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Proposed Research

	Proposed Research Question and sub-questions (if appropriate):

	Proposed title: Understanding students’ academic challenges in taught masters’ courses in Educations Studies: perceptions of the programme team in a Welsh non-Russell Group university.
(This research proposal is a revised version of the original proposal submitted for ECDE7018. This proposal is designed for ECDE7021 (the pilot study), which requires a narrower focus. Due to the fact that the pilot study will take place in the summer and it will be difficult to obtain data from students, this research will focus on identifying expectations of postgraduate students, and the perceived academic challenges that the students face, according to the programme team.)

Main Research Questions:
1. What are the sector-wide expectations of taught master’s students in Education Studies?
2. What are the academic challenges of existing taught master’s international students according to the MA Education Studies programme team?

Sub-questions of research question 1:
· What are the expectations of taught master’s students according to the subject benchmark statement for Education Studies?
· What are the expectations of taught master’s students according to the university’s policy and guidelines?


Sub-questions of research question 2:
· What is a ‘desirable/idea student’ to the MA Education Studies programme team?
· What are the MA Education Studies programme team’s expectations of their students?
· What additional challenges do international students face?

(Add bullet points as needed.)


	 Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	Taught master’s students are an important part of the postgraduate community. According to House’s report (2020), in 2017/18, 65% of the first-year postgraduates are doing a taught master’s (PGT) degree. Within the student body of the Master’s sector, international students are particularly important, as 53% of which are from outside the UK (House, 2020). According to Bolton, Lewis and Gower (2024), summarising various reports, international students not only bring economic benefit to the UK, they also bring global culture and perspectives to UK campuses, enhance standards in teaching and training and ‘deliver positive outcomes for universities as teachers, researchers and collaborators’ after they graduate.

Wales also benefited greatly from international students. From 2017/18 to 2021/22, according to Atherton, Lewis and Bolton (2024) (cited by Jiao, 2024), Wales has seen the greatest increase in international student numbers in PGT programmes amongst UK’s four nations. However, through an initial literature mapping done by Jiao (2024), research on international students studying in Wales were scant, and even fewer were focused on PGT degrees.

According to Senedd Research (2024), over 25,000 international students study in Wales, and 7,530 of which go to Cardiff university (Cardiff University, n.d.) (the only Russell-Group university among eight universities in Wales). This suggests that the majority of international students go to non-Russell Group universities in Wales, and with the huge increase in their numbers, research on academic staff’s understanding of the barriers and academic challenges of their international students within these institutions are needed. 

This research will focus on an MA Education Studies programme in a non-Russell Group university in Wales, it seeks to understand the academic challenges and barriers of international students through the programme team’s perspective. There are a number of reasons behind this choice: 
· Firstly, as House (2020) highlighted in her report, taught master’s degree can be challenging due to their intensity, complexity and depth of study, as they typically involve both taught and research elements are mostly completed in less than two years. She also revealed that Education is one of the most popular disciplines which postgraduate students choose to study in, the number of first year postgraduate students choose to a PGT degree is 23.4% in 2017/18 (3.1% for postgraduate research). This makes the research on a PGT education degree worthwhile.

· Secondly, the researcher is a member of the MA Education Studies programme team of the chosen university, thus has great interest in improving the programme to better support the students.

· Thirdly, due to scant research on international students in PGT degrees in Wales, this research has the potential to fill the gap by providing a perspective from a non-Russell Group university. 

· Lastly, this research can lay a foundation for future studies to address the issues and bridge the gap identified to further support international students.

Extensive research can be found on international postgraduate students, many of which focuses on areas such as international students’ academic adaptation (San and Guo, 2023), adjustment (Cho, Levesque-Bristol  and Yough, 2023) and success (Smith, 2020). However, there are fewer studies focusing on university lecturers’ understanding of academic challenges and barriers.

Through an initial literature mapping on studies focusing on academic staff’s perspective, some interesting articles were found. For example, Wong and Chiu (2018) investigated factors university lecturers identified within the ‘ideal’ undergraduate student in different teaching and learning contexts, they found that the abilities to achieve high grades were rarely identified as important, comparatively, specific personal and academic skillsets, such as engagement, commitment and being critical and reflective are more important. Zhao, Dang and Finlayson (2025) investigated education lecturers’ expectations about writing proficiency for international students, which highlighted important aspects that needs to be incorporated in instruction and assessment through collaboration of writing instructors and disciplinary lecturers.

These article highlighted aspects of expectations of international students and potential challenges and barriers for them, which can be a good reference for developing my pilot research tools.


	Aims & Objectives (approx. 250-500 words)

	This research seeks to clarify on the expectations of postgraduate students at different levels, focusing on the MA Education Studies programme team, the chosen Welsh non-Russell group university and UK HE sector. It also add an empirical dimension through investigating the programme team’s understanding the challenges and barrier of their international students’  which will need effective strategies to address.

This research seeks to lay a solid foundation for a potential future research project, which focuses enhancing academic staff’s understanding of academic challenges and barriers international students are facing, and  on bridging international students’ academic gaps and barriers from a Welsh non-Russell Group setting. 

This research aims to achieve the following aims:

1. Clarify expectations of PGT international students in the higher education sector.
2. Understand expectations of PGT international students a Welsh non-Russell Group setting.
3. Understand academic challenges and barriers of international students enrolling on an MA Education Studies programme at the chosen university from the programme team’s perspective.

In order to achieve the above aims, the following objectives are set:

1. Through document analysis, understand the sector-wide expectations of postgraduate students through analysing the QAA benchmark statements for education studies.
2. Through document analysis, understand the chosen MA Education Studies programme team’s and their university’s expectations of their PGT students.
3. Through group interview and a heuristics approach, understand the ‘desirable/ideal student’ from the programme team’s perspective.
4. Through group interview and a heuristics approach, understanding of the academic challenges and barriers that their students are facing.

Through achieving the above aims and objectives, this research aims to bring a Welsh non-Russell Group’s perspectives on the expectations of students and the identified challenges and barriers that their international students’ face, which will contribute to fill the gap in literature discussed in the ‘background and context section’ above.




	Proposed Plan of Work

	
	Planned development 
	Target date for completion

	Reading and writing of introduction and literature review
	20 June 2025

	Reading and writing of methodology chapter
	30 June 2025

	Piloting research tools
	15 July 2025

	Collecting data
	31 July 2025

	Analysing data
	31 August 2025

	Writing up of results
	15 September 2025

	Writing conclusions
	18 September 2025

	
	




	Proposed Methodology (approx. 500 words)

	
This research will adopt an interpretivist paradigm, and a qualitative research methodology. According to Jenning (2010, cited by Okamoto, 2021), the interpretivist (interpretive social science) paradigm ‘encompasses research that is exploratory and qualitative, and identifies multiple underlying meanings and realities rather than looking for a ‘true’ single reality or answer’ (p. 91), and an inductive approach, with no pre-formed hypothesis prior to data collection, is often used. The decision of my research design is based on the exploratory nature of my research questions, aims and objective.

As shown in the aims and objective, through this investigation, I seek to establish an in-depth understanding of the sector-wide expectations of students at the PGT level. The Welsh non-Russell Group context will be my primary focus, thus both the perspectives of the chosen university and the MA Education Studies programme team are essential. Additionally, in order to establish effective support strategies for international students in future studies, I need to first understand, from the programme team’s perspective, the existing academic gaps of their current international students.

The methods and approaches I plan to use are document analysis and case, within the case study, a group interview and a heuristics approach of the researcher will be used to collect empirical data.

The document analysis method will allow me to understand the postgraduate level requirements and expectations from the policy and statutory regulation perspective. It will provide a valuable guideline and framework and enable an exploration to see how it is understood from the Welsh perspective. It will also support future research combining both the staff and students’ perspective to identify international students’ academic gaps.

For document analysis, the QAA subject benchmark statement for education studies (2019), QAA’s quality code for UK higher education (2024) will be used to clarify the sector-wide expectations. For the Welsh perspective, the chosen university’s academic quality handbook, students code of conduct, as well as programme handbook for MA Education Studies within the university will be used. As the programme handbook and academic quality handbook are not publicly available, ethical approval will be sought first.

For the case study on the MA Education Studies programme team, a group interview and a heuristic approach will be used. This design is based on the fact that he programme team has three academic staff, and the researcher is one of them. To make sure an objective stance is taken when collecting opinions from other members of the programme team, a group interview will be used. As a member of the programme team, the researcher’s understanding will also need to be included, thus a heuristics approach will be used to collect data from the researcher through immersive recollection and journalling. The researcher will set criteria and parameters to make sure that true experience of researcher is collected, which will be explained in more detail in assessment component 2.

This research will adopt a thematic method of data analysis, where aspects of a satisfactory graduate, a desirable student and existing academic gaps of international students will be identified. Comparisons will be done on these aspects, and drawing on existing literature, a Welsh non-Russell Group perspective can be revealed.
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