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Abstract

Studying outside one's home country can be exciting while posing many adjustment challenges
simultaneously. Like me, a lot of Asian ELL (English language learners) international students are both
thrilled and struggling. Linguistic and cultural barriers cause a lot of challenges and stress that significantly
affect our overseas study experiences. Aiming to help instructors better support their Asian ELL
international students in classrooms, I have conducted a focus group to collect empirical descriptions of
some adjustment issues of studying abroad and I offer advice for teaching interventions. Six participants
from three Asian countries have participated in four activities. Through each activity, participants were
gradually stimulated to open their minds, share experiences and ideas, and make new suggestions. The
findings showed that all the student participants were supportive of the various teaching interventions to
support Asian ELL students, but their feelings about a few specific approaches varied. They also came up
with many new teaching intervention proposals.

Keywords: adjustment challenges, Asian ELL international students, linguistic and cultural barriers,
teaching interventions, pedagogy, student supports
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Background
Prior to COVID-19, the number of international students worldwide was increasing. Figure 1 displays
that in 2019, more than 6 million students were studying abroad, compared to about 2 million in 2000
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2021).
Figure 1
Other policy relevant indicators: inbound internationally mobile students by continent of origin

Note: Data are from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)
http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?queryid=3804#
Among these international students, Asian students are the majority. In the US (Figure 2), for
example, in 2020, most international students came from Asian countries such as China, India, and South
Korea, of which China accounted for the most at 35% (Open Doors Report, 2020).
Figure 2
Top 10 Places of Origin for International Students in the U.S.

Note. Source from the Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange.
https://opendoorsdata.org/infographic/top-10-places-of-origin-of-international-students/
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These international students are attracted to English-speaking developed countries by the
reputations of prestigious universities, the good living environment, and the excellent social benefits of the
destination countries. They positively influence many aspects of the destination countries including
increasing academic prestige, cultural exchange, and financial revenue (Wu et al., 2015). However,
international students usually confront significant pressure and challenges when they leave familiar
environments and adapt to new contexts with remarkable differences. Many of them encounter physical,
mental, academic, and cultural difficulties (Li, 2020). Language barriers, culture shock, isolation, lack of
access to familiar foods, difficulties with homestays, etc., were common adaptational issues. We even see
suicide cases every year as extreme consequences caused by these stress and challenges. In a video
program called “Your Child in the United States,” Voice of America explores both the achievements and
problems of Chinese students in the US, through interviews with teachers, students, scholars, and other
experts. This program lists a significant number of Chinese international students' suicide cases at several
prestigious American universities from 2012 to 2016: MIT, Johns Hopkins, California State UniversityFullerton, University of Chicago Booth School of Business (Xu, 2016). In these cases, the specific causes
of suicide were diverse, but all were related to mental health issues resulting from various adaptational
challenges. By better understanding international students’ struggles, university faculties can recognize
overseas students' needs and effectively offer supportive campus resources and services. Instructors can
help students fit into classes by offering inclusive teaching methods and materials (Wu et al., 2015).
To better understand their situation, research on international students began a century ago. As
early as 1915, the Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students (CFR) 1 started an annual
census of international students. In 1921, the census 2 became a joint project of the CFR and the Institute
of International Education (Du Bois, 1956). Foreign exchange programs increased in the 1950s, and studies
focused on overseas students' social and psychological obstacles (Ward et al., 2020). Since the 1980s,
stress related to acculturation began drawing researchers' attention (Berry, 1980; Furnham & Bochner,
1986). In recent years, researchers have been more interested in reducing international students' stress

1

The Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students (CFR) was founded in 1911 by Dr. John R. Mott,
head of the World Council of Churches.
2

It is known as the Open Doors Report today.
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and boosting their overseas lives (Ward et al., 2020). Bista & Gaulee (2017) described that many
international students' challenges had remained the same over the last several decades. Still, more
complicated and new challenges are appearing along with technological changes, economic growth, and
global emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Problem statement
Scoping review approach
To serve a global and multi-angle topic, I have selected search tools including both Chinese and
English search engines. During the process of this project, I combined the search results from academic
and non-academic search engines to get voices from different backgrounds. Since most of the relevant
studies are based in the UK and US, I deliberately used the Canadian Business & Current Affairs Database
to find some Canadian-based studies. The three academic searching tools were Dorothy H. Hoover Library,
Google Scholar, and CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure); the three non-academic search
engines I used were Google, Bing, and Baidu. In summary, I included previous peer reviews, news reports,
website articles, books, and related data. The searching keywords I used were international students, Asian
international students, language barriers, and international students’ challenges.
A wide range of research has been done on the various aspects of adaptation for international
students such as policy adaptation, adaptation after graduation, and social relationships. However, I want
to explore a topic closely related to academic adaptation, which is the essential challenge I encountered as
an international student myself. For this reason, I have excluded literature on other aspects of adaptation
research. While international students may face challenges at all educational levels, I have limited my scope
to postsecondary schools due to the constraints of this project.
Inclusion criteria: international students' study adjustment; social adjustment is included when
related to the study life.
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Exclusion criteria: immigrant students'3 adjustments, younger international students (before the
undergraduate study), general talk about or only focus on sociopolitical context, physical health, financial
challenges, discrimination, immigration decision, and plan after graduation.
I have chosen two literature reviews to cover the early research of two destination countries with the
biggest number of international students: America and the UK. From De Araujo's article (2011) Adjustment
Issues of International Students Enrolled in American Colleges and Universities, I have screened out 21
studies from three databases: PsycINFO, ProQuest Education Journals, and ProQuest Psychology
Journals (date range 1991-2010) and reviewed; and in Providing a Positive Learning Experience for
International Students Studying at UK Universities (Lillyman & Bennett, 2014), I have reviewed 87 articles.
For studies in recent ten years, I have individually reviewed 22 studies involving study adjustment. In
addition to the US and the UK, I have included research about other popular destination countries such as
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. What is more, I have referenced one book, one government website
article, three websites for statistical data, and three online videos to complement the study. Even though
the search may not have identified all the items relevant to the topic, the studies included are likely to be
representative of the current knowledge base.

Scoping review founding
Through this scoping review, I summarized some topics that essentially involved Asian ELL
students’ learning adaption which were language barriers, the instructor's role, instructors and students'
perceptions, the instructor's support, peer support, mental health, and support from teaching institutions. I
have also gathered common challenges to learning adjustment among international students and collected
prior proposed support interventions to prepare materials for my focus group activities.
Language barriers
The studies that surveyed international students in major destination countries showed direct links
between English fluency and academic adjustment.

3

In this article, immigrant students refer to individuals enrolled in education institutions who hold permanent
resident cards or have citizenship. It is different from international students who refer to individuals enrolled in
education institutions who hold temporary student visas.
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I found seven studies in the US that indicated that English fluency is a key variable associated with
international students’ adaptation. In Swagler and Ellis's (2003) study, fear of speaking English affected
Taiwanese students' adjustment. Their participants mentioned some unpleasant or humiliating experiences.
For example, being treated impatiently by a restaurant waiter or being told: “…talking to you is like talking
to a 4-year-old…” Yeh and Inose (2003) considered international students’ reported English language
fluency as one of the predictors of acculturative stress, which refers to various negative outcomes for
international students caused by challenging experiences such as uneasiness, insecurity, depression,
anxiety, loss, etc. (Wu et al., 2015). Likewise, Poyrazli et al.'s (2004) findings displayed those students have
lower acculturative stress levels when they have higher English ability levels. In turn, Poyrazli and Grahame
(2007) reported that higher levels of depression and anxiety are linked to lower levels of linguistic skills.
Kwon (2009) indicated that "international students who attended English as second language programs
were more likely to feel intimidated or isolated in English speaking classes" (p. 1032). Specifically, when
international students realize that they need to take a language course, they feel the gap between
themselves and students who do not need to take a language course and develop feelings of inferiority and
anxiety. Some studies described writing as the most challenging part for Asian international students.
Campbell & Li (2007) believed that Asian students have difficulty in writing assignments and reports
because they do not have sufficient prior knowledge of academic conventions practiced in the host country.
Swathi et al. (2017) summarized some relevant features associated with international students' writing
difficulties: grammar, vocabulary, organization, the flow of ideas, critical thinking, and plagiarism.
In the UK, comparable findings were reported. For both academic success and psychological
adjustment, English competence is essential (Poyrazili, 2003). Erichsen and Bolliger (2011) pointed out
that unfamiliarity with the language can lead to confusion, misunderstandings, anxiety, stress concerning
participation and presentations, and difficulties with the course and program content. It might be the most
significant variable of learning outcomes (Karuppan & Barari, 2011).
Similarly, International students In Australia encounter language difficulties because of a lack of
confidence in English competence and foreign accents (Park, 2016). Seventy-six percent of the non-English
speaking students enrolled in one department at an Australian university were judged to require intensive
English language support based on a writing sample, compared with only 20 percent of native English
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speakers (Ramburuth, 2001). Due to vocabulary and speed, freshman international students at an
Australian university had language hurdles to understand lectures, mostly when tutors spoke too fast or
gave too little input (Ramsay et al.,1999).
In Canada, Li's (2004) investigation showed that language proficiency was a significant challenge
that accompanied a group of Chinese international students when they transferred from a Chinese high
school to one in Canada and from a Canadian high school to a Canadian university. There are some tips
on Global Affairs Canada's (2019) website to help international students succeed at school in Canada which
include six aspects:
1. Ethics and conduct at school.
2. Working in groups.
3. Writing essays.
4. Delivering presentations.
5. Plagiarism.
6. Getting help when you need it.
From my angle, most of these items are related to language skills. For example, working in groups
relies on language skills while exercising language skills at the same time. Writing and presentation are
directly related to language skills. A significant obstacle to getting help from others is language skills. Overall,
most of the tips are about helping international students to conquer language barriers. School ethics and
conduct and plagiarism may not seem to be directly related to English fluency, but they are also complicated
because of language barriers. A study by Holmes (2004) in New Zealand described a negative fact that
working hard did not result in international students achieving their ideal scores. Discussion skills and
listening comprehension limited their performances and achievements. Challenges came from various
factors, including professors' accents, idioms, humor expressions, and examples in lectures. Their reading
speeds were several times slower than their New Zealand classmates, and they needed to read materials
multiple times.
Although language obstacle contributes a lot to the adjustment hurdle, only a few studies I have
found attempted to design supporting activities or practices. Drawing upon cultural-historical theory and
community psychology, Ma (2020) indicated some approaches for coping with language barriers which
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arose through qualitative research, including interviews and focus group trials, and found out that Chinese
international students recognized their English skills, became interacting actively, and showed positive
emotions when positioned in practices that:
1. Provided structural guidance and active mobilization: participant A had a more positive experience
with the role play and secondary drawing activities because the researcher invited her to participate,
and the guidance helped her to have a clearer understanding of the tasks, goals, and requirements
of the activities.
2. Involved shared intersubjectivity and contradictions: Shared intersubjectivity began to build when
the researcher asked the participants to draw a picture together with the theme of "the world" in the
second drawing activity. The researcher intentionally invited the focus participants to come up with
their own ideas. In this process, contradictions also emerged. For example, participant A's
description of the panda as a carnivore caused a contradiction among the participants because
many of them did not believe that pandas eat meat. This contradiction led to further discussion of
pandas, which in turn expanded the shared intersubjectivity.
3. Offered support within their ZPD (Zone of proximal development): ZPD is defined as the “distance
between the actual developmental level determined by individual problem solving and the level of
development as determined through problem-solving under guidance or in collaboration with more
capable” (Vygotsky, 1978) or the “area of immature, but maturing processes” (Vygotsky, 1998b).
In contrast to the positive performance in the second painting activity, during the first painting
activity, the researcher did not invite or push participant A in any way, so she just listened to the
other participants' conversations and did not participate in the discussion. During the quiz
competition, the researcher quickly read the quiz questions without considering whether they were
fully understood by the target participants. Also, no support was provided to help the target
participant understand the questions or participate in the competition. As a result, participant A
barely communicated and interacted with the other participants and was bored during the quiz
competition.
This investigation gave me the initial motivation to find out more interventions that positively affect
Asian ELL students’ oversea study life as well as test them in trials. Inspired by both Ma (2020)’s research
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approaches and findings, I started to design my study to collect feedback on teaching interventions and
propose more possible supports. Unfortunately, due to time and resource constraints, I have not been able
to complete trials to further test these teaching proposals.
The role of instructors
Several articles I found discussed the instructor's different roles in students' home countries and
the destination countries. The teacher-centered class is considered the mainstream in most Asian countries,
compared to the student-centered class in western countries. In a teacher-centered class, the teacher
functions as a classroom lecturer, presenting information to the students, who are expected to passively
receive the knowledge being presented. In a student-centered class, the teacher is still the authority in the
classroom, but functions as more of a coach or facilitator; and students play a more active and collaborative
role in their own learning (SHARE Team, 2020).
In Korean universities, students recall the exact knowledge being taught in the classroom to get high
marks (H. J. Lee et al., 2017). In the US, classroom activities lack Asian international students' participation
because the students use silence to show respect to the instructors (Ing & Victorino, 2016; Kim, 2008).
They concentrate on listening to lecturers rather than participating out loud to compensate for the shortage
of expression (Kim, 2008).
The teacher-centered style is typical in East Asian countries where students barely question the
knowledge that the teachers deliver (Dong et al., 2008). However, teachers' authority levels still differ in
different countries. Clarke and Xu (2008) found that South Korean students contribute and oral interact less
than Chinese students. And similar findings were reported in their study in 2010 (Clarke et al., 2010). In
math classes, Xu and Clark (2013) also found that South Korean teachers have more authority than
teachers in China and Japan. For instance, rather than allowing students to use their own solution methods,
South Korean teachers usually stress a specific approach to get the answer.
The education I received in China was mainly teacher-centered. I think this style is effective when
teachers are good at arranging reasonable learning tasks for students. Due to a high degree of trust in the
teacher, students will firmly carry out the learning tasks set by the teacher to achieve a certain learning
effect. The negative effect on me is that sometimes I still used to wait for the teacher to arrange all the study
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compositions, instead of taking the initiative to make a study plan for myself. I also felt at a loss what to say
when I first entered a Western-style class where students spoke more than the teacher.
Instructor and student’s perceptions
Because of cultural and individual differences, teachers and Asian ELL students in western
classrooms easily misunderstand each other, due to language, culture, characters, learning habits, and
other aspects as well as the interweaving of these elements. Studies showed that teachers' assumptions
about international student behavior are often incorrect since those teachers bring western educational
ideals to understanding Asian students. Lack of language competence and cultural knowledge is the reason
behind many Asian ELL international students' difficulties.
Robertson et al. (2000) found that instructors in Australia attributed international students' lack of
involvement to be cultural rather than linguistic, while the students reported language weaknesses and
sensitivity to their ability are the leading causes. Professors indicated that international students like
studying and sitting with co-nationals, lacking class participation, and not asking questions, whereas the
students explained that they sat together to ask questions about the lecture or assignments if necessary
(Tompson, 1996). In Robertson et al.'s (2000) research, international students described challenges related
to language, anxiety, and lack of confidence that impeded participation. They complained that their
instructors talked too fast and used idioms. In contrast, the instructors criticized students' lack of critical
thinking and weak writing skills. Although there are lots of controversies between instructors and students,
those findings showed the possibility that both parties could improve.
Instructor support
Previous studies have indicated the support that teachers can provide for international students.
Huang (2012) found that instructors could provide additional factual information that is culturally sensitive,
with space, time, and learning cues to engage students in classroom activities. Hughes (2010) pointed out
teachers need to provide detailed information about library arrangements, services, and information
services. Evans and Morrison (2010) demonstrated that one way to reduce students’ anxiety in the
classroom is to brief them and provide pre-reading material. Tange and Jensen (2012) suggested teachers
take time to explain complicated theories and guide students through the learning process.
1. Write emphasis and assignments on the board.
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2. Use slower speech and avoid jargon.
3. Give background information.
4. Show examples that students from different backgrounds could understand.
5. Recognize cultural shock symptoms.
6. Clarify expectations and provide sample works.
7. Check the understanding of announcements and give some time for reflection when asking
questions.
Peer support
It seems that in addition to the teachers and the Asian ELL students themselves, native Englishspeaking students are also an important factor in the adjustment of Asian ELL students.
Parks and Raymond (2004) found that taking classes with Canadian native speakers causes
Chinese graduate students to review their English skills and improve their learning strategies. Chinese
students recognize their lack of participation and communication with team members, and they realize the
necessity of taking reading notes to help them engage more in class. Nevertheless, learning strategies are
not a complete substitute for improving language skills. To improve English fluency and achieve higher
academic success, Asian ELL international students are often encouraged to interact with native Englishspeaking students when they start to study in Western countries. Unfortunately, they are not always
accepted by the latter because of being erroneously considered less competent due to racism. As a minority
group without fluent English skills, international students’ ability to make friends in Canada is negatively
affected (Schutz & Richards, 2003). By contrast, Trice (2004) found that students from Western Europe
who speak proficient English have much more social contact with American students. They deal with fewer
cultural and language barriers and less discrimination so that more likely and accessible to establish
relationships with Americans.
Support from teaching institutions
Some universities provide English-language courses, tutoring, and supplemental courses to assist
international students with their studies. In Kaspar’s (1997) research, students who enrolled in a contentbased reading/writing ELL course performed better on final course examinations and a writing test than
students in a control group. They also got higher grades and passing rates in the first-year study and had
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better graduation rates than the control group. The instructional methods used for both groups were the
same, but the content-based course included readings from five disciplines, while the control group's
readings were not related to these disciplines’ content.
Beasley and Pearson (1999) mentioned an Australian initiative that content and learning specialists
work together to offer support classes. These support classes involve critical analysis, examination
strategies, study skills, academic reading, and writing. In their investigation, students who attended these
classes consistently and sometimes significantly had higher grades than those who did not participate. Over
six years, the overall course failure rate declined from 13% to 1.5%.
Mental health
An investigation from Yale University indicated that in 130 Chinese international students, 45% had
suffered from symptoms of depression, and 29% had showed anxiety. (China Central Television, 2018).
The factors that affect mental health are comprehensive and complex. Many of these factors are not directly
related to study and include homesickness, isolation, stress, depression, cultural shock, etc. (Alloh, Tait, &
Taylor, 2018; Cowley & Ssekasi, 2018). Nonetheless, I hope to find some ways to mitigate these negative
experiences for ELL international students in the classroom through pedagogical interventions by
understanding the factors that produce mental discomfort and stress. Looking into previous studies, the
critical influential variable still seems largely present in language barriers. In the US, studies showed that
among other factors, Eastern and Southern Asian students' depression and mental health symptoms are
correlated to English fluency (Andrade, 2009; Dao, Lee, & Chang, 2007; Yakunina, Weigold, & McCarthy,
2010). Chan (2009) found that international students often feel embarrassed about their non-fluent English
and feel being negatively or critically judged. Findings from Smiljanic's (2017) investigation indicated that
the TOEFL exam's speaking sections' lower scores are related to more acculturative stress, which is
correlated with anxiety and avoidance.

Knowledge gaps and research questions
In all the research themes I have discussed above, language barriers and cultural differences are
indicated as the most significant causes of ELL international students' learning adjustment challenges as
well as their larger issues with mental health and wellness. However, limited studies have mentioned
practical solutions or supportive approaches. To make a small contribution to filling this gap, my research
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emphasizes helping instructors better support their ELL international students’ linguistic and cultural
inaccessibility in classrooms by proposing some teaching interventions.
The questions that guide my study are:
1.

At OCAD University, do Asian ELL international students’ English fluency and cultural backgrounds
affect learning adjustment in the classroom?

2.

What support services can the university instructors offer to help Asian ELL international students
with their learning adjustment in the classroom?

Scoping review limitations
This scoping review points out the importance of English proficiency in learning adaptation and its
connection to other cultural factors. However, language obstacles have different dimensions, such as
causes, manifestations, effects, and support services. This review does not delve into language barriers
themselves.

Research Methodology
Method
During my research, I employed a focus group as my essential investigation approach. The focus
group was utilized to collect empirical descriptions about adjustment issues of studying abroad and to offer
advice for teaching interventions. The participants participated in four activities: Icebreaker, Matching Game,
the World Café, and New Proposal. All activities were conducted through Zoom's virtual meetings with the
use of Google Jamboard as an aid.
The Icebreaker was designed to allow participants to get acquainted with each other and begin to
reminisce about their study abroad experiences. In the Matching Game, I asked participants to match preset instructional interventions with hypothetical outcomes influenced by Lee and Ma in order to understand
their attitudes toward these interventions. After that, in the World Café conversation, I asked participants to
share their reasons for making their choices in Matching Game. They had discussions in breakout rooms
and were able to refine their opinions after being stimulated by others' insights when they returned to the
main room. These discussions gave me more details of participants’ thoughts on specific teaching
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interventions. At last, the New Proposal was a feedback phase to let participants create new interventions
for instructors to reduce their students' adjustment difficulties.

Data analysis
I used quantitative and qualitative mixed approaches for my data analysis. I processed the data
obtained in the Matching Game using quantitative methods. I tabulated the data collected in the Matching
Game twice. The first table was designed to count the number of times each teaching suggestion was
matched for different effects. The capital letter options represent the positive effects, while the options
corresponding to smaller letters were for the negative effects. The distinction between upper and lower
case letters is to make it easier for me to count the total number of votes received by positive and negative
options respectively so that to use these two groups of figures to form the emojis in the second table. In the
second tabulation, I used the happy and unhappy face images to represent the occurrences of the
supportive and opposing attitudes drawn from the first table. The two emojis show clearly how popular and
unpopular each intervention was.
For the World Café phase, I color-coded the conversations in two breakout rooms and the main
room to explore participants’ various and variational ideas towards specific teaching interventions. Through
the coding, I found some topics that participants focused on and categorized the discussions according to
those topics. Participants' thoughts were assumed to change in response to mutual insight stimulation. And
indeed, some slight changes in participants’ ideas did turn up in the comparison of data from the Matching
Game and the World Café phases. I divided participants' different ideas into categories of controversy,
common ground, and other issues.
For the New Proposal phase, I thematically categorized the new teaching proposals from the
participants. The themes included: preparing teaching materials, arranging classroom activities, other
expectations, expectations that repeated the teaching proposals from the Matching Game, and different
opinions on how to form teams.

Innovation processes and key activities
Through the Icebreaker, besides getting to know each other and feeling close to the facilitator, the
participants' minds warmed up by recalling their overseas study memory. The experience they had shared
became empathic elicitors among them. When they were asked to estimate the effect of those teaching
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interventions in the Matching Game, those interventions inspired and stimulated them before stepping into
the later creating session. The World Café was a further stimulating activity to let participants share their
initial thoughts and listen to others' ideas. Their premier ideas were iterated during the exchange and
collision of thoughts. Finally, in the New Proposal activity, they had opportunities to get their ideas into
shapes and provide new suggestions.
Activity 1: Icebreaker
Objective: To let the participants get to know each other, fit into the environment, and be
comfortable with talking about themselves. To help the participants open the valve of their memories
stimulated by each other's experiences and participated in later focus group activities with a more active
state of mind.
Process: I introduced the project and myself, then asked 6 to introduce themselves and represent
1-3 positive or negative experiences of studying abroad.
Activity 2: Matching Game
Objective: To collect participants' thoughts about proposed learning supports and stimulate their
minds for deep discussion.
Process: Google Jamboard was used to implement the Matching Game. I created several
Jamboard pages in advance, each containing the same 15 teaching suggestions for instructors and eight
predefined outcomes that could result from the implementation of these teaching suggestions. Four of the
eight hypothetical outcomes are positive, including A. reduces anxiety, C. increases confidence, D. reduces
stress, and F. improves learning efficiency; the other four are negative, including b. increases anxiety, e.
increases stress, g. decreases learning efficiency, and h. no help. 4
I got some of these 15 teaching suggestions from previous research by other scholars. For example,
inspired by the activity design in Ma (2020)’s study “Supporting Practices to Break Chinese International
Students’ Language Barriers,” I came up with the first teaching suggestion “the instructor provides structural
guidance and active mobilization for classroom activities, such as clear purpose, rules, time limit, etc.”; and
No.8 proposal “the instructor brings in case studies that students from diverse backgrounds could
understand” was inspired by the research Cultural Differences in Online Learning (Xiaojing Liu et al, 2010).

4

Upper case letters represent positive options, and lower-case letters represent negative options.
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The other proposals are based on my own study abroad experience. Having studied in three different
English-speaking countries (Australia, New Zealand, and Canada), I wanted to know how other international
students' relevant experiences were similar to and different from mine. For instance, I brought up the No.12
proposal because I wanted to know other students’ thoughts about how to form teams.
I asked the participants to match the suggestions with the hypothetical outcomes. Each participant worked
on a separate page. Participants could either pair up by drawing lines or by writing the letters of the options
after the teaching suggestion. A teaching suggestion could be matched with multiple hypothetical outcomes.
Four participants finished this phase in the workshop, while the other two who left during the Matching
Game sent me their results through email after the workshop. One participant left because she had to take
a class, and another went offline suddenly for unknown reasons.
Activity 3: World Café
Objective: Create an environment for idea iteration. Explore participants detailed thoughts on
specific teaching interventions.
Process: I assigned four participants to two Zoom breakout rooms to have a conversation about
their choices in the Matching Game. Then they were all invited back to the main room. One of the
participants from each breakout room was asked to summarize their previous discussion, and the other
was asked to fill in the blanks.
Activity 4: New Proposal
Objective: Let the participants create new teaching intervention proposals.
Process: After the mutual stimulation of the previous activities, I assumed that the participants'
brains were in a more active state and asked them to come up with new teaching proposals. Four
participants wrote down their suggested supports on pre-set pages on the Google Jamboard, while the
other two who left earlier sent me their suggestions through email after the workshop.

Participants
There were six Asian ELL international students who participated in this focus group. All of them
were current undergraduate students from OCAD University. Four of them come from China, one is from
Bangladesh, and one is from South Korea. Their majors include Digital Futures, Creative Writing,
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Photography, and Graphic Design. Their English proficiency varied, but all were able to take instructions,
provide feedback, and participate in discussions.

Limitation
The limited number of participants in this study and the fact that the participants are all from the
same university in Canada made the sample size and diversity insufficient to represent the situation of
Asian ELL international students in different English-speaking countries. Two participants left during the
Matching Game reduced the effectiveness of the discussion in the World Cafe, and the originally planned
two rounds of group discussion were cut down to one round, which made the participants less stimulative
to each other. Due to insufficient familiarity with the Zoom platform, I failed to record one of the two breakout
rooms. Although the participants eventually returned to the main room and summarized this part of the
discussion, some details of this part were lost.
Although the sample size and diversity of this study are not ideal, it still yields valuable findings that
reflect the needs of some Asian ELL students and their attitudes toward specific interventions by their
instructors. I believe this study can be conducted in multiple rounds to increase the sample and thus
iteratively integrate the findings from each round. The more studies are conducted, the more representative
common needs and controversial points of this community will be explored, and richer teaching proposals
will be created, resulting in systematic pedagogical guidelines for teachers.

Findings
Matching Game
In summary, the matching results showed that most students advocated for all the 15 proposed
teaching guidelines. All these teaching suggestions were matched with all four positive pre-set results at
least twice. Sometimes a single positive option was matched up to six times, meaning that all six participants
selected the specific option. Only a few teaching suggestions were matched with one or two negative
choices, and each negative choice was matched no more than twice.
In Table 1, the numbers below the letters A to H display the times each option was selected. This
statistic shows how many student participants supported or opposed each teaching proposal during the
Matching Game which reflects their experience-based judgments about the proposals’ effectiveness. For
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example, it shows that the first teaching suggestion received a relatively high number of votes among the
four positive choices (A, C, D, F) and zero negative votes. So, if an instructor could “provide structural
guidance and active mobilization for classroom activities, such as clear purpose, rules, time limits, etc.”,
Table 1
Matching Game coding 1
Proposed supports
1. The instructor provides structural guidance and active mobilization for
classroom activities, such as clear purpose, rules, time limit, etc. (Some
students lack confidence due to language and cultural barriers, so they
need to be encouraged to participate in classroom activities).
2. The instructor provides additional factual information that is culturally
sensitive, with space, time, and learning cues to engage students in
classroom activities.
3. The instructor gives pre-reading material before classes.
4. The instructor explains complex concepts verbally and visually to
guide the student through the learning process.
5. The instructor writes emphasis and assignments on the board.
6. The instructor uses slower speech and avoids jargon.
7. The instructor gives background information on culturally specific
concepts
8. The instructor brings in case studies that students from diverse
backgrounds could understand. (Outside of Euro-centric history)
9. The instructor recognizes cultural shock symptoms and lets the
students feel being given attention and supported (e.g., feelings of
sadness, loneliness, anger, depression, shyness, insecurity, or other
emergencies of adaptational difficulties in class).
10. The instructor clarifies expectations and provides sample works.
11. The instructor check understanding of announcements and gives
some time for reflection when asking questions.
12. The instructor lets non-native English speakers team up with
English native speakers.
13. The instructor recommends English-language courses, tutoring, and
supplemental courses the institution provides.
14. The instructor provides English learning materials related to the
major (e.g., vocabulary for inclusive design).
15. The instructor recommends support classes involving critical
analysis, examination strategies, study skills, academic reading, and
writing which the institution provides.

A
4

b

C
3

D
5

4

2

2
2

1
4

3
3
3

2
2
2

4
4
3

3
4
2

2

5

3

4

4

4

3

2

4
2

2
2

4
2

4
2

2

1

2

2

3

4

2

3

3

6

2

2

5

2

2
3

1

4

2
1

2

1

e

F
4

g

h

6

1

2

4
3
1
1

1

3

four participants believe it would help ELL Asian international students to reduce anxiety and improve
learning efficiency, three participants think it could increase students’ confidence, and five of them agree
that it could decrease stress. The second motion received a unanimous vote on option F, which means all
six student participants agree that “the instructor provides additional factual information that is culturally
sensitive, with space, time, and learning cues to engage students in classroom activities” will increase
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learning efficiency; and four of them believe that it will increase students’ confidence. Another proposal that
received unanimous support for a specific option is proposal No.14. All six participants agree that the
instructor providing “English learning materials related to the major. (e.g., vocabulary for inclusive design)”
would increase learning efficiency. One proposal that received a relatively high number of votes (five) is
proposal No.15. Five participants voted F for proposal No.15, which represents their agreement that the
instructor recommends support classes involving critical analysis, examination strategies, study skills,
academic reading, and writing which the institution provides will increase learning efficiency.
Most of the proposals received three or four votes on more than two positive options, meaning most
participants endorsed them. Even when some proposals received only two or one vote on some positive
options, they received fewer or no opposing votes.
In terms of negative options, proposal No.12, which is about the instructor letting non-native English
speakers team up with English native speakers, received the highest number of negative votes (four votes),
with two for increasing anxiety and two for increasing stress. Proposal No.3, about giving pre-reading
material before classes, received the second high votes (three votes) for negative options, which also refers
to increasing anxiety and stress. Besides, proposals No.4, 5, 6, and 11 got one vote each for negative
options.
In contrast to votes received by each option in Table 1, Table 2 is designed to show graphically
and directly the popularity and unpopularity of each instructional intervention. The happy faces indicate how
many times capital letters A, C, D, and F (positive options) were selected, while the unhappy faces display
the number of times the lower-case letters b, e, g, and h (negative options) were selected.
According to Table 2, the most welcome teaching proposal is No.1, with 16 votes for positive
options and zero votes for negative options, which means all these student participants really want their
teachers to “provide structural guidance and active mobilization for classroom activities, such as clear
purpose, rules, time limits, etc.” The second most endorsed ones are No. 2, 8, 10, and 14, with 14 votes
for positive options and zero votes for negative options. The proposals supported by the participants include
providing additional factual information that is culturally sensitive, with space, time, and learning cues to
engage students in classroom activities; bringing in case studies that students from diverse backgrounds
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could understand (outside of Euro-centric history); clarifying expectations and provides sample works; and
providing English learning materials related to the major (e.g., vocabulary for inclusive design).
Table 2
Matching Game coding 2
Proposed supports

Positive choices

1. The instructor provides structural guidance and active
mobilization for classroom activities, such as clear purpose,
rules, time limit, etc. (Some students lack confidence due to
language and cultural barriers, so they need to be encouraged
to participate in classroom activities).
2. The instructor provides additional factual information that is
culturally sensitive, with space, time, and learning cues to
engage students in classroom activities.

Negative
Choices
0

16
0

14
3. The instructor gives pre-reading material before classes.

3
9

4. The instructor explains complex concepts verbally and
visually to guide the student through the learning process.

1
12

5. The instructor writes emphasis and assignments on the
board.

1
12

6. The instructor uses slower speech and avoids jargon.

1
13
0

7. The instructor gives background information on culturally
specific concepts.

10
0

8. The instructor brings in case studies that students from
diverse backgrounds could understand (Outside of Euro-centric
history).
14
9. The instructor recognizes cultural shock symptoms and lets
the students feel being given attention and supported (e.g.,
feelings of sadness, loneliness, anger, depression, shyness,
insecure or other emergencies of adaptational difficulties in
class).
10. The instructor clarifies expectations and provides sample
works.

0

13
0

14

11. The instructor check understanding of announcements and
gives some time for reflection when asking questions.
12. The instructor lets non-native English speakers team up with
English native speakers.

6

7

1

4
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0

13. The instructor recommends English-language courses,
tutoring, and supplemental courses the institution provides.

11
0

14. The instructor provides English learning materials related to
the major (e.g., vocabulary for inclusive design).
14
15. The instructor recommends support classes involving critical
analysis, examination strategies, study skills, academic reading,
and writing which the institution provides.

1
13

For negative feedback, seven of the 15 teaching proposals received negative votes, but each
received significantly fewer votes for negative options than positive options. For instance, proposal No.12
got the most four unhappy faces, but it also got seven happy faces. This shows that the participants have
different feelings and opinions about forming teams between native and non-native English students in
class. However, most of the students still believe that such a way of creating teams is more beneficial than
harmful. Proposal No.3, about giving pre-reading material, received three unhappy faces and nine happy
faces, representing more advantages than disadvantages. We can tell that Proposal No.3 and proposal
No.12 are the most controversial in this phase.

World Café
Due to time constraints, the entire World Cafe session was limited to a few specific teaching
proposals, some of which were not saved due to technical problems with recording. But these limited
discussions reflect the participants’ priorities and the importance and sensitivity they attach to these
teaching suggestions. For those teaching suggestions that were not discussed in this session, the data
from the precious Matching Games also represent their attitude.
Controversy
In this workshop, one of the points of contention was encouraging non-native English students to
team up with English native students. One participant said: “…that's kind of dividing students into
separate groups and people from Canadian like Canadian student would be like, Whoa, you're nonCanadian. You don't speak English. So, we are going to let you speak more. And it's just; you’re creating
us a barrier just not helpful, like people are getting self, like really self-aware like, whoa, I'm a non-English
speaker. So now I have to practice my English. It's just unnecessary….” She said it causes anxiety and
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stress, creating a barrier by pushing people to identify themselves into two groups. Another participant
said that it increases anxiety but also enhances confidence “because this could be one of the chances
they can talk to new people.” I am surprised by this feedback because, as an Asian ELL international
student myself, I think teaming up with native-English students is a great chance to practice English and
learn different ways of thinking. I also agree that it might increase anxiety and stress because of the
concern of not being accepted by the local students. We have to admit the fact that ELL international
students are indeed a minority group whose weak oral English skills have diminished their ability to make
friends outside of their home language (Schutz and Richards, 2003). However, I think native-English team
members also reduce Asian ELL students’ anxiety and stress in some cases because they may be more
aware of teacher expectations and assignment requirements and are more familiar with local resources.
Another intervention that brought significant different ideas was about giving pre-reading materials.
Three of the four participants shared that pre-reading materials increase anxiety or stress because
instructors already give students too many materials to read, while one of them said it improves learning
efficiency at the same time. Most participants reflected that they couldn’t finish all the assigned readings.
One participant said that the lecture sometimes was just repeating the reading materials made it feel like a
waste of time. Only one participant described it would be helpful as it would give her time to check the
dictionary and helped her to understand the coming class. I share the last participant’s feelings because
the pre-reding materials usually help me get familiar with the vocabulary and the background, which eases
the difficulties of understanding the class. However, I also agree that getting an acceptable amount of
reading materials is important. Although sometimes the instructor tells us those are just recommended
materials which you do not need to finish all of them, what really happens is we do not know how to choose
unless we read all of them. In fact, since Asian ELL students' reading speed is significantly slower than that
of native English students, the burden of excessive reading materials on Asian ELL students is multiplied.
Personally, I usually feel like it takes me 3 to 5 times longer than instructors seem to think it should take.
Regarding the suggestion that “the instructor provides additional factual information that is culturally
sensitive, with space, time, and learning cues to engage students in classroom activities,” one participant
felt that it would increase anxiety and stress because international students “need more time to reflect”.
This reflects Asian ELL students' anxiety about teachers providing additional information. They worry that
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the teacher will say more, and they won't understand or have time to react. In my personal experience, this
anxiety is most likely to occur when the student’s English language ability is weak or when the student is
not familiar with the cultural context. In contrast, another participant felt it could enhance confidence
because it helps to “interact with other team members”, and the confidence is from “expressing and
practicing”. This more positive feedback is likely due to the participant's ability to understand more of what
the teacher is saying in English and use this information to help them participate in class discussions. From
my angle, providing some information is better than nothing because that information is like supplementary
guidance to help us be engaged in classroom activities.
One participant felt that “check the understanding of announcements and give some time for
reflection when asking questions” would embarrass the student. She said it would be better to repeat the
question or explain it in a simplified version. Another participant agreed with her and said she would ask
the teacher to repeat the question, too. This discussion is slightly different from the data in the previous
Matching Game. In the Matching Game, this teaching proposal received only one negative option. This
discussion is consistent with the presupposition of this co-design session that participants may experience
changes in their thinking during participation. This change comes from the stimulation of ideas between
different participants.
Common ground
During the discussion, participants mentioned a few teaching suggestions several times and
expressed their favorites. All four participants expressed their fondness for the instructor employing study
cases from diverse cultural backgrounds (outside of Euro-centric history). The benefits of this proposal they
pointed out include making students feel supported when their cultures are acknowledged by professors,
encouraging students to contribute to a class by bringing their cultural perspectives from their lived
experience, and making the course more accessible for students not familiar with local policy or copyright
concerns, enlarging the study area of interest, reducing bias, etc. One participant expressed her
appreciation for the amount of work a teacher put into preparing the multicultural case studies in a course
related to photography history: “…looking for the materials outside Europe and English is already like, a
hard, difficult thing to do. So, you can see how much they did research. And yeah, I like that course a lot.”
I also support this proposal, because I feel isolated when I do not understand the local culture cases that
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teachers and students are discussing enthusiastically such as Canadian artists, art venues, government
agencies, etc. When the teacher does not mention my country or ethnicity, I feel that I should not share
my lived experience or cultural background, and I assume that my sharing is not welcome or not interested
in others.
Two participants unanimously expressed their support for the instructor clarifying expectations and
providing sample works or steps for completing assignments or checklists. They think the sample works
help students visualize the teacher’s expectations and avoid miscommunication. One participant described
her experience as: “…when the professor is talking about something that he likes to see, it's pretty difficult
for us to visualize it, especially with different cultural environment backgrounds. Like, what are you…What
do you really want? If the professor provides sample work, we will know, like, oh, this is what you're talking
about. Sometimes, when I hear a lecture, I was like, okay, this is what you want. Then I see the example
where I was like, whoa, that's what you want.” She also mentioned that rubrics and marking systems are
so helpful. I agree with them because I rely on the sample works and rubrics provided by the teacher to get
the ideal grade.
Instructors using “slower speech” were mentioned by two participants in their breakout room
discussion. They both agree that slower speech is pretty useful; even overly slow speech or a sleepy voice
is better than fast speech. The other two participants also mentioned that they couldn’t understand when
professors talked very fast in in-person classes. They think that a critical benefit of online learning is the
class recordings which allow them to review the course. Although the participants did not describe how they
used the recorded courses, my personal experience is that the course videos could be repeated until we
understand what we do not understand at the beginning, and we could pause the video to look up the
dictionary. I think it is always friendly for English learners to slow down a bit when talking to them, but the
problem is that it may make native English speakers feel a bit uncomfortable. It seems the recorded courses
could be a solution to this problem since it would allow Asian ELL students to set their own pace and review
sections of lectures when necessary.
Other issues
In addition to the teaching proposals in the Matching Game, the participants' discussion extended
to some other issues and needs. In summary, there are two concerns:
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1. Many grants and jobs are not available for international students. Professors are expected to share
grant opportunities that are eligible for all students.
2. Faculty must acknowledge what is happening around the world and how it affects international
students and should offer community care instead of only targeting them as vulnerable groups.
Professors are expected to share more resources to help students who have difficulties such as
traveling home during the pandemic and the Ukraine war period.

New proposal
In the last phase, I asked participants to develop teaching proposals for preparing teaching
materials and organizing classroom activities. In addition to these two aspects of teaching, participants also
came up with some other expectations for faculty and institutions. Corroborating with the findings of the
Matching Game and the World Café, forming teams emerged as one of the most controversial issues in
this workshop, with participants offering many different opinions on how to form a team in this phase.
Since the participants' English levels and expressions varied, and some vague expressions were
used, including some spelling and grammatical errors, I paraphrased the participants' words with my own
understanding.
For preparing teaching materials
1. Include sufficient visual factors in teaching slides and other teaching materials; use visual elements
to help students with language difficulties understand the class.
2. Use videos with subtitles as teaching materials.
3. Use clear narrations in teaching materials.
4. Use simplified English to prepare teaching materials.
5. Prepare teaching slides.
6. Avoid long reading materials in teaching slides.
7. Create jargon lists for students.
8. Tell Asian ELL students the emphasis when giving them reading materials.
9. Provide a clear syllabus.
10. Give students organized teaching materials or provide side notes about what are the materials for.
11. Avoid non-class related samples or cases.
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12. If the lecture is all about the reading material, avoid long pre-reading materials.
13. Use different colors to highlight key points.
14. Highlight difficult words and provide a word list with explanations.
15. Provide links for video and audio resources if students are supposed to learn from video or audio.
16. Include trigger warnings when needed.
17. “The readings with directed questions or to provide some of the contexts of the readings.”
18. Provide videos’ references, journal paper extracts, and writers' or artists’ interviews.
19. Avoid local abbreviations and logos, or provide explanations when using them in teaching materials.
For arranging classroom activities
1. Provide written guides for teaching activities.
2. Allocate specific time to help international students with language barriers in class, such as giving
them time to consult dictionaries, discuss unfamiliar vocabulary, or ask questions.
3. Apply Icebreakers at the beginning of the semester to get students familiar with each other to help
international students better integrate into the classroom and build friendships.
4. Make sure that the rules of activities are clear to Asian ELL students by letting them talk about the
rules and explain to them when necessary; avoid embarrassing students who don’t know what to
do.
5. Ask each student to share their thoughts instead of letting them speak freely.
6. Break the large group into small groups and clarify the discussion topics.
7. Ask questions that interest the students.
8. Give students enough time to ask questions.
9. Identify students' weaknesses and provide targeted support, such as specific classroom activities.
10. Give students assignments to complete in class.
11. Acknowledge and understand barriers, avoid any kind of isolation which leads to vulnerable feelings.
12. Encourage students to share perspectives from diverse cultural backgrounds.
13. Encourage students to bring language diversity to class.
14. Give Asian ELL students more time to keep up with the rest of the class when needed.
15. Organize classroom activities so that students learn from each other rather than compete.
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16. In in-person classes, assign students topics to take photos of each week, rather than just talking to
each other.
17. Organize some outdoor activities such as field research instead of just staying in the classroom.
18. Invite guest speakers or panelists from diverse backgrounds.
19. Provide specific word lists for class discussions and critiques.
20. Create an atmosphere in which students feel free to speak freely such as small groups talk.
21. Clarify the schedule for the current class and the following class.
22. Encourage students to share their lived experiences from diverse cultural backgrounds.
Other expectations
1. Allow students to record the class.
2. Use clear handwriting to make it easy for students to take notes.
3. Share all the resources being mentioned in class to students after class.
4. Give students reading materials directly rather than letting them find them by themselves.
5. Provide lecture recordings with transcripts and share teaching slides.
6. Provide easy access to Asian ELL student support offices or faculty office hours to provide
resources and support to Asian ELL students.
7. Give students guidance on the facilities of the school so that they can find various materials.
8. Write down key points on the board for students’ reviewing and note-taking.
9. Share grants opportunities that are eligible for all students since many grants and jobs are not
eligible for international students.
Different opinions on how to form teams
1. Allow students to team up freely.
2. Mandatorily team up international students with local students.
3. Assign partners for in-classroom activities, and grade separately.
4. Randomly form teams.

Asian ELL (English language learners) International Students’ Learning Adjustment

30

Conclusion
In terms of helping Asian ELL international students cope with linguistic and cultural obstacles, in
the Matching Game and the World Café phase, most participants expressed their support for most teaching
proposals. Students represented openness to and support for having faculty members use multiple, layered
interventions to support Asian ELL students. Perhaps not every intervention would work for all students,
but a combination could help many of them. In addition, all participants contributed new support proposals.
At the end of this workshop, some participants expressed different opinions on a specific question of how
to form teams in classrooms.
In the Matching Game, participants supported most of the pre-set interventions and only disputed
a few. One of the most welcomed proposals was for teachers to encourage and help students participate
in classroom activities, for example, by providing detailed guidance and explanations to students. The
supports that more frequently matched negative options included teachers assigning pre-class readings
and teachers having native and non-native English-speaking students work in teams.
The results in the World Cafe session were broadly consistent with the results of the Matching
Game. Everyone was supportive of the various teaching measures to support Asian ELL students, but their
feelings about a few specific measures varied. For example, on the teaming up issue, one participant talked
about her favor of having native and non-native English speakers team up because it was a good
communication opportunity, while another student was against it because it reminds both student groups
of their differences and creates an invisible barrier. Regarding pre-reading materials, most of the
participants feel that the amount of reading is burdensome, but at the same time, it is also helpful to improve
learning efficiency. Personally, I believe that a moderate amount of pre-school reading should do more
good than harm. Other controversies involve teachers providing culturally sensitive information and giving
students more time to respond to questions. The measures that were mentioned and unanimously
supported in the discussion were:
1.

Using culturally diverse study cases.

2.

Providing sample works for assignments.

3.

Using a slower pace of speech.
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In addition, some participants mentioned the expectation for teachers to share grant opportunities that are
eligible to all students and provide appropriate support for international students in need during pandemics
and wars.
In the final New Proposal phase, participants provided many new suggestions for preparing
teaching materials and organizing classroom activities, adding to the richness of the teaching proposals in
the previous Matching Game. Some participants also suggested other aspects, such as allowing students
to record lessons, teachers using clear handwriting, and sharing teaching materials with students. Several
participants again raised the issue of how to form teams; they mentioned different opinions such as free
teaming, forcing native and non-native students to form groups, assigning partners, grading separately, etc.
How to form teams was one of the most controversial topics among Asian ELL students identified in this
focus group workshop.
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