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The latest figures of Australian Education Inteioradl show there were
175,461 international student enrolments in VETDacember 2008
(AEI, 2009). International student enrolments inTVBrew by 226.9%
between 2002 and 2008. The sharp increase in VEemiational students
has occurred at a time when there is a lack ofrédteal and empirical
research on the objectives, learning practicesimastitutional responses
of these students. This paper draws from the ctlditerature on
international students and international educaioargue that in order to
capture a full picture of the learning practices iatfiernational VET
students, it is significant to examine the assamiabetween students’
motivations to undertake their VET course and tlaelaptation to the
VET curriculum.

Introduction

This paper outlines the rationale and discusseselh#ed literature for a planned four-year
research project conducted between 2009 and 20ichwekplores international students’
study purposes, adaptation practices and institaticesponses within the Australian VET
sector. The discussion in this paper will be sddain the literature which highlights the
VET client-driven culture and indicates the needhtmve beyond the deficit model which is
related to viewing international students’ divectaracteristics and learning practices as
being problematiin the English medium institutional context. It Wie argued that given
the recent sharp increase in the number of intemalt students in the Australian VET
sector and the continuing debate on why internati@tudents are choosing to study in
VET, it is of great importance to explore the lio&tween students’ purpose of investing in
their VET study and their adaptation patterns ideorto gain in-depth understandings of

international VET students’ learning practices.

The VET sector, in particular TAFE, did not enjdyetearly exposure to international
education the higher education sector gained thr@ayernment aid programs including
the Colombo Plan (TAFE Directors Australia 20033%. &result, historically VET was not a
significant player in the international educatioeld and had limited capacity to develop

the knowledge and experience needed to provideirfternational students’ needs.




Nevertheless the sector has experienced a steagythgin the number of international
student enrolments since 1990 and has been thestagbwing sector since 2005. Thus the
number of international students’ enrolments in #estralian VET sector increased by
45.1% in 2008 as compared to 4.5% in higher edutcafAEl 2009). The bulk of the
increase in international VET enrolments since 20@fs occurred in the fields of
‘Management and Commerce’ and ‘Service, Hospitalitg Transport’. It has been claimed
this growth is closely associated with the advaat&®JAC’s Migrant Occupations in
Demand List (MODL) accords international studenteoveomplete their studies in certain
areas of ‘Service, Hospitality and Transport’ (Blfret al 2007). However, with the recent
announcement of the Minister of Immigration andiZenship about the changes to the
General Skilled Migration (GSM) program in Deceml#808, the above occupational
fields are not included in the Critical Skills Ligthich provides the list of occupations
identified based on critical skill shortages in &aBa. As a result of the changes in skilled
migration policies, there may be associated chairg#® fields of study that international
students will be interested in pursuing in the guyyears.

Alternative to seeing VET as a migration route, it&6 been viewed as a pathway to skills
development that can be utilised in the studentsé country or a means to personal
achievement and self-development. In addition, M&R be considered as a pathway to
university entrance. All of these contributions hkely to have some validity and the fact
that the United Kingdom saw the VET sector grow 2ia%2006 (AEI 2007) suggests the
recent growth is not merely migration related. Butat are the primary motivators
influencing VET enrolments and the associated iogplons remains unclear. This is not
least because the sharp increase in VET interredidras occurred at a time when there is
a lack of theoretical and empirical research on dbgectives, learning practices and
institutional responses of these students. Giverdiktinct and emergent characteristics of
the international student body in the VET sect@r¢his a need to gain more insights into
the reasons international students invest in VEIrsses and how these reasons shape their

learning needs and adaptation.
International students viewed as ‘clients’ in the \ET sector

The VET sector is more prone to view students Besnts’ or ‘consumers’ of ‘services’ and

‘products’ than are schools, ELICOS and universi{eg. see Hobart 1999; Smith & Smith
1999; Australian National Training Authority 200@jtchell et al. 2006). However, despite
the current 167,000 international students enrotsmenthe Australian VET sector, there

has been limited research on the characteristidsmuat is required to satisfy the learning
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needs of international VET student ‘customers’ whdonsiderable research has been
devoted to these issues in higher education (Co&rmedison 1996; Rizvi 2000; Doherty
& Singh 2005; Kettle 2005; Tran 2008; Tran 2009;¥a2009). Research on diverse
learner groups in the VET sector, conducted by Naional Centre for Vocational
Education Research (NCVER), has focused on adathégs, students with disabilities,
indigenous students, early school leavers and mmgtidh speaking background students
from different Australian ethnic communities rathiean on international students. This is
an inadequate situation for developing teachingtpras and adopting approaches that are
internationalist and inclusive of international dgats. Within the VET sector in Australia
and overseas there is a small body of literatua¢ ltlas focussed on international students
but this has been limited to studying literacy lsy@bsenteeism, visa non-compliance and
how international students view the teaching pcastiof their host countries (Volet &
Pears 1994; Leong & Pope 1999; Gunn-Lewis & Malth080; McCracken 2000; Watson
2003). However, there has been an absence of ealpmesearch on the adaptation of
international students to the requirements of trening Packages currently promoted in
VET and in particular how individual students’ @iféent motivations in studying a VET
course may influence how they mediate their le@rnipractices. Understanding
international students’ learning needs and theadtaristics of their adaptation process to
VET pedagogic practices is significant for thislwididress the one of the key objectives of
Australia’s National Strategy for Vocational Eduicet and Trainingwhich highlights the
need to build a ‘client-driven culture’ for the sacin which VET products and services

will be customised to suit the particular requirenseof domestic and international learners.

In seeking to understand how international studgnigoses for investing in their courses
affect their adaptation and how they negotiatarthailtural’ learning patterns, their
personal values and institutional requirementsjsitimperative to move beyond the
dominant ‘deficit model’ as addressed in the wadrrlaathors such as Ballard (1987), Elsey
(1990) and Lacina (2002). Marginson (2008) and Rsmad Carroll (2005) state that this
deficit model draws on a number of stereotypes &buarnational students such as they
are largely dependent on rote learning and suittiza®ing, lacking analytical and critical
skills, and having awkward ways in classroom pgoréton. Within this model,
international students are seen as lacking negessdlls to succeed in ‘Western’
institutions (Arkoudis, 2006; Ryan & Carroll, 200&) as a ‘set of problems waiting to be
solved’ in the classroom (Marginson, 2008:7). Homrevthis deficit view has been

challenged by growing research, which have foumatlititernational students are active and




adaptable participants in institutional academacpces and are individuals with possible
variables in their approaches to learning and ecsig learning motivations (McKay &

Wong, 1996; Rizvi, 2000; Norton, 2001; Kettle, 208®ehne, 2005). The deficit view has
therefore been criticised as tending to considerimtional students’ learning styles as
fixed and static and overlooks what is actuallyoiwed in their adaptation process (Volet
& Renshaw 1996). Also, because international stuldamning is viewed within a ‘deficit’

framework, the quality and effectiveness of teaghsless problematized. As a result, the
benefits of greater adaptability and change in ged&al practices among teachers or

academics tend to be less emphasized than adapbatithe part of the students.

An emergent stream of literature has challengedatseimptions of international students
as a homogeneous group (Watkins & Biggs 1996; R2000; Doherty & Singh 2005;
Tran, 2008, 2009). Some studies have gone furthexploring in what ways international
students are flexible and capable of drawing ofediht strategies and resources to gain
access to institutional practices (e.g. Kettle 200&hne 2005; Tran 2008). Highlighted in
these studies is the need to avoid simply attmiguliearning styles to cultural backgrounds.
Instead, these studies suggest the significanceexgfloring more adequately the
complexities in students' processes of unpackintgrpreting and adapting to various
institutional practices. Rethinking teaching prees and adopting approaches that are more
internationalist and inclusive of internationald#ats goes hand in hand with rethinking the
images of international students in the global ernt Centred on students’ learning
‘mediation’ or adaptation process is seen as offera change from the dominant
approaches on ‘problems’, plagiarism and policiigstandards often circulating around
international students. The stream of research lwlaeoids stereotyping international
students and moves beyond the deficit model iritrganternational students does not tend
to deny the challenges international students naag for to indicate that support is not
needed. Instead it argues that support for intennait students needs to be provided in line
with building on international students’ persongéacy, self-formation capacity and their
strategies to act, to change and to adapt, takitogaccount their own educational needs as
well as contributions, seeing diversity as a pwsitiesource for teaching and learning,
focusing on adaptation as a mutual process for imp#inational students and teachers as
well (Marginson, 2008; Ryan & Carroll, 2005; Bigg€03).




Relationship between international students’ studypurposes and their

learning adaptation

Recent research has brought a broader lens tonitiersianding of the motivations and
experiences of international students through thecepts of investment and imagined
community (e.g. McKay & Wong 1996; Norton, 2001;riém & Toohey 2002; Doherty &
Singh 2005; Arkoudis & Love, 2008). Drawing on Bdi@u’'s concept of ‘cultural capital’,
Norton and Toohey (2002) argue that why and hownkya invest in their course links to
their desire to ‘acquire a wider range of symbalred material resources, which in turn
increase the value of their cultural capital’ (212 Their argument underpins the
connection of students’ investment in a specifiarse, their purposes of so doing and their
adaptation. This important relationship has howdaesn mainly examined in the context
of learners in English as a second language orignfgr Academic Purposes courses and
has gone largely unexplored in the literature aermational students in Australia and
overseas. As argued above, the exploration ofriatemal students’ adaptation so far has
made sweeping generalizations and implies unifgrrnt relation to how international
students study in host institutions. Other studietuding Tran (2008), Kettle (2005) and
Koehne (2005) which step beyond the ‘deficit’ framoek also share a common limitation
as they frame the problem within the limits of timt agency’ but overlook the importance
of international students’ reasons for investinghair course and how this relates to the
nature of their adaptation. Analysing the link beéw students’ values and purpose of
investing in their course and their adaptationgratt will offer an alternative conceptual
view from which to examine international studen&sdrning adaptation and provide new
and deeper insights into their learning practice¥ET. In so doing, it will also contribute
to the continuing debate on why internationalsdm@osing to study in the Australian VET

sector and whether the recent expansion of therseah be sustained.

The concept of investment moves beyond that ofrunstntal motivation proposed by
Gardner because it focuses on the agency of theeleas a complex and mobile social
history with multiple values who is capable to orige and reorganise a sense of place and
value in the social world (Arkoudis & Love, 2008n this sense, international VET
students’ acquired values are neither fixed notampibut shaped by their mobility, their
different and dynamic interactions with the soaefldemic world, the impacts of prior life
and educational experiences, knowledge depriven fftese experiences and imaginings

about desired outcomes.




Within the VET context, it has been argued thates paradigm is needed in order to
enhance our understanding of the reasons and rotigebehind individuals’ decisions to
undertake TAFE courses (Der Linde, 2006). Der Licdatends that the human capital
theory has been drawn on to evaluate TAFE gradoatisomes but fails to uncover the
purposes of individuals in investing in their TABRudies. Instead, the author proposes that
the notion of personal capital should be incorpatah the exploration of TAFE students’
outcomes as this enables us to capture ‘the inhargretus and values that individuals
ascribe to their motivation to undertake a courfsstudy’ (p.23). Here the adoption of the
concept of personal capital allows for a more iptdeunderstanding of not only the
specific capacities that individuals invest in th@iograms to achieve their acquired values
but also the purposes of their investment in tistiidies. Nevertheless, the construct of
personal capital which is intimately linked to stats’ reasons for undertaking VET
courses and how this may impact on their learniag ot been explored in the related
literature about international students’ studying/ET. The exploration of this association
appears to be of great importance to the undernsiguad international VET students due to
their high level of mobility, their complex charadstics and their differing and perhaps

shifting purposes of study in a transnational etdanacontext.

Some recent studies on international students expih@ reasons why international students
decide to undertake international study (Habu, 268Qis & Chapman, 2007) or why they
choose one country or one institution over otheéee( 2007; Pimpa, 2005). Research on
the motivations underlying students’ choice of atelinational education at an Australian
institution’s campus in Malaysia shows two formsrofestment: positional investments for
Malaysian nationals and self-transformative investta for non-Malaysian students (Pyvis
& Chapman, 2007). The finding of this study indesathat Malaysian local students appear
to make positional investments since their purdosenvesting in international education
is associated with the aspiration to be employedniytinational companies within
Malaysia. This finding appears to support Marginsomrgument that positional
motivations play an important role in students’ idems about their study courses and
destinations. Pyvis & Chapman’s study also indedkat for non-Malaysian students, the
purpose of their investment in studying at the Aal&n university in Malaysia is linked to
their own expectation to be exposed to new outkmai new perspective of the world and
the international experience. It would be interggtio see whether positional investments
or transformative investments tend to be more pmemt for individual international

students in Australian VET institutions and if therre any other forms of investments that
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students make in their study in Australia. The fmesdifferences in relation to study
purposes of local students and international stisderthe Australian VET sector also need
to be taken into account in adapting the curricutarmeet the needs of the diverse student

population.

VET teaching and learning practices are industiyedr. Research into community colleges
in the United States has shown that in a globahewet, vocational education needs to
respond to the expectations of students and thewd@snof business and industry for skills
training (Levin, 2000, 2006). Within this context,is increasingly important for the
curriculum to be developed in accordance with miptkee demands. Employment skills
and readiness have been perceived to be criticalireements for the VET curriculum.
Within the VET context, learning is associated witie development of competence
required in the workplace. Pyvis and Chapman’s aiese highlights the significant
relationship of trans-national students’ educatioegperiences and their occupational
aspirations and occupational selection, which alated to their imagined communities or
workplaces. However, despite over 175,000 inteonali student enrolments in VET (AEl,
2009), little is known about what may constituteptsgment skills and readiness and the
occupational aspirations of international VET studefrom their own perspectives. In
addition, the demands of the potential businessiaddstry in the social contexts other
than Australia where international students mayebwloyed or seek employment after
their completion of the VET courses and how thoseands will be incorporated into the
process of developing and adapting the curriculuennat accorded sufficient attention. In
fact, Lee’s (2007) study with international studeirt a US higher education institution
reveals that students’ initial expectations abbatduality of the course and its application
to the context of their home country appear to timet.

Research Approach

It is proposed to conduct case studies of intesnati students and staff from three
government and three non-government VET instit@ionNew South Wales, Queensland
and Victoria in the first phase of the researchvieen 2009 and 2010. In addition an online
survey will be conducted with international studeimt all VET institutions in Australia in
the second phase of data collection in 2011. Ir6Z&% of all VET international student
enrolments were with non-government institutionsd a&22% were with government
institutions (AEI, 2007b). There was an increase 2Gf9% in international student

enrolments in the private sector and 19.6% in tidip sector. The distinct characteristics
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between the two sectors and the recent unbalaneeelappment in international student
enrolments justify the investigation of the leamgnioractices of international students and
the responses of institutions from both governnagak non-government sectors. Moreover,
unlike the higher education sector, the VET sysierthe joint responsibility of both the
federal government and the state or territory govemts. Around 90% of all international
VET enrolments were in New South Wales (50%), Miet§28%) and Queensland (10%)
in 2006 (AEI, 2007a). Therefore, it is important éasure the coverage of these three
leading states in terms of providing VET coursesdriternational students. In each of these
three states, one VET institution from the pubkctsr and one from the private sector
which have a recent significant increase in inteonal student enrolments will be chosen
for the study.

Research instruments and case study protocolhe instruments of this case research are
(1) semi-structured interviews; (2) study of puldimcumentation of institutional policy and
strategy about internationalizing the curriculund geroviding support for international
students, data on international students and dataelevant VET sector policies and
programs. Within each VET institutional case, imtews are conducted with three groups:
international students, staff teaching in relevdisciplines and personnel administering

international programs and international studeapgpert.

Online Survey: An online survey will be undertaken with internaa VET students in all
VET institutions within Australia in the second gkaof data collection for the project in
2011. The survey will focus on international VETd#nts’ motivations for their study

choice, how they found about VET programs and théaptation to VET practices.

Conclusion

It has been argued in this paper that despite V&mgothe fastest growing sector in terms
of international student enrolments and being prtmeview international students as
clients, the exploration of international studentgir adaptation to study in VET has not
been addressed. As international students are ejobibving between cultures and
operating in a transnational academic environmindy adaptation to the teaching and
learning practices in VET should be seen as a @éhangcess. International students are
able to exercise their personal agency and havedhpacity to act and make changes to
secure their personal, study and occupational @spis in their educational route. The

investigation of how differing and possibly shifjimotives for undertaking VET studies

may impact international students’ learning wayeots this view of students as mobile,
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purposeful and active agents. It thus moves beybadleficit framework which tends to
treat international students’ characteristics asniyeculture-driven, fixed and statistic
across different contexts. Focusing on the linkMeen international students’ purposes of
investing their VET courses and their adaptatioVEI study is seen as offering a more
in-depth and new investigation of internationabdstuts’ learning practices and their change

process.
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