et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc193826931]Remove barriers
It is important to acknowledge that there are huge cultural differences in the teaching styles for international students, and to deliver a programme in a standard form without considering the background of the students is a flawed strategy (Will & Burrows, 2017). 

For the short-term, it is important for the lecturer to be made aware of the level of English language students of each student as this could affect their confidence and ability to communicate in class. Smaller group sizes might work better for students to feel more confident and less pressure from peers (Dismore, et al., 2018). Research suggests students actual prefer small class sizes as it offers greater opportunities to interact with lecturers, resulting in enhanced engagement (Hassel & Ridout, 2018). If lecturers are unable to change the group size, strategies such as walking to the back of a large lecture room could also have a positive effect on engagement (Dismore, et al., 2018). Despite the belief that addressing these problems may not be perceived as a priority (Petty, 2014), there is strong evidence to support teaching in smaller groups, also referred to as tribes, would be effective in building longer term groups for learning (Gibbs, 2000). 

Evidence suggests international students may not value the opinion of their peers and would expect the lecturer to provide the information and answers (Will & Burrows, 2017). For the lecturer, coaching techniques may gain the attention of students by emphasising the purpose of the short course and its relation to the outcomes of personal ambitions and growth (Cox, et al., 2024). Evidence highlights the challenges around the reluctance of international students working together, especially with UK based students, however, research around peer student engagement has reported positive outcomes of student experiences (Kearney, et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc193826932]Wider practice
Alongside Canada, USA and Australia, the UK continues to be a popular destination for international students. The four countries alone dominate the international education landscape as they host over half of the world's international student population (THE PIE, 2025). In the academic year 2022/2023, 758,855 international students studied at UK universities, making up 26% of the total student population (UK Parliament, 2024). This signifies the importance of encouraging and enhancing teaching and learning for international students in the classroom, especially as the majority of international students studying in the UK are from Asia (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). 

Across the higher education sector, the need to address student engagement affects wider practices as international students come to the UK with the expectations that the teaching style will be the same without realising they need to adapt in order to succeed academically (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). A similar viewpoint was echoed by Hassel & Ridout (2018) who reported that nearly a third of university students expect university to be an extension of secondary education, and would therefore continue with a similar teaching style, resulting in students being unprepared for teaching strategies in higher education (Hassel & Ridout, 2018). One prominent example in the literature is the requirement to engage in a question and answer session between the lecturer and students. Some cultures would percieve asking questions as impolite, insulting or interrupting the lecturer (Montenegro, 2022) whilst other international students would perceive providing the correct answers in the classroom as a form of showing off or a know-it-all (Chan & Smith, 2024).

Recent research argues that international students should not be expected to ‘adapt’ to British teaching and learning in the UK and that pedagogic practices should be re-shaped to promote inclusion of international students (Lomer & Mittelmeier, 2020). Chan & Smith (2024) supported this viewpoint and encouraged lecturers to tailor learning strategies in according with difference cultures and settings as this would deliver a respecting environment for internnational students who are worried about losing ‘face’ (Chan & Smith, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826933]The gap
Having reviewed current literature, there is a clear need to enhance student engagement as a range of consequences has been identified, however, there is limited content focusing on international students. It has been reported that significant research has been undertaken about learning styles and pedagogical issues relating to international students, but little research has been published around appropriate and effective methods to enhance student engagement (Will & Burrows, 2017). Whilst the classroom should be inclusive for all students, it is important to identify and adapt for international students to deliver inclusivity. The lack of literature in the last five years enhances the need for current research to be conducted to provide guidance on pedagogy strategies for international students to engage further in the UK education system (Zingaretti & Spelorzi, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc193826934]Methodology 
As the first step of action research for practitioners is to identify a concern for improvement (McAteer, 2013) the topic of enhancing student engagement will be the main focus of this project and the challenges are identified as a thematic concern. For researchers in the education field, the aim is to not only gain an understanding of the present, but to use the findings to improve future practices (Bell & Waters, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826935]Thematic concern
The focus of this research project derives from my own practice to improve student engagement as self-reflection considers one’s own values, attitudes and expectations and how it influences behaviour of those in the classroom which will shape the methodology and data analysis in research projects (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). McAteer (2013) also echoed the importance of reflection as a critical part which allows action as research and then research as action. 

[image: Sage Academic Books - Qualitative Research in Education - Action Research]
(Kemmis, et al., The Action Research Spiral, 2014, p. 19)

In accordance with Kemmis et al (2014) concept of the action research spiral, I understand that reflective practice is broken down into planning, acting, observing and reflecting and for participants, it is important to develop and evolve through one’s own practice by understanding our practices and the situations that arise in those practices (Kemmis, et al., 2014). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826936]Reflective practice
For the purpose of this research project, as “understanding student engagement starts from the learning environment” (QAA, 2024), I have used the reflective model by Schön (1983) with particular focus on reflection-on-action as reflective practice encourages engagement (University of Cambridge, 2025).

As my placement involved teaching international students from Southeast Asia, I was aware students have experienced different teaching methods, however I was expecting the course to be a stepping stone for students wanting to experience education in the UK before committing to further study. Therefore, I was expecting the students would embrace their opportunity by engaging in the classroom, but this was not the case. 

[bookmark: _Toc193826937]Limitations 
For the purpose of this methodology and due to time constraints along with ethics committee restrictions, I will use secondary research gathered in the literature review. It is important to acknowledge the importance of ethics committees as they play an important role in ensuring appropriate design and use of data is permitted (Bell & Waters, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826938]Recommendations
If the limitations above were not an issue, I would recommend conducting primary research with focus on collecting qualitative data through structured interviews as it involves in-depth analysis on why and how things occur as appose to quantitative data which focuses more on numerical data and number crunching (Bell & Waters, 2018). Despite McAteer (2013) stating that interview transcripts for qualitative research can be seen as less reliable evidence, Bell & Waters (2018) argued that interviews can investigate motives and feelings, something that cannot be captured in surveys. Interviews with open-ended questions can also explore the interviewees views, experiences or phenomenon (Cohen, et al., 2018). Interviewing a selection of students from the short course would allow the researcher to explore an honest and authentic opinions on student engagement (McAteer, 2013). This primary research would be analysed alongside secondary research and reflective practice for an in-depth analysis of student engagement. 

[bookmark: _Toc193826939]Findings
[bookmark: _Toc193826940]Sense of belonging
It is widely reported that to improve student engagement which will lead to enhanced student retention and attainment, the lecturer needs to create a sense of belonging in the classroom (Austen, et al., 2021). This was also echoed by Healey et al (2014) who stated that student engagement is based on the students experience of higher education community and surroundings. To achieve this, the Welsh Government’s Professional Standards Framework “encourages teachers to value and promote diversity, equality of opportunity and inclusion by creating a safe learning environment and challenging unacceptable behaviour” (Welsh Government, 2023). Recent research also echoed the need for the lecturer to create a safe and respectful environment for students to learn (Zingaretti & Spelorzi, 2022).

According to Ofsted (2024), the learning environment is a strong indicator of positive learning and attitudes which contribute to student engagement. The following suggested were put forward by Ofsted (2024):
· “A calm and orderly environment in the provider, classroom, workshop and workplace, as this is essential for learners to be able to learn.
· The setting of clear expectations for behaviour across all aspects of provider life, including at work.
· A strong focus on attendance at and punctuality to learning and work settings to minimise disruption, and so that learners gain valuable employability skills.
· Learner motivation and positive attitudes to learning are important predictors of attainment.
· A positive and respectful provider culture in which staff know and care about learners.
· An environment in which learners feel safe because staff and learners do not accept bullying, harassment or discrimination or peer-on-peer abuse – online or offline. Staff deal with any issues quickly, consistently and effectively”.
(Ofsted, 2024)

[bookmark: _Toc193826941]Motivation 
As “student engagement should not be separated from the motivation” (Montenegro, 2022), Healey et al (2014) reported that student engagement is largely based on the motivation and passionate the student has to study their programme of choice (Healey, et al., 2014). Therefore, it is important for the lecturer to praise, use positive reinforcement, utilise medals and set mission statements to improve and enhance incentives, rules and routines to enhance student engagement  (Jones , 2012). This approach to student engagement is also encouraged by Petty (2014) who believes lecturers should use positive support and motivation in the form of listening to the interest of the students and respecting the student as a person. Student appraisals have a positive impact on student engagement and in turn, creates a positive learning environment (Choi, et al., 2025)

By showing empathy through positive approaches, this is likely to lead to motivating student to engage (Avis, et al., 2019) and enhance the need for self-improvement by engaging in learning activities (Knowles, et al., 2020). By motivating and encouraging engagement international students with the course materials, their satisfaction for the course grows, their involvement increases which all in turn contributes to enhancement of engagement and learning experience (Salciuviene, 2024). 

It is also important to acknowledge the cause of lack of engagement, as research reported a link between negatively and the emotion of boredom in the classroom (Choi, et al., 2025). To overcome this issue, a sense of connection between the lecturer and students is important. 

[bookmark: _Toc193826942]Sense of connection
To improve student engagement, it must be a priority for the lecturer to get to know their students and this could be in the form of meet and greet (Robinson, 2019) as building positive relations with students play an important role in student engagement and enhances effective learning (Avis, et al., 2019). Communication between students and lecturers is a common theme amongst previous research that needs improving in order to enhance student engagement (Krebs, 2021).

Research published by the University of Birmingham acknolwedged the difficulties and lack of interactivity that arises from cultural differences in the classroom, and therefore recommended for lecturers to foster an inclusive classroom environment (Salciuviene, 2024). The requirement to create an inclusive classroom environment is also stated in the Professional Standards Framework for practisioners to create a safe and inclusive learning environment (Welsh Government, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826943]Additional support
As previously stated, part of the course, it is important for teaching strategies to adapt to the learning style of international students but to also understand the role of the lecturer, as most Asian countries see the lecturer as the instructor, whereas the UK education system advocates for the lecturer to be the supervisor or facilitator (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Once the roles have been defined, it is also the role of the lecturer to set out the rules and expectation of student engagement at the beginning of the course (Wong & Wong, 2018). This was evidence during my practice, as the aim of the short course was to provide a ‘taster’ of the UK education system, and a short induction was required for students to get a clear understanding of academic life in the UK.
  
For students to develop skills such as critical thinking to enhance student engagement, additional support is required to develop it (Atfield & Kemp, 2008). Sun (2021) echoed this statement as the support students receive from their university deserves more attention as students need to learn skills to have a positive impact on learning and engagement (Sun, 2021). 

In addition to teaching in the classroom, consideration should be put forward to offering international students’ academic support outside of the classroom by offering office hours, when needed (Salciuviene, 2024). With the need for additional support from the beginning of the course which is when students are most vulnerable (Hassel & Ridout, 2018), universities need to prepare international students for their academic journey, and this should be a process as appose to an event by offering peer-mentoring and staff to student interaction (Hassel & Ridout, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc193826944]Conclusion
As QAA (2018) highlighted that student engagement is the responsibility of both the lecturer and student, Hassel & Ridout (2018) acknowledged that engagement is a joint effort to achieve student success. Significant research suggests that lecturers need to adapt their teaching styles for international students in order to encourage and enhance student engagement. To summarise, these teaching styles and techniques include:
· Teaching smaller group sizes
· Encourage students to work in groups and value the input from peers
· Sense of belonging in an inclusive classroom environment 
· Motivation through praise, positive reinforcement and encouragement 
· Sense of connection by improving communication between lecturer and student
· Additional support including study skills, induction and mentoring

It is important to highlight, that student engagement affects wider practices across the higher education sector, as it shapes policies, government guidelines and teaching standards. Student engagement also affects the outcomes of retention, progression and results; therefore, it is important to acknowledge and improve student engagement especially for international students who struggle with cultural differences, teaching styles and expectations of the UK education system. 

As the number of international students to UK universities is rising, the lack of research focusing on international students demands further attention in order to enhance student engagement across the sector. 
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