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Abstract 

This study sought to explore the academic learning experiences of a group of secondary 

international students. A number of schools provide education to international students in this 

country, however little attention has been paid to exploring this group of students’ academic 

learning. This study addressed the subject with two questions: What are international ELL 

students’ perspectives on their mainstream academic learning; and What do mainstream 

teachers report facilitate these students’ learning? I used a case study approach to examine 

the five students’ and four teachers’ experiences in their unique settings (Lichtman, 2013), as 

reported by them (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). I transcribed and coded the interviews. 

According to both teachers and students, group activities and the teachers’ scaffolding via 

one-to-one oral discussions or written feedback were the most productive learning strategies  

for students. From the perspective of Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal 

Development, the students appeared to move towards independent learning through 

supported interactions with their peers and teachers to achieve the learning outcomes in their 

mainstream subjects.  

 

Key words: international secondary students, case study, academic learning, English 

Language Learners, ZPD, scaffolding, 
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Chapter 1. International Students’ Academic Learning 

in Mainstream Classrooms: A Case Study 

New Zealand (NZ) hosts around 16,000 fee-paying international students at the 

secondary school level each year (Ministry of Education (MOE), 2014). International full fee-

paying students are those who come on a temporary visa to study in this country. Students 

from Asia constitute the majority of international secondary students; for example, in 2015 

China (34%) and Japan (16%) were the two top countries of origin for international students 

in New Zealand secondary schools (MOE, 2014). Many of these students learn English as an 

additional language (EAL) and can be considered English language learners (ELLs). The 

increasing number of international students who are ELLs necessitates that schools find 

effective ways to support the academic learning of students with such diverse linguistic 

backgrounds (Reeves, 2006). ELLs need “explicit and extensive teaching of vocabulary, 

sentence and text” (MOE, 2007a, p.16) when they are new to an English medium 

environment. This is reinforced through the New Zealand Code of Practice for international 

students. The Ministry of Education expects that educational instruction must be tailored to 

meet these students’ expectations, English proficiency, and academic ability (MOE, 2016). 

However, there is limited data about the key challenges faced by international students 

(Glass, Buus, & Braskamp, 2013). 

The aim of this research is to provide some insights into how a group of secondary 

international students learn their academic subjects and how a group of content teachers 

manage the learning of international students in their classes. Teachers participating in the 

research did not currently teach the international students participating in this research. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

This review will consider theories relating to sociocultural understanding of learning 

that underpin this study, as well as some studies that informs learning and teaching ELLs. 

Background  

 International students for the purpose of this study are those students who have not yet 

attained English language proficiency at the level of their school peers who have English as 

their first language (English Language Learners, 2013). ELLs can face challenges that may 

affect their educational performance during their secondary schooling (Butcher & McGrath, 

2004; Zhang & Brunton, 2007). In particular, they are expected to learn academic subject 

content while developing their academic English at the same time, and this may present a 

“cognitive overload” for some students (Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, & Christian, 

2005, p.378). Because of this, more insight into these students’ learning experiences in 

specific content areas is needed (Genesee et al., 2005; Glass et al., 2013; Kim, 2013; Roy, Lu, 

& Loo, 2016).  

Theoretical Considerations 

 In this section, the concepts related to Social-Cultural Theory (SCT) and Community 

of Practice theory (CoP) that framed this study will be discussed and explored in relation to 

ELLs teaching and learning. The sociocultural perspective views learning in interactions, not 

only between people but also as products of interaction with the resources of the learning 

environment, including the use of technology (Goos, 2005). 

Social–Cultural Theory. The Sociocultural Theory of Mind (cited in Bier, 2015) was 

originally developed by psychologist Lev S. Vygotsky (1896-1934). This theory emphasises 

the social nature of learning and is interpreted in education to mean that teacher-student and 

student-student interactions are an important part of the teaching and learning process in the 

classroom. This understanding of collaborative learning has been extended to language 
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learning in recent years where these interactions promote second language acquisition (Walqui, 

2006).   

Co-construction of meaning through communication is a critical aspect of socio-

cultural theory (Riviera & Barboza, 2016), and this is achieved through working within a 

student’s zone of proximal development. 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). A socio-cultural approach to second 

language learning is commonly used to explore teachers’ approaches to ELLs in their 

classrooms (Johnson, 2009). A basic understanding from SCT (Walqui, 2006), is that learning 

precedes development and so students should be challenged to stretch their efforts beyond their 

current stage of development. This area of stretch occurs within the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD). The ZPD is the space between the amount (and level) of work a student 

can perform alone and that which s/he can achieve with help from another person. From the 

perspective of second language development, it is important to create opportunities for 

meaningful interactive support from peers or teachers within students’ ZPD. The ZPD is the 

space for scaffolding, and the co-construction of new knowledge in interactions (Walqui & van 

Lier, 2010). 

Scaffolding. Scaffolding in the socio-cultural sense is described by Walqui (2006) as a 

means to understand second language learning. Walqui and Heritage (2012) illustrate how 

instructional support can be offered within ELLs’ ZPD by scaffolding the features of academic 

language during interaction between teachers and students, so that ELLs can learn the language 

of a subject, including its concepts, procedures and processes.  

Gibbons (2002) shares a similar conception of scaffolding. She explains scaffolding 

as a teacher-student constructed foundation built up through their mutual interactions and 

talk. In Gibbons’ (2002) research into the mainstream elementary classroom practices, 

students supported each other’s learning by working in a group on a science task. They 
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shared their previous knowledge and understanding of the topic using informal language. The 

teacher engaged the students in discussing their findings aloud and guided their reporting 

towards a more academic explanation of the topic. In the following stage, students reported 

what they did (in an experiment), and also explained how they did it using more complex 

structures and some of the new academic words they had learnt during the activity. This 

suggests that one scaffold for the students’ understanding of the lesson was initially provided 

through discussion with their peers. The teacher scaffolded related academic language to the 

content-learning through her interactions with individual students. Gibbons draws on this 

study to illustrate the importance of sociocultural principles in promoting language learning 

such as students’ participation in cooperative learning and interactive activities.  

The issue of Second Language Acquisition (SLA). There are different perspectives 

on the process of second language acquisition (SLA). L2 learners have their unique 

personality, identity, and cultural background (Pica, 2005) that may imply that affective 

factors might influence their learning in an additional language(s). SLA has been mainly 

defined by constructivists as the mental processes of learning skills through “attention, 

conscious awareness and practice” (p.19) but that communication and comprehension 

exercises may not lead to successful acquisition of second language.  Input, output and 

feedback are considered to be influential but currently researchers and teachers understand 

SLA to be a sociocultural process (Walqui & van Lier, 2010).  

Content - Language teaching and learning. In recent years, a socio-cultural 

understanding of learning has dominated research in educational linguistics. New approaches 

in communicative language teaching and systemic functional linguistics (van Lier & Walqui, 

2012) recognize that ELLs develop communicative language skills when they have multiple 

opportunities to use the target language. The authors emphasized that conversational 



12 

language may have a supporting role in students’ development of academic language (Walqui 

& van Lier, 2010) as there is “intermingling of conversational and academic language” 

(p. 50). When native English speakers use conversational language in explaining and 

discussing academic tasks while working together with ELLs, their informal language may 

help ELLs to comprehend the tasks more easily and faster. 

Specific teacher knowledge is required to provide adequate pedagogical support, 

including opportunities for interaction, for increasingly diverse classes. Bunch (2013) and 

Abebe (2013) explain that language teaching approaches should be incorporated into teaching 

of the content subjects. Drawing on an extensive literature review, Abebe concludes that 

teachers may need to undertake professional development to help them gain pedagogical 

language knowledge and skills that include linguistic knowledge to be able to understand 

what ELL students need to learn and develop. Bunch stresses that teachers of ELL students 

need to realise that language knowledge skills are “the principal content of their professional 

practice” (Bunch, 2013, p. 307).  

It is important to encourage ELL students to use resources in their first language (L1) 

because these may give additional context to the contexts used in classroom texts in their 

second language (L2). For example, ELL students may identify with materials in their L2 that 

use familiar graphics to illustrate new academic concepts (Lesser & Winsor, 2009).  

According to Kim (2013), teachers can also help students to make links to their 

previous learning by using strategic pedagogical approaches. Kim (2013) suggested that for 

improving secondary ELLs’ learning outcomes, both language development and academic 

learning support programs are needed. Kim’s (2013) findings indicated that a majority of the 

study participants who were from a Spanish-speaking background and were students at one 

Texas district’s high school, had insufficient English proficiency for learning content 

subjects. Relating to international students’ barriers to learning, the student participants from 
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Kim’s study reported that their most critical barriers to their academic learning were  

academic vocabulary and writing skills. They reported that their interactions with English 

native speakers helped them the most to improve their levels of English proficiency. Also, 

they reported that their once-a week tutorials helped them to improve their vocabulary skills. 

It seems that for academic success of secondary level ELLs regardless of their backgrounds, 

it is crucial to provide to this group of learners consistent support. ELLs need support for 

learning academic content, as well as for the development of their academic vocabulary and 

writing skills (Kim, 2013). 

Some academic terms might have different meanings in different academic contexts, 

but if students learn concepts in their first language, they can make connections to this 

knowledge in their new language (Lesser & Winsor, 2009). However, even though 

knowledge of something in one language can be applied to another language, and this prior 

learning can enhance learning in a second or third language, “teachers cannot assume that 

transfer is automatic” (Kim, 2013, p.15). So, teachers need to teach ELLs how to learn in the 

new language. 

Kibler and Hardigree (2017) also identify specific skills required by teachers of ELL 

students. They demonstrated through an eight-year longitudinal case study that teachers must 

understand how ELLs develop writing skills, and that an L2 student’s improvement in writing 

skills is likely to be slow. Their participants, students whose first language was Spanish, 

reported in interviews that using argumentative writing skills was the most challenging task 

for them. Kibler and Hardigree concluded that the quality of instruction influences the rate of 

progress of ELLs’ writing skills.  

Furthermore, Janzen (2008) conducted an extensive review of the academic demands 

(linguistic, sociocultural, and pedagogical) presented by different learning areas. This author 

concluded that, based on evidence from empirical studies, each curriculum area, whether it be 
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Maths, English, History or Social Science, has its own specific linguistic and pedagogical 

demands including  developing academic vocabulary.  

These studies suggest that subject teachers need to be aware of the language demands 

of their subject and how language is learnt so they can modify teaching activities and assist 

ELLs. 

            Learning language and subject content in secondary school. Teachers have dual 

obligations under the New Zealand Curriculum principles and competencies to teach ELLs 

using appropriate quality instructional approaches (MOE, 2007 b). However, teaching ELLs in 

secondary schools is a complex task as these groups of learners must learn curriculum subjects 

through English, which for them is an additional language.  

For ELL students to understand subject-specific concepts and procedures they must 

engage in both cognitive and linguistic learning (Walqui & van Lier, 2010). ELLs need 

additional support from their teachers to learn subject specific content while acquiring the 

appropriate academic language for different types of text and academic purposes. Subject 

teachers’ understanding of these two aspects has a direct influence on their ability to provide 

quality content area instruction to ELLs (Yang, 2008).  

From the perspective of second language learning, language learning tasks should be 

integrated with all content area tasks and activities (Gibbons, 2002). It is a content teacher’s 

professional obligation to provide not only content teaching, but also on-going language 

teaching support to ELL students. This is because ELLs may not be familiar with specific 

academic registers, they need specific scaffolding to learn school-related content and content-

related academic language. 
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The Community of Practice (CoP). Wenger’s notion of Communities of practice is 

a theory of socially situated learning that arose from wider sociocultural understandings of 

learning. This sociocultural theory provides an additional theoretical lens for this study. The 

concept of community of practice is related to participation (Wenger, 1998), where “groups 

of people share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 

knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, 

McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p.4).  

Wenger’s communities of practice theory explains that learning occurs through the 

social processes of negotiating meaning. According to Gay (2002), building a community of 

diverse learners is part of culturally responsive teaching, and a group’s function might be 

seen as a “mutual aid society” (Gay, 2002, p.110). Newcomers are apprenticed into the 

community through participating in a joint enterprise under the guidance of more 

knowledgeable members. International students can practice more the language of particular 

subjects through participation in their class communities as they interact more with their local 

peers. 

Research on instructional practices for ELLs. Several studies show the importance 

of teachers’ instructional practices in assisting ELLs’ learning. Gilliland’s (2015) findings 

showed that two teachers of transitional classes at two California high schools demonstrated a 

lack of appropriate pedagogical knowledge of ELLs’ language learning development needs. 

The teachers did not explicitly teach academic subject language, which led to their students 

lacking much needed academic support towards their transition to mainstream classes. These 

teachers acknowledged that the demands of academic writing tasks were a challenge for these 

students, but they were not aware how to prepare students for the processes of academic 

writing in mainstream subjects. This experience suggests that teachers’ limited understanding 
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of language learning may make it difficult for them to support students’ academic learning, 

illustrating the importance of understanding learning theories related to SLA.  

Teachers may be reluctant to engage in learning about language. Reeves’s (2006) 

study revealed that half of the total participants (i.e. of 279 high school teachers from four 

schools located in the southern eastern part of United States) were aware that they needed to 

have training in current instructional practices in working with ESL students, however had no 

interest in receiving it. The participant teachers reported on a five-point Likert scale whether 

they had positive attitudes towards modification of courses. Although some of them reported 

having difficulties developing effective instruction for ELLs, they expressed a slightly 

positive attitude toward the inclusion of ELLs in their classes and a neutral attitude toward 

professional development to work with ELLs. Participants also showed some tolerance 

toward modifying their courses to help their ELL students to learn (including limiting the 

curriculum content). However, ambivalent practices like these are considered less than 

optimal for ELLs by most researchers in the field, including Gibbons (2002) who 

recommends scaffolding (amplification) rather than simplifying tasks for ELLs.  

Scaffolding by using modelling and feedback is a part of teachers’ instructional 

practice. Teacher scaffolding is an important way of supporting and guiding learners through 

their ZPD, from what they can do without support to what they can achieve unaided 

(McLeod, 2019).  

Teacher feedback, especially on ELL students’ writing, is also an important way to 

support students’ through their ZPD (Silva & Matsuda, 2010). “It is a conversation about the 

learning that has occurred” (MOE, 2012, p.1), an integral part of learning and instruction 

(Chandler, 2003). Feedback must be given at the right level for the learner, as if there is a 

complete lack of understanding of the matter, then providing feedback will not be effective 

(Hattie & Timperley, 2007). For example, critical feedback may not be effective for everyone 
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Shute (2008). Advanced learners will benefit more from facilitated feedback, such as a 

suggestion or a comment, while for some learners who need more support, directive feedback 

is necessary. This is because directive feedback, such as formative feedback, may be 

delivered with the use of models that can help in learner’s understanding, especially at the 

start of their learning. Besides the teachers’ pedagogical approaches (Kim & Garcia, 2014; 

Lesser & Winsor, 2009), ELL students’ self–regulated learning and motivational beliefs 

(Pintrich, 1995) are also influential factors on the quality of their learning.  

Self- regulated learning is motivated by both cognitive factors, such as confidence and 

goals, and by external conditions coined by Ryan and Deci (2000) as “external to self” (p.69). 

The fulfilment of either extrinsic or intrinsic motivation or behaviour depends on the 

learner’s planned outcomes. For intrinsic motivation, the individual’s personal enjoyment and 

satisfaction may be the only goal. However, for extrinsic motivation there are some external 

regulative forces, such as the learner’s need to complete the study or to fulfil an obligation 

imposed by their parents. Ryan and Deci emphasised the importance of self-regulation in 

achieving the individual’s intended outcomes.  

The premise of this model, as explained by Pintrich (2003), is that an individuals’ 

achievement motivation is characterised by three needs: their inner need to achieve their 

competencies in accomplishing an outcome (competence), their need to self-determine their 

own behaviour (autonomy), and their need to feel they belong (relatedness). In accordance 

with this model of self-determined, needs based learning, international students as ELLs can 

“use one language to shed light on another” (Walqui & van Lier, 2010, p. 59) as well as other 

cognitive and social resources to be successful in their academic learning (Pintrich, 2003). 

Students are cognitively engaged in learning as they use their thinking and processing 

strategies, such as maps, for their conceptual understanding or they employ their elaboration 

skills and self-monitoring strategies to learn the content of their subjects at school. Students’ 
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thinking is developed further through their social interactions in a variety of classroom 

learning contexts, and under the influence of different contextual factors, as viewed through a 

sociocultural perspective.  

There is need for more research to be done to find out how secondary ELL students 

learn their academic subjects and how their content teachers manage the learning of these 

students in New Zealand secondary school classrooms. This study aims to add to this 

literature.  

 As illustrated in this review, teaching and learning the academic language of high 

school curricula can be demanding for both ELLs and the teachers working with them. These 

potential challenges require further exploration. Specifically, as Thiessen and Cook (2007) 

pointed out, further research needs to be done to “uncover the kinds of variations in student 

experience that they may obtain within and across subject matter” (p.50). 

            Participants in this study shared their views on what they considered to be effective 

practice in teaching ELLs in mainstream classrooms and identified what challenges they 

faced in this area. By presenting the experiences of both international students and teachers, 

this research hopes to contribute to a better understanding of learning and teaching ELLs in a 

New Zealand high school setting.  

Research questions  

This study addressed the following questions: 

1) What are international students’ perspectives on their mainstream academic 

learning: 

a. How do international students report learning in their mainstream subjects? 

b. What do international students report as helping them to learn? 

c. What do international students perceive to be the main barriers for their learning? 
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2) What are mainstream teachers’ perspectives on how international students learn their 

subjects: 

a. What do mainstream teachers report facilitates these students’ learning? 

b. What do teachers perceive to be the main barriers for international students’ 

academic learning in their classes? 

 In a later section of this report, I present the findings of this study and link them to 

these research questions. 

Chapter 3. Methodology 

There are three main sections in this chapter. The introduction provides reasoning for 

the chosen study design. It includes the theoretical notions and philosophical underpinnings of 

the study, which utilises the benefits of using a case study approach. The research process is 

described and then the trustworthiness, reflexivity and ethics of this study are explained. 

This is a qualitative research study. Qualitative research is defined by Lichtman (2013) 

as a “way of knowing in which a researcher gathers, organizes, and interprets information 

obtained from humans using his or her eyes and ears as filters” (p.7). This research uses in-

depth interviews to provide a description and understanding of international students’ academic 

learning in mainstream classrooms. Sociocultural theory underpins this research and reflects 

my beliefs that an individual learns through interactions with knowledgeable others (Gibbons, 

2008, Zahavi, 2012). The learning context in this study may be conceptualised as the ‘inter-

cultural’ space created when student participants bring with them study experiences from their 

school world in their home country to their host country’s school world, and engage in their 

host country’s cultures and its cultural products (Kormos, Csizer, & Iwainiec, 2014). The 

classroom is a space of “joint participation of the instructor and the learner” (Salmen & 

Hawkens, 2013, p.4). This quote expresses the sociocultural notion of community of practice 

whereby teachers introduce new students to the cultural practices of their subject by involving 
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them actively in it. By observing international students’ learning in their interactions with other 

students and by interacting with them, teachers learn about these learners’ current abilities in 

their subject, and figure out through which “space” they can best assist and guide them in their 

learning development (Scott & Palincsar, 2013). 

The qualitative interpretive paradigm is characterized by examining and 

understanding the individuals’ experiences where researchers aspired to “understand the 

subjective world of human experience" (Cohen, et al., 2011, p.17). A case study approach is 

an in-depth examination of a personal experience (Lichtman, 2013). 

Case study 

A qualitative case study approach is used in this study. The choice to use a case study 

for this qualitative study aligns with Creswell’s (2003; 2012) view that methodology ought to 

be appropriate to answer the research questions. Case study involves a rich description of the 

subject researched seen through the eyes of the participants (Cohen et al., 2011).  

This study aimed to explain the phenomenon of international students’ academic 

learning in their mainstream subjects through both teachers’ and students’ perspectives. The 

objective of this study was to gain more understanding and shed light on the experience of 

being ELL learner and an ELL teacher, and to draw some inferences from the similarities and 

differences (Laws & McLeod, 2004). In this sense, this study could therefore be classified as 

an “explanatory, intrinsic case study” (Pearson et al., 2015). 

This research is an embedded case study with two units (Yin, 1989). In “the embedded 

multiple-case design” different sub-units may be involved, but each unit is kept separate 

(Cohen, et al., 2011, p.291). This study is a single-case study with an embedded design (Yin, 

2009). According to Yin (2009), there are two main types of the case study design: 1) a single-

case study that can have a holistic or embedded design and 2) a multiple-case study with a 
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holistic or embedded design. Applying Yin’s approach, the design of this case is represented 

in the following figure 1. 

Figure 1: Single- case study with an embedded design                                                                                                     

Embedded unit of analysis 1                                  Embedded unit of analysis 2 

Teachers’ sets of interview responses                              Students’ sets of interview responses 

↓                                                                                          ↓ 

  Report   →                      FINDINGS                        ←  Report 

 

Source: Adapted and modified from Yin (2009, p.46) 

There are two groups of participants. Four teacher participants’ sets of interview 

responses represent one embedded unit of analysis. Five student participants’ sets of 

interview responses represent the second unit of analysis. The data from each of these two 

groups of participants were analysed and reported as the study’s findings.  

I originally planned to compare and contrast the participants’ experiences of different 

subjects as different subjects have different academic language demands. Additionally, by 

including different subject perspectives, a higher level of triangulation was possible. However, 

the subject teachers and their students appeared to share similar experiences so I decided not 

to separate the cases according to subjects, but to instead look at the different experiences of 

teachers and their ELL students. Thus, conclusions were drawn and explained in relation to the 

findings from both groups of participants.  

Research Methods 

The following section is about the recruitment process and the data collection process. 

The participants. International students and mainstream teachers from one local 

public school were recruited. Five international students and four teachers agreed to 

participate in this study. There were 14 interviews in total, with ten interviews being held 
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with five students and four with teachers. The focus learning areas for the interviews were: 

Science, Geography, Physical Education, Mathematics and English. 

Participant selection.  A purposeful sampling approach was used for selecting 

participants in this study. According to Creswell (2003) purposeful sampling helps a 

researcher to discover a phenomenon by choosing the right people and the right places to 

meet the purpose of the research. Recruiting from one organizational context according to 

Ritchie, Lewis, and Elam (2003) is a good basis for building understanding on an issue in 

depth because different perspectives on common issues can be explored. The research was 

conducted in one local school. The school facilitated research by providing a suitable site and 

encouraging support that assisted me in conducting the study. The school also provided 

appropriate spaces for the interviews. All of this contributed to an environment where the 

participants willingly shared their experiences.  

Four teachers and five students met the selection criteria to participate in this research. 

The criteria for selecting the teacher participants were: 

• They were mainstream teachers of senior subjects. 

• They had two (or more) years of experience in teaching (and had more than one  

international student in their classes). 

The student participants recruited for the study were those whose English proficiency 

allowed them to reflect on their study as an international student (Pearson, Albon, & Hubbal, 

2015), and provide insights into it (Langley & Royer, 2006). 

The criteria for selecting the student participants were: 

• They were international students. 

• They were ELLs. 

• They were not international students on a short stay at school. 

• They attended senior subjects/were working towards NCEA level 1 or 2. 
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• They attended the school whose principal agreed that I could conduct the research. 

• They were over 16 years old and could give informed consent to participate. 

I distributed the information sheets and consent forms (Appendix D-L) to the Board 

of Trustees, the principal, and the teacher participants. The director of the school’s 

international college gave information sheets to potential student participants in this study. 

One teacher gave the information sheets to potential teacher participants in this study. These 

documents were “clearly worded” (Haines, 2017, p. 223) to ensure that these participants 

understood the purpose of the study.  

To ensure diversity (Ritchie et al., 2003), I invited a mix of students from different 

Asian countries to participate. The student participants had a range of abilities and curriculum 

levels. One additional student who participated in the first interview was not invited for the 

second interview because of her short-stay visa status. All teacher participants were New 

Zealanders, however one was originally from another country. The teacher participants were 

not teaching the student participants in the year in which this research was done. The 

participants in this study reflected on their own unique experiences and shared these 

experiences with me, the researcher, during interviews.  

Data collection. I chose a longitudinal type of data collection, in the sense defined by 

Lewis (2003) of “having” more than one episode of data collected (p.76). The data from the 

student participants were collected from two semi-structured (face-to-face) interviews that 

lasted approximately one hour each. The data from teacher participants were audio-recorded 

from one semi-structured interview. Before each interview, I checked whether the 

participants had any questions, and then collected the signed consent forms. Having two 

interviews with students was important to ascertain whether there might be change in quality 

of the participants’ experience over time (Lewis, 2003). Also, the students showed more 

confidence and openness to share their experiences in the second interview after becoming 
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familiar with the interview process. All student participants stated that they experienced 

positive feelings from their participation in the interviews. After the second interview one 

student from China said that the interview questions stimulated her to think more consciously 

about things that help her to learn better. Another student from Japan stated that this 

experience was useful to him because it helped him to reflect on how he learns, and to 

compare with this way of learning to the learning in his country. The third participant 

appreciated the opportunity to practice his English and to build up confidence in his speaking 

abilities.  

Semi-structured interviews allow qualitative researchers to pursue a response in detail 

(Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008) in order to achieve their purpose. The 

participants had the right to choose not to answer any questions. I did not tell the students 

about my teaching background but it was useful to be able to bring a basic understanding of 

the context and the topics to this study (Roberts, 2009).   

Type of data. The data came from transcriptions of the fourteen audio-recorded 

interviews that I held with the participants. The second source of data for analysis were the 

written notes I made during the interviews. An additional source of data was the journal 

entry-email produced by one student. This reflective journal entry which complemented data 

from the interviews, was useful for my analysis. I also included notes from my reflective 

journal with my field notes. These multiple sources of data enabled me to increase the 

trustworthiness of this study. 

Interviews. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were used as they suit the qualitative 

nature of the research questions (Cohen et al., 2011). I used an unstructured response 

approach and prompted participants with open questions in order to enable discussion to 

develop (McIntosh & Morse, 2015). This allowed for responses from the participants that I 

had not anticipated (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). Some introductory 
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questions, follow up questions, probing questions, specifying questions, direct questions, 

indirect questions and structuring questions were used in the interviews (Kvale, 2007). The 

content, order and sequencing of each question was different as it depended on the flow of 

the discussion. Different question prompts were used for different participants. 

I started each interview by reminding the participants of my ethical responsibilities 

and then asked the participants if they had any questions or issues to clarify regarding their 

interview (s). I reminded them that our interviews will be audio-recorded and that they had 

the right not to answer any of my interview questions.  

I opened the interview by explaining what the purpose and the topic of the interview 

was, and then asked the participants simple background questions, as was suggested in the 

literature (Newton, 2010).  

The interview flow then continued with some easy questions to build up trust with the 

interviewees, providing more sensitivity (Kvale, 2007).The open questions at the end of the 

interview gave an opportunity for participants to add something important to them that I may 

not have asked (Gill et al., 2008). For example, I asked all student participants what their best 

advice to a newcomer regarding academic learning in the mainstream classrooms would be. 

I used some of Conte’s (2009) general prompts including the two-word conversational 

phrases such as tell me to start the interview in an open way leaving a space for the 

interviewees to answer in different way. I dressed in a professional manner, as managing 

appropriate appearance is one of the means of creating and building rapport and trust 

(Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). I made a conscious effort to keep eye contact while asking 

questions despite writing notes. It is important to look at participants with empathy to let 

them know you are interested in what s/he is saying (Conte, 2008). McIntosh and Morse 

(2015) point out that the interviewer’s presence influences the depth of the participants’ 

responses, so the researcher’s appearance, use of body language, and use of encouraging 
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words like “yeah” were aimed to promote rapport and to foster a sense of my interest in their 

answers. 

Prompts can include encouraging feedback, nods, and even appropriate laughing 

(Ryan & Dundon, 2008). Ryan and Dundon researched rapport development during 

qualitative interviews in 52 cases. Their findings showed that the quality of data generated 

from an interview was affected by the relationship between researchers and participants. In 

their study, they found five stages of rapport building; opening the interview, searching for 

more understanding on a topic, establishing empathy, more natural conversation and closing 

the interview. My interviews generally followed this pattern. 

Not everything can be anticipated before the research has begun, noted Bogdan and 

Biklen (2003) and it is not always possible to determine which questions will prove to be 

important or adequate before knowing the given social grouping (Hitchcock & Hughes, 

1995). In this study, the semi-structured questions allowed me to gain a detailed picture of the 

study participants’ experience.  

I transcribed each interview word by word. I also shared my transcripts with the 

participants so that they could verify the trustworthiness of them.   

Data Analysis 

This data analysis section includes a detailed description of the multiple stages of data 

analysis, including the process of coding and developing analytical response categories. 

The purpose of this analysis was to select, describe, interpret and present the study 

participants’ perspectives, seeing them as individual, unique experiences from an authentic 

high school educational context, but conflating the data to protect their identity. I employed 

an inductive, thematic analysis in this study. I coded each of the interviews individually, and 

initially analysed them separately. The themes that emerged were used to explain the 

participants’ perspectives as seen later in the findings and discussion chapter. 
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Coding approach 

This study used an interpretive approach to coding that suits its "data-driven- 

approach” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p.82) using a general inductive analysis. This 

involved my preparing data by transcribing each of the participant’s interviews, and then 

reading and re-reading the transcribed data multiple times in order to help to understand its 

meanings and to extract the core themes (Thomas, 2006). This was a process of working with 

data (Taylor-Powel & Renner, 2003) closely and reflectively.  

 I started the analysis by examining the participants' own words, in order to be able to 

use this ‘naturally occurring data’ to discover themes that could provide some answers to the 

research questions. I used an open coding approach coding strategy initially. Since the coding 

system needs to suit the nature of the research question (Gu, 2013), Saldaña’s (2013b) two-

cycle coding model was an appropriate strategy for this study, aimed at providing in-depth 

description of the case (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). 

            Theoretical considerations. Regarding the analytical procedure and protocols of 

doing thematic analysis, there have been some debates over whether to use a manual or 

electronic system or both ways. The question is which of the two ways of coding, manual 

coding on paper or coding using the NVivo software, suits the researcher’s work in order to 

gain better understanding of data. However, in Basit’s (2003) view, it can be helpful to 

compare manually and electronically coded categories for achieving a higher level of 

accuracy in qualitative research. Welsh (2002) also recommends that both methods be used at 

different stages of the analysis to gain a better understanding of the data.  

 I analysed data from this study using a staged coding procedure with both manual 

and electronic modes, Saldaña’s (2013b) two cycle coding approach was adapted and 

modified for this study, utilising pre-coding, axial coding and focus coding. Each individual 

participant’s data were analyzed, followed by an analysis across the two groups, teacher and 
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student participants. This open coding approach helps in achieving precision and “breaking 

through subjectivity and bias” (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p.13). It allowed me to be reflexive 

and revisit data, and to organize data from initial coding to thematic coding. I used both 

manual and electronic method (using NVivo) for developing response categories that led to 

discovering the main themes arising from this research. By using both methods I was able to 

approach my data more closely and to examine it more analytically (Yin, 2015). 

Developing response categories. I created a coding scheme with some examples to 

help me plan my analysis that follows. As Williams and Ormond (2010) point out, the 

research process is a critical, systematic way of seeking explanations to describe a 

phenomenon, but research is also a creative process. I coded two transcripts per student 

participant and one transcript per teacher participant. The following chart illustrate the main 

approach that I used in the planning stage of my coding: 

Process-Stages                   Outcomes 

 

● Analytical reflections      Clusters are compared for commonalities. 

 

● Pattern coding                 Patterns are identified. 

 

● Focus coding                   Core themes are identified. 

 

Manual coding. I decided to do manual coding first because I was already deeply 

engaged in reading notes and transcribing the interviews, and I became familiar enough with 

the data to be able to categorize them. During the process of data selection and coding, I 

brainstormed the key points on paper and highlighted some of the participants’ key words in 

the file notes that I created during the interviews. Charmaz (2014) points out that researchers 

(following the interpretive tradition) start their analysis during the data collection process. I 

created a manual coding framework by establishing “broad categories of conceptual ideas” 

(Sheridan, 2016, p. 6), relying on the theoretical traditions that support manual coding design. 

My manually coded categories are presented in the following table. 
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Table 1 

Manual coding 

Response categories             Themes Indicators 

Student participants 

Source of data:            Student Interviews:10 (two interviews with each participant); Journal: 1 

Response categories              Themes Indicators 

Ways of understanding            Ways of experiencing 

Category 1                                Perspectives: Feelings and Attitudes/ Prior experience/Perceptions 

Category 2                                Engagement approaches: Content/Language learning 

Category 3                                Contextual learning: Study strategies/ Support 

Teacher participants 

Source of data:             Teacher Interviews: 4 (one interview with each participant) 

Response categories                Themes Indicators 

Ways of understanding             Ways of experiencing 

Category 1                                 Perspectives: Feelings and Attitudes/Prior experience/Perceptions 

Category 2                                 Engagement approaches: Instructional practices 

Category 3                                 Contextual teaching: Strategies/ School support 

Elements for analysis - related to the research questions  

Q1. Perspectives             Students: 5   Teachers: 4 

Q2. Enablers              Students: 5   Teachers: 4 

Q3. Challenges                          Students: 5   Teachers: 4     

 

I established broad categories from the data that I searched manually. I initially used 

paper to brainstorm and to conceptualise the three main categories that could represent my 

data. I recalled the main ideas that arose as I was transcribing the interviews and I scanned 

through hard copies of all of my transcripts repeatedly to get a deeper sense of the 

participants’ meanings. I named the first category perspectives because my research was 

aimed to explore the participants’ perspectives. The approach that I used for developing this 

category was in line with Bazeley and Jackson’s (2003) thought that is important to create 

categories with a “view ahead” (p.24 ). 

The second and third categories, reflected sociocultural views on learning, as ideas of 

personal engagement and contextual learnings surfaced as recurring concepts. After that I 

created a few sub-categories under each of the three general categories in order to cluster 

thematically similar data together. For example, I put the data from my first participant’s 
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transcripts into these categories on the paper and then I input them into the computer. I 

organized the data from this participant’s transcripts in the following way: 

● I used three colours to highlight the data files: blue for ‘perspectives’, red for  

   ‘engagement’ and green for ‘contextual learning’.  

● I named three general categories/nodes to serve me as a general umbrella 

               for storing the data related to a category. Category 1: Perspectives; Category 2:  

               Engagement; Category 3: Contextual learning.  

● I created some subcategories (sub-nodes) for storing thematically similar data: 

               1) Perspectives sub-nodes: Feelings and Attitudes/ Prior Experience /Perceptions 

    (Assumptions and Expectations); 2) Engagement approaches sub-nodes:  

    Content /Language Learning; 3) Contextual learning sub-nodes: Study strategies/  

     School support.  

For manual coding I named the node categories and subcategories as presented above 

and then I input participants’ data into the category where I thought it belonged. The data that 

I chose was taken from the participants’ transcripts and the email entries from one student 

participant as well as handwritten notes from my own reflective journal. 

Coding with NVivo. The second coding process was to enter data into NVivo files 

and create some nodes for analytical purposes. I created a memo for storing information on 

how to use some of NVivo’s functions. I also created three general categories and the sub-

categories in NVivo under the same names that I used for manual coding. Going through this 

process of finding the appropriate data from original transcripts and placing them into a 

particular category or sub-category, I realised that I needed to rename some of the sub-

categories because I did not have enough the significant data to put into it. For example, I 

changed the sub-category of Feelings and Attitudes to Attitudes as I could not find much data 

about the participants’ feelings. After I coded data in NVivo, I created some analytical 
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memos then I printed the list of coded data and I coded them again in pencil as suggested by 

Marshal (2002) in order to compare and analyse closely, word-for-word the narrative data 

(Taylor-Powel & Renner, 2003). The following is an example that illustrates how I 

approached to coding of the individual data in NVivo. 

 

NVivo Coding – An example of coding 
 

 

Section for coding: 

The teacher participant’s response to the question about his contribution to different aspects 

of his international students’ successes. 

Stages:                                

            Precoding- In vivo coding 

            ● Scholarship exam (Objective) 

            ● Setting the scholarship exam in Science (Teacher’s/Student’s action) 

            ● Writing references (Teacher’s action) 

            ● Attentive and work hard (Student’s action/attitudes) 

            ● Managed to get a scholarship (Student’s success) 

           ❶ Axial Coding – Label: Build up the framework  

                                       ● Setting scholars in Science (Student’s action) 

                                       ● Build up the framework/Writing references (Teacher’s actions) 

           ❷ Focus Coding-Theme: Teacher’s support (Help for scholars in Science) 

 

 

I constantly compared the coded data of individual participants to see which were 

similar and needed to go into a particular coded category. Also, the true meanings of the 

participants’ phrases could not have been understood without reflecting back to the original 



32 

section of data and checking it in conjunction with other parts of the participant’s whole 

response. 

The following section will explain how I fulfilled the research criteria of 

trustworthiness and reflexivity, and the ethical principles that I adhered to throughout this 

research. 

Trustworthiness 

             Qualitative case study research is not expected to lead to generalisations, but 

rather to the identification of patterns (Chenail, 2011). Charmaz (2014) pointed out that 

‘interpreting’ in qualitative research is about understanding someone’s experience, not 

reproducing it and presenting it as one’s own.  

           This study seeks to uncover some insightful findings that may be transferable. It 

draws on Lincoln and Guba’s (1981) four aspects of trustworthiness: Truth value, 

Applicability, Consistency and Neutrality. In order to assess these four aspects, four criteria 

were used: confidence, transferability, dependability and conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1981, p. 80).  In the following table I apply Lincoln and Guba’s criteria for trustworthiness (see 

column one), and Shenton’s (2004) provisions for promoting trustworthiness in qualitative 

research.  
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Table 2 

Applying Lincoln and Guba’s Research Criteria 

Lincoln &Guba’s                                     Strategies to meet  

Criteria/Definitions                                  Lincoln &Guba’s criteria 

Source: Lincoln &Guba (1981, p.80)      Source: Shenton (2004, p.73)                                                                              

    Applying Lincoln and Guba’s criteria 

   to this study – some examples 

 

 

CREDIBILTY 

(Confidence) 

Establish confidence in 

the “truth” of the 

findings. 

 

 

 

 

 

TRANSFERABILITY 

Determine the degree to 

which the findings may 

have applicability in 

other contexts or with 

other respondents. 

 

DEPENDABILITY 

Determine whether the 

findings are consistent 

and could be repeated. 

 

 

CONFIRMABILITY 

A degree of neutrality of 

the extent to which the 

findings of a study are 

shaped by the 

respondents and not 

researcher bias, 

motivation, or interest. 

 

    

                Familiarity with the culture of  

                participating organisations.  

                Triangulation via use of           

                different methods, different 

                types of informants and/or  

                different sites.  

                Tactics to help ensure honesty  

                in informants.  

 

   

                Iterative questioning in data  

                collection dialogues. 

 

 

 

 

 

                Debriefing sessions between 

                researcher and superiors.  

 

         

  

 

                Use of “reflective commentary” 

                Description of background, 

                qualifications and experience of  

                the researcher. 

                Member checks of data  

                collected and interpretations 

                /theories. 

      

    An accurate and detailed description 

    of each participant’s subjective  

    experience (e.g. quotations). 

    Site triangulation: having multiple 

    participants/Recruitment of the  

    participants was voluntary, so the 

    respondents were willing to share their  

    experiences/A voice recorder was used  

    during the interview. 

 

    Responses to the research question 

    may be resonate with experiences  

    in different contexts and lead to 

    other researchers conducting studies  

    in a similar setting.     

 

 

     Sufficient details are provided about 

     methodology so that another 

     researcher could follow the same 

     methodological steps. 

 

 

    Conclusions about the findings  

    connected to literature. 

    Ongoing feedback, supervision 

    and the guidance was provided by 

    the supervisors throughout the 

    research.  

    The transcripts and coding were shared 

    with the supervisors.   

    NVivo software used for the analysis 

    (allowing me to observe it in a holistic 

    way). 

    Reflexivity throughout the entire research. 

 

            According to Ash and Clayton (2004), it is important that researchers provide a 

detailed explanation of the research processes and the details of the experience in a way that 

someone who did not have that experience can understand it. I have provided a detailed 

description of what I did during the analysis process to straighten the credibility if this study.  

 Some of the strategies that helped to maximise “trustworthiness” included the use of 

both different procedures, a manual and electronic coding using different functions of NVivo 
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for coding data, and multiple interviews at different times (Johnson, 1997). The use of multiple 

interviews at different times provided richer data, leading towards a better understanding of 

what was unique to a person’s experience.  

The data triangulation was achieved by having multiple sources for eliciting data: 

interviews with multiple students and teachers, my interview notes and one student’s journal.  

            Also, further triangulation occurred through conducting two semi-structured interviews 

with each of the student participants over a period of six months. 

             Furthermore, I shared a copy of the interview transcript with them so they could 

reflect back on their interviews and verify the accuracy. I also shared the transcripts with my 

supervisors, so they were able to gain an insight into the richness of the collected data. A 

better sense of triangulation is presented in a later section on data collection and analysis.  

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity, as defined by Ortlipp (2008), is researching in a critical reflective mode 

by critically reflecting on what researchers bring to their research and how this influences the 

outcomes of a study. It is likely that a researcher has initial knowledge about the topic that 

stimulates them to continue developing their understanding of it. Approaching the context of 

the study with some prior knowledge is imperative, states Roberts (2009). Having some 

knowledge about the research topic helps the researcher to better understand the reality, 

sensitivity and complexity of the issues involved in studying a situation or setting.  

I am a teacher but not currently teaching at the participating school. This allowed me 

to position myself as a person without power to influence either students or teachers to 

participate as I did not know any of the participants in my research.  

Also, as a person from a non-English speaking background, I speak with an accent 

and the interview participants also have an accent different to that of native English speakers. 
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This fact could have been a stimulating factor for participants to speak more freely without 

worrying about mispronunciation or grammatical mistakes.  

Some of the strategies that maximised reflexivity included my regular self-reflection 

(Johnson, 1997). Using critical reflection regarding the possible biases that I may have had as 

a teacher, I approached this analysis as an opportunity for developing my intercultural 

competencies, rather than through the prism of my personal or professionally perceived 

intercultural understanding or experience. 

Creswell (2003) states that a qualitative researcher’s interpretations of the findings are 

not separable from their prior understandings, contexts or backgrounds. Since I had some 

experience in teaching international students in the past, my choice of a semi-structured 

interview as the method in this study, which requires asking open-ended questions ensured 

that I sought the participants’ experiences rather than imposing my own (Cohen et al., 2011). 

This helped prevent me from leading the participants into giving expected responses. Also, 

the supervisors’ feedback was useful in reminding me to avoid speaking more than the 

participant which we had identified as a potential weakness of the first interview with my 

first student participant. I also discussed the thematic coding (Henry, Casserly, Coady, & 

Marshall, 2008) with the supervisors to question some of my (possible) taken-for-granted 

assumptions.  

Adding to this, in the later analysis, I reflected on the literature review, relevant 

theories and practices, linking them with this study’s empirical evidence to inform my own 

interpretations (Zahavi, 2012). 

Ethics  

Ethics approval for this study was gained from the Victoria University Human Ethics 

Committee (VUW HEC). Permission to carry out this study was sought from the Board of 

Trustees and the Principal of the participating school.  
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The total interview period was six months during 2018. The first interviews with the 

students were held in May and the second interviews over two months, between September and 

October. The teacher interviews were held during a period of four months, between July and 

October.  

All nine participants (five senior students, years 11-12, and four mainstream teachers) 

signed a consent form, with all participants having the opportunity to ask questions before 

being interviewed. I created my own consent forms (see Appendix D-F) following the 

University Human Ethics Committees’ fundamental ethics principles, including the principles 

of the Treaty of Waitangi. The consent form reminded the participants that their participation 

was voluntary, and their identity and the confidentiality of their interview responses would 

remain confidential. The information sheets were written in simple, clear language because the 

participants needed to have a clear understanding to make informed decisions and give consent 

(Resnik, 2009). In the consent forms and the information sheets, my contact details were 

provided, which also mentioned that the VUW HEC gave approval for the research. The 

participants were aware that they could clarify issues and ask questions if needed. I fully 

considered all ethics stated in the consent form throughout all of the aspects of the research. 

I distributed to the participants a list of semi-structured questions before the interview 

so they could familiarize themselves with them, ask questions if needed, and choose a subject 

they wanted to discuss. Since students with limited English may be considered vulnerable 

(Lichtman, 2013), I provided several opportunities for student participants to clarify any 

issues related to the research. As Cohen, Manion., & Morrison, 2011 pointed out “researchers 

must be clear (and reflect) on the ethics of the research, especially the case study researcher, 

who is often “privy to confidential or sensitive matters” (p.296). 

At the beginning of each interview I reminded the participants about my ethical 

obligations to them, as regular reflection on the requirements from the consent helps to 
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ensure that ethical and methodological requirements are followed (Miller & Bell, 2012).  

Also, I reminded the participants about the interview protocol, including that their 

conversation would be audio recorded. During the interview, I made a conscious effort to 

give participants space to answer the questions, allowing participants to avoid answering 

questions if they were unready or unable to do so. I also avoided assuming that student  

participants understood the meaning of the questions, and used different wording to make 

questions more clear, or rephrased and repeated  back their answers to make sure that the 

essence of their statements were captured correctly during the interview.  

 The students’ and teachers’ confidentiality and privacy was assured, with a 

pseudonym used for each of them. I used only a word “teacher” and “student” because of 

confidentiality issues. The identity of the school was kept confidential as well. I even sent the 

name of the school in a letter to the research supervisors by post instead of sending it via 

email to keep its identity safeguarded. I also took out all identifiable data from the transcripts 

before emailing them to the research supervisors. In this way, the identity and confidentially 

of data of the human participants in this study were safeguarded. Legal questions such as 

freedom of expression and data protection (Cohen et al., 2011) were not overlooked during 

the research. 

All relevant research documentation that was stored on the computer in Microsoft or 

NVivo software was protected by secure password access. I kept the consent forms 

containing the participants’ identifiable data in a secure place at home, and destroyed them in 

due course. 

Regarding the rules of ethics in relation to the organization of the interview, the 

setting was appropriate as the researcher held all student interviews at school. They were 

organised with support from the International College’s director and school office staff.  I 
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held interviews with two teacher participants at school as well, and with other teacher 

participants in a nearby place as per mutual agreement with them. 

 These examples demonstrate that I followed the ethics principles in the manner 

required by the ethical conduct of the research. I was also fully aware that any misconduct on 

the side of the researcher is punishable by New Zealand law. 
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Chapter 4. Analysis of Findings 

Two major themes emerged. The first theme is the participants’ transition from their 

original educational system to their host learning environment. The second theme relates to 

the dual tasks faced by students of learning a new language and a new subject.  I use the 

following metaphorical titles to capture the sense of these two themes: 

Theme 1: Puzzles and pedagogical crafts  

Theme 2: The group matters, the group matters 

In the following section, key ideas within these two themes are reported and some 

similarities and differences across the two groups of participants, teachers and students, are 

identified.  

Theme 1: Puzzles and pedagogical crafts 

Teachers and students demonstrated awareness that international students face 

continuous adaptation, not only to a new country but also to a new educational system. As 

one teacher commented: 

 Students not only change country, but they also change the entire education system, it 

 is hard. They need to engage with and understand New Zealand education system, and 

 maybe the differences between their and our country…some rationale behind why we 

 do things. (Teacher) 

 

Learning in a foreign environment takes a lot [of adjusting]. (Teacher) 

 

Several factors played an important role in the academic transition of international 

students participating in this study, including their previous experience, self-efficacy and the 

support of others. Students employed their own strategies to deal with their academic 

transition issues, including the use of first language resources to support their learning. 

Teacher participants used different pedagogical approaches and instructional strategies to 

facilitate the academic learning of their international students and support them with this 

transition.  
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Effects of students’ previous experiences. Teacher and student participants both 

acknowledged that learning a new language and new subject matter placed huge demands on 

learners. Lack of experience in practising some skills, such as critical thinking, was believed 

to add to the difficulty of international students’ mainstream learning and understanding. 

Teachers recognised that there are notable differences in the way teaching and 

learning is done in New Zealand compared to the way international students were taught in 

their own countries. One teacher pointed out that  

There is a significant difference in the way international students are used to learning 

versus what we are doing here, and one of the things they are not used to is actually 

            coming and asking for help. (Teacher) 

 

Another teacher reported that students seemed to have different expectations of the role of a 

teacher. He illustrated this by sharing a situation that had occurred in his class. He offered 

help to one international student, however the student responded that he could do it by 

himself. Since this student did not pass the assessment, the teacher reminded him that he 

could ask questions to clarify things before the assessment, but the student replied: “Oh, I did 

not know that I was allowed to ask you. I thought I was not allowed to ask”. 

Aside from different expectations and other challenges that come from the students’ 

previous backgrounds and experiences, teachers acknowledged that students’ use of their L1 

may be a useful learning tool especially when they first come to school in New Zealand. 

They described the students’ use of their native language as a part of their process to extract 

meaning from new words. Teachers noticed that students used their first language for 

developing their understanding of concepts in their subjects by communicating and 

interacting with peers in the same language, and using dictionaries and textbooks written in 

that language. One teacher pointed out that 

Often, they will have a dictionary…and they will put words they do not know into 

their dialect. (Teacher)  
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As students shared: 

             I learn it from Thai language, I learn in Thai language and then I read it in English 

             again. (Student) 

 

            I look at my own language explanation…because sometimes in English explanations  

            I got terrible and I do not understand. (Student) 

 

Teachers also found that international students needed to deal not only with two languages, 

but also with reconciling different concepts:  

They come with concepts or previous knowledge that is different, so it is important 

to understand the ways that they were taught, and then try to come up with the 

solutions. (Teacher) 

 

Regarding understanding concepts, one teacher commented that  

It is not the concept that is difficult, or the problem that is difficult, it is language  

acting as a barrier. 

 

One teacher pointed out that, according to his experience, international students 

Do not have potentially enough words, so new words are really hard to acquire.  

But if they already know a large number of English words, learning new words is a  

lot more attainable.  

 

Regarding second language learning tasks, including building vocabulary, all of the 

participants agreed that for these tasks, students need extra time. On top of this are the 

literacy demands of NCEA assessments, which make it more difficult for students to achieve 

NCEA standards, as reported by the participants.  

International students usually come from top schools where they are “used to getting 

top grades” (Teacher). They need to adjust to New Zealand’s grade system (Not achieved,  

Achieved, Merit, and Excellence) which is different to their previous ‘pass-fail’ grade 

system. One student stated that the opportunity to progress from Achieved to Excellence is 

better than a pass-fail grade system, which gives no opportunity to improve results, as in their 

own country. 

Regarding the NCEA based system, some teachers commented that  

NCEA is time demanding for both the teacher and the pupils ...our excellent 

           questions require a lot more time for our students but for international students it  
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           will be even more because they have that translating job they need to do. (Teacher)  

  

           It is different types of assessments. So just because somebody has struggled with the 

           written side of things, that doesn’t mean to say that’s the only one way that they can 

           get their knowledge and understanding out. So, that’s where we back it with a  

           verbal assessment. (Teacher) 

 

           It is not necessary always about the grade; it is about improving their skills. 

           (Teacher) 

 

            It is important to be academically focused. It is very important, but we are not in a 

            business of making students pass tests without having the necessary skills required 

            to succeed in a real life… And that is the outcome of the curriculum “Lifelong  

            Learners”. (Teacher) 

 

Teachers emphasised that international students are developing their skills by doing 

NCEA assessments and they offered some orally assessed units to those students who, as 

ELLs, need some additional time to respond to the demands of the written assessment tasks. 

Most students reported that their personal motivation for their desired assessment 

outcomes kept them on task. One student said, “I want to achieve, and I want to achieve a 

higher grade than ‘Achieved’. So yeah, it is maybe desire forcing me to do that” (Student). 

However, another student stated that he hated learning English but needed because of the 

admission requirements of the college he wanted to attend in his country of origin.    

All students acknowledged that it was essential for them to build up a positive sense 

of self-confidence when it comes to their ability to perform within the context of the 

classroom. Some students provided examples from their experiences when their perceived 

ability to meet the challenges related to the use of L2 had an impact on their involvement and 

self-esteem. 

I think confidence is very important. When I think I can’t make [a] great, great 

sentence, and sometimes I lose my confidence... I feel a little ashamed because Kiwis 

can all understand; they make mistakes but not like this. (Student) 
 

Some of them shared that they felt a lack of confidence which prevented them from 

asking questions.  

You need to be active in class…although you do not like to ask questions, you need 
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to be focused on that…do not feel embarrassed to ask a question. I felt that a little bit 

last year but now I do not. (Student)  

 

One student explained her perspective on raising questions in the following way:  

 You need to like put hand up before any others. And, that means you got no time to 

            think. That means you need to like, combine your sentence and the words together and  

            also correctly. I think that is a big practice for me. That is physically when I finish my  

            answer, my face is flushed…it is not about my techniques, but it is about my speaking.  

 

             Based on these students’ reported views, it seems that they valued an inclusive and  

supportive class environment where they can feel comfortable to ask questions and/ or learn 

from their mistakes. 

Strategies used by students. The student participants shared their most effective 

learning strategies. Most reported that they used their prior knowledge of the subject and 

textbooks written in their native language as a basic foundation on which they built 

knowledge and skills in their mainstream secondary classroom contexts. Some students had 

studied their current mainstream subjects before in their home countries. One student said he 

had studied the subject that was the focus of his interview for four years. “Because I was very 

good at this subject before, I chose this subject” (Student). Another student stated that she 

uses books written in her native language for Science, Chemistry, Biology and for Maths.   

In contrast, one student did not find much use of her Biology text book in her native 

language because, she said, “it help me a little bit, but it didn’t help me much because the 

things are different” (Student). However, this student acknowledged that rather than using the 

L1 textbooks, she used online resources in her original language.  

Another student also stated that the use of Internet websites and tools in his original 

language was a useful strategy for his English language learning.  

I looked up on the Internet in my own language. I look up the topics... it is just easier  

to understand. I just sometimes watch movie or and then, put English subtitle to my 

like favourite video. If it is in Japanese, I still put English subtitles, and I can learn  

how, like this English word works. (Student) 
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Students stated that their L1 resources were mainly useful to them for translating 

purposes and extracting meanings from the class texts.  

Learning strategies that are based on the use of their first language were especially 

useful to student participants who reported significant struggle in using L2. The student 

participants who reported that their English proficiency level was higher, as well as their 

NCEA achievement grades, did not rely much on resources from their origin countries.  

All students reported that they used the internet and email as communication and 

learning tools at school and remotely from home. This includes a variety of multimedia 

learning materials and applications for language learning. A few student participants reported 

that they interacted with their teachers via email, having their questions answered or written 

feedback provided to them.  

Some students reported that they used the computer as their ‘language-learning tool’ 

because it helped them to practice language independently at home, in their own time. They 

used some free or paid applications not only to find the meaning of words, but also to learn 

pronunciation through communicating with groups and individuals. One student uses the 

application TED for practicing both listening and speaking. Another student mentioned that 

they have some practice online like the ‘Education Perfect’ and ‘e-Learn’. 

Students also used their own self-regulative strategies to develop their self-efficacy, 

including through talking with others. One student used the following words when she talked 

with her classmates and a homestay about her accent 

 It is like different [people] got different accent as I got, I am not a local Kiwi 

 …[there] is English, British English, American English and maybe New Zealand 

 English, and all three got difference so as I know what I say is right.  

  

 

Alongside encouragement received from their families and peers, students 

acknowledged that they receive support from their teachers by, for example, getting verbal 

encouragement or encouraging written feedback on their work from them.    
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Strategies used by teachers.  According to teachers’ accounts of their teaching 

international students, it seems that teachers facilitated these students’ learning and mentored 

them in their individual development. All teachers showed that their basic practice was 

oriented towards guiding international students to engage in regular activities, jointly learn 

and share their understandings and resources with peers.  

In addition, teachers explained how they facilitated the students’ learning 

environment by providing a positive classroom atmosphere to help them effectively 

overcome their transitional gaps. They evaluated the students’ English language levels and 

assisted them in overcoming them by using specific instructional and pedagogical practices. 

They assisted these students, for instance, with one-to-one support sessions and conferencing, 

helping them to develop their language capability using a step-by-step approach on an on-

going basis.  

One teacher participant reported that he teaches his international students how to write 

sentences in a proper structure; he tells them how to start a sentence or how to write 

prepositional phrases. Once they have got that, he said, he helps them to write a paragraph, 

for example by explaining to them how to link the first sentence to the question, then the 

following sentence to the context and how to add some examples after that. It seems that this 

kind of this teacher’s ‘scaffold instruction’ serves as a model to international students that 

improves their understanding of academic writing forms and styles. According to the 

teacher’s reported experience, international students who were struggling with their English 

writing at the start of the year, after they used this scaffolding technique repeatedly over the 

year, were able to pass their class assessment at the end of the year.        

Teachers’ pedagogical approaches included fostering the students’ independence 

while promoting their inclusion and participation in class, through building a rapport with 

them and using specifically designed strategies to support their individual learning needs. 
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Building a rapport. In facilitating international students’ learning in a new language 

and with a new context, all teachers said that it is important to understand the ways 

international students were taught in their original countries because   

 They are coming from an entirely different education system, they are struggling 

 with the language…they are struggling with the culture. (Teacher)  
 

All teacher participants drew attention to the importance of knowing the students’ 

cultural backgrounds. 

To me as a teacher, one of the key things is to make sure that I understand a little 

bit about their background ...where they come from, what is their culture. (Teacher) 

 

All teacher participants reported that finding a common ground of understanding and 

building relationships while working with international students in their classrooms helped 

these ELLs to succeed. One teacher stated 

If you do not have a good relationship you don’t expect to see progress... if you don’t 

have these conversations with them to actually get a sense of where they are at then 

you can’t really then say whether your teaching is effective or not for them. (Teacher)   

 

Two teachers gave the example of helping students build up their confidence through 

ensuring that the student knows the answer to their question, and only then asking the student 

the question in front of the class.  

Most teachers reported that they felt that by establishing good relationships with their 

international students, they had an opportunity to learn more about their interests and future 

goals. They used this kind of information as a starting point for designing learning 

programmes and activities that were tailored to specific students. For example, when one 

teacher learned that a student wanted to go back to his original country to build a house one 

day, he incorporated the design of a house into the topic that they were doing in class.  

One teacher stated: 

Once I got the relationship with them; making them laugh is a big way to engage 

them.  
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 Another teacher pointed out that establishing a good relationship helps him to see 

“where their mind set is to be able to get the best out of that” (Teacher). The teacher 

elaborated: 

I am teaching them they need to be responsible for their own learning and to make 

them feel... if they got any questions about their work or about their assignments, they 

can come and talk to me... it is kind of like teaching them life skills along the way. 

                                                                                                                                

Consequently, students reported a positive view of their teachers. One student described 

her teacher as “really ...passionate and really nice, kind… here I think teacher is like, I mean 

responsible” (Student). 

Interactions between teachers and international students were reported by both groups of 

participants as a vital channel for improving their teaching and learning practices. 

An inclusive classroom environment.  Teachers also facilitate working conditions and 

learning environments for international students. The classroom environments were described 

by all teachers as interactive and supportive. Class procedures, such as regular greetings, are 

created to demonstrate mutual respect and a welcoming environment for international students 

commented one teacher. 

Teachers were aware that international students do not always feel comfortable with 

using English in class. Their main responses were to give students more time to think, and to 

make sure they did not call on them in class until they were sure these students had the correct 

answers. 

 It is better giving them time to process it mentally before they speak it because it can 

obviously be quite difficult…. I give them thirty seconds to think about it, 

maybe talk to their neighbour…and then I will ask... (Teacher) 

 

Also, this teacher mentioned that he always is looking for the opportunity to read out 

the written work of international students when it is good. 
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 The interactive nature of the class environment enabled students also to learn to 

express their abilities through demonstrating their skills in relating to others or participating 

with others. As teachers pointed out:  

      It is about how they work in a team… interact with other people getting them to be 

     involved… feel part of it and connected. (Teacher) 

 

      It is just getting them to be involved and included… there are a lot of group 

     discussions and so they have to be engaged. (Teacher) 

 

      A culture in the classroom where failing is not considered as ‘falling down’ was 

encouraged, said one teacher, with all other teachers making similar comments.  One teacher 

recalled from his practice that there have been some students who have been afraid of failure 

and unwilling to try something due to this. As this teacher elaborated,      

 Creating a culture in a classroom where is okay to try and okay to fail… 

            Get the small successes at the start... small successes at the start give them room 

 to work forward.  

 

 Based on the teachers’ reported views, it seems that they strive to create an 

environment for the international students where they are actively involved in their learning 

through their participation and interactions in class.   

Strategies for meeting language needs. Regarding strategies specifically designed to 

meet the students’ language needs, teachers reported that they needed to use different medias 

and multiple forms of the same instructions, as well as adjusting their teaching styles. 

With respect to presentation style, some teacher participants reported that they needed 

to adjust to a new pace of talking. “I am limited by the language I speak and often 

internationals will say ‘slow down”, one teacher said. This teacher shared that his main 

strategy to overcome this challenge has been 

keeping points up on the projector so that if they do not catch what I said the first time 

they could refer to that…You can get [the content] audible, you can get it  printed, 

you can get it on a screen…take photos of what is on the board. So, there are many 
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different ways to refer back to it… lots of times they will take photos of what’s on the 

board so then they can process it in their own time again. 

One teacher also said that he speaks quickly, and he uses PowerPoint because it “backs 

everything up” (Teacher).  

           Some teachers reported that students find it useful to take photos of what is on the 

white board in case they missed something they could not hear or understand. One student 

mentioned that his teacher sometimes speaks very quickly and  

            sometimes I can’t get it... And, he often …after the lesson or after of what he said, he  

           asks [s] me and answer[s] my question…and sometimes …he will ask and teach me  

          again.  

 

           One teacher pointed out that vocabulary lists are usually displayed on the white board 

and that he usually has “five words that might be really important for the international people 

to know that they just might not know” (Teacher). They are an important teaching tool 

because if the students miss the key words, they miss the whole lesson. As another teacher 

elaborated, “Using the right words in the right places is quite important” (Teacher).  

Some scaffolding activities are reported by teachers as good teaching tools. As one 

teacher elaborated, by giving them the scaffold, an example of how to fill in the missing 

words, they are enabled to do it themselves. He illustrated this by saying that when students 

gain more confidence, he writes less while they write more. One student mentioned that the 

teacher gives them, “like [a] work sheet filled out in part, and some is left blank and it is like 

follow the model... the words are really different, you write until you are right” (Student).  

All teachers reported that they used the internet as a tool to facilitate international 

students’ content learning, as well as to provide some language instructions to them. They 

also used it as a pedagogical tool to encourage these students to use their English more 

confidently. For example, one teacher said that he used email to enable some shy students to 

pose questions. He also sent them feedback related to their writing. Another teacher pointed 

out: 
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We’ve got “OneNote” and I put all my power points, videos and notes there…so 

basically, they are digitally available to the pupils outside of class time… if they ever 

miss anything, the digital version always is there. 

 

Students agreed,  

Teachers can put some… the key points into “OneNote…for example standards, 

we can know what is this standard, what is this unit, what I should learn. (Student) 

 

Teachers reported that involving international students in practical activities is useful 

to them. Hands on activities are good for international students because they “are making 

observation inferences to conduct and have an idea of the theory” (Teacher). 

Some teachers found that by differentiating the lesson’s outcome and programmes, 

they help international students learn. However, one teacher stated that “it is important to 

differentiate but too much differentiation I believe causes separation” (Teacher). Another 

teacher pointed out that differentiating the lesson outcomes could be useful to some students 

because of their language barriers. However, this teacher emphasised that it is important to 

set up the same learning outcomes for all students but provide more support for some of them 

because          

If you do differentiate your instruction in the class, they often miss some stuff they 

really need later on down the track. So becomes a little bit of a snowball effect... the  

best thing is just getting outside help…Getting the teacher aides.  

 

 One-to-one-support. One-to-one support was found by both teachers and students to 

be an effective means of learning. Most teachers expressed the view that, based on their 

experience in teaching international students, written or oral feedback and on-going 

conferencing with a student are among the most successful strategies that help international 

students to improve their understanding and writing skills. During class time, one student 

said, “I listen and he will, like, write down an example on my, like, piece of paper or on my 

text book and show me how to do it” (Student).  

           Teachers encouraged a range of one-to-one conversations and dialogues with their 

international students during class, but also provided on-going individual support during 
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lunch tutorial sessions and through feedback via email outside of class. They expressed the 

view that talking through a task with these students and going through the whole learning 

process together is a powerful means of support which produces greater understanding. For 

example, having a question and answer tutoring session during lunchtime provided an 

opportunity for catching up and going through some examples. This helped students to 

understand exactly what they needed to do. “These conversations help the teachers gain a 

sense of where the students are at” (Teacher). One teacher explained that having tutorials 

helps to see whether his international students are actually gaining an understanding. 

According to another teacher their students were not given enough opportunity to exercise 

critical thinking in their home countries,   

 I spend some time with them at lunch time, going through what is actually 

required for them to understand exactly what they need to do. (Teacher) 

 

When one teacher talked about his tutoring sessions with individual students, he 

described a session where teacher and student deconstructed questions and concepts together, 

after which the student needed to work through the key problems and words independently, 

deconstructing their meaning and showing line by line working. In this way, students gave 

their own answers and shared their own views, leading to the development of critical thinking 

skills. Students then came back to discuss their work and any problems in the next tutoring 

session.  

A few students confirmed their teachers used the internet as a communication tool to 

help them to better understand the subject content when they learn at home. One student 

explained, “I can email them like what we need to do, because teacher said we can do that 

before 12 o’clock and that she will give us advice about …something to improve, something 

you are good enough at, things like that”. (Student)   

All teachers reported that they contact their international department to get extra help 

for their international students, especially for a student who is struggling. Some teachers 
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pointed out that students’ families and homestays are supportive and that people at the 

school’s early learning intervention centre are there to help out as well. 

 People at International College spend a lot of time on these students’ integration.  

 For an international who is disengaged, I refer this student to the college and also I 

 mention it at the teacher-parent interviews. (Teacher) 
 
             When some of the internationals struggle to stay awake in class, I have conversations 

            with the International College just to see what is happening in there. (Teacher) 

 

One student said that he talks to his parents via We-Chat every day and they send 

encouraging words to him, while he is able to ask his homestay to help him to understand the 

meaning of new words. “I stay [with a] Kiwi home stay. And last year I talked with her about 

one hour, one hour every day”. (Student) 

Theme 2: The group matters, the group matters 

All students reported that they value group work with their classmates. Their views 

are best expressed in the title of this section which is composed of the words said by one 

student participant “The group, the group matters”. (Student) 

Interactions with students.  International students in this study reported that they 

had a range of opportunities to interact with other students and to learn from their first-

language peers, and that this was very beneficial to them.                 

Sometimes if you do not understand just go and ask friends. They will explain it to you 

and how to do it, like get better in this activity. (Student) 

 

Another student pointed out that his classmates help him by explaining the meaning 

of words he doesn’t know. 

The student participants reported that they also interacted with peers from origin or 

other countries who were more experienced in the New Zealand classroom. These students 

shared with us that they like to get help from their friends who are from their own country. 

It is like, in my class…we got some Chinese people who already study here for year   

and they are really kind and they are happy to help. And I feel happy about that. And I 

have another good friend. She is not Kiwi but she is good, she is really good at 

English, and I talk with her very much. (Student) 
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One student explained that his classmates who are originally from his own country are 

 “describing more easy English” (Student). “In English they need to use long sentence[s] to 

explain and they need to use the word I cannot understand, but in Chinese they use just a few 

words for that,” elaborated this student. Another student shared that he asks his Thai friend 

who knows English well to explain things to him again. 

Students also have some interactions with their peers outside of class when they do 

practical activities together. This type of involvement helps international students not only to 

learn with and from their peers, but also to develop their confidence, which leads to 

improving their self-efficacy and self-esteem. This is illustrated through an example 

described by one student:  

We have, like, practiced outside and they show me how far on the line of the map. 

We write down the timeline, and write some main idea and some of the events… very, 

very powerful. When I finish this map, I feel confident. (Student) 

 

It seems that the friends’ help is vital support to students whose English is not strong, 

as one student said, it helps them as they “give me the right directions, show me what they 

did today, show me their work” (Student). Also, as this student also pointed out, “group work 

is great for improving confidence” (Student). 

As group work and other types of inside-outside interactions between international 

and domestic students are reported to be empowering learning conditions for international 

students, targeted support by teachers to provide the conditions for these student-to-student 

interactions is crucial.   

Active participation. Teacher participants stated that they tried to involve 

international students in supportive groups where they can feel a sense of achievement. As 

one teacher noted, “when these students have an opportunity to integrate correctly, their 

learning [it] actually becomes so much more efficient…”. (Teacher) 
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Collaborative class activities, as reported by both students and teachers, were 

facilitated by all teacher participants and seen by both groups as opportunities for students to 

learn from one another. When facilitating students’ collaborative learning activities, the 

teachers demonstrated an expectation that all students should actively participate in class. All 

international student participants were encouraged by their teachers to participate actively 

and equitably with their peers in class discussion activities.  

As international students were participating in pair-group setting activities 

productively with their native English peers on an on-going basis, one student commented 

that “Group is like …to ask ... I can ask anyone… if someone don’t know like … teach each 

other so it is helpful” (Student). One teacher noted that “sometimes internationals are 

surrounded by Kiwis or Non-English first language speakers and at other times they like to be 

in their own groups as well”. (Teacher) 

Teachers shared some of their experiences in facilitating such group activities that 

allowed international students to participate and to build up relationships with their hosts and 

more experienced international students from their own or other countries. For example some 

of them stated that they always make sure that they do not ask international students to 

respond to their questions unless they give them some additional time to translate and process 

the request. One teacher stated that with some students “I would proactively ask them to 

participate if I know they feel comfortable…Unless I know them particularly well, I will not 

...ask them questions in class and turn them on in front of the class” (Teacher).  

  Producing a positively relational class environment included “creating a network of 

support” (Teacher), and allowing bilingualism in class. Students could talk to other people who 

spoke the same language in class to understand the concepts or the meaning of a new word.  

 We try buddy internationals up. Often an international likes working with other 

 internationals. So, if one pupil has a slightly higher English comprehension  

 ability they can then translate back to their language. So it is a case by case. (Techer) 
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       One teacher pointed out that when he puts two students of different language abilities 

who knew the same language next to each other, their pair work is “producing a comfortable 

environment for the students; if he needs to ask her a question they can have that 

conversation and she can tell him how to ask questions” (Teacher). Alternatively, another 

teacher pointed out that sometimes he splits internationals who share the same culture up 

because of concern that they went off-task when communicating in their L1. “They will sit 

and talk to each other in their own language. I put them next to a pupil whom I know is going 

to encourage them to do the best they can” (Teacher). 

            According to the main themes that emerged from the teachers’ and students’ shared 

accounts of their practices, it is evident that it is important that a student’s background is 

understood. Vocabulary and literacy development has been an ongoing issue and challenging 

task for international students and their teachers. In responding to this issue, these two groups 

of participants use different strategies. However, using the Internet is agreed upon by teachers 

and students to be a tool that increases students’ learning outcomes. Students use the Internet 

for translating purposes and to better understand the content and concepts in class and at 

home. Teachers also use different computer applications such as OneNote or PowerPoint to 

help students to catch up with the content and/or to overcome some difficulties in 

understanding oral instructions in class. 

Regarding the learning environment, teachers reported that they strive to provide an 

interactive and safe environment for international students where they can learn alongside 

their English native speaking peers and are supported individually through different types of 

scaffolding support, the tutorial session feedback and conferencing.   

Developing relationships and continuing interactions between international students, 

their peers and their teachers is found to be the most powerful pedagogical craft that all three 

actors use in their mainstream classroom communities. 



56 

Chapter 5. Discussion 

In this chapter, I discuss the findings with reference to literature. Firstly, the research 

questions are addressed and then Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the ZPD and Wenger’s 

(2010) community of practice are used as a way to understand the findings.  

The Research Questions  

This study was guided by two research questions that asked how a group of 

mainstream secondary international students reported their learning experiences, and how a 

group of teachers reported the learning experiences of their international students. Each 

research question was addressed by considering enablers and barriers. 

Research question one. The first question was: What are international students’ 

perspectives on their mainstream academic learning? This study found that the student 

participants believed that self-study, including the use of their L1 textbooks, helped them to 

interpret curriculum content and to develop their L2 proficiency. Furthermore, the students 

reported that in-class cooperative group activities and their teachers’ specific support were 

enablers that positively influenced their successful transition to a New Zealand classroom and 

supported their academic learning. 

Enablers. All the students acknowledged that both independent learning and learning 

interactions with their peers were very useful to them, as was support from their teachers. 

Student participants reported that they perceived their self-study had been a 

significant factor that contributed to their academic success. All of the students commented 

on how their own efforts and personal learning strategies contributed to achieving their 

learning outcomes. For example, some of the students reported that they found it useful to use 

textbooks in their own language for better understanding of the topics, along with online 

resources written in their L1. Textbooks written in L1 were useful learning tools because the 

subject-specific content was explained in their own language and presented in a way that was 



57 

familiar to them. Students reported that these texts helped them in understanding topics and 

concepts that they had already studied in their own country. Thus, using the L1 textbooks 

could be seen as an individual strategy that the students use to activate their prior knowledge. 

These resources may also help them overcome some of their challenges relating to academic 

content language and understanding of the topics. 

Walqui and van Lier (2010) suggest that one of the quality teaching principles is to 

engage ELLs in quality interactions to go “beyond brief single responses, and to elaborate, 

illustrate and connect to their interlocutors’ ideas” (p. 85) that help them to explore and 

connect the ideas and deeper their learning and enhance their understanding. The Student 

participants reported that their interactions with peers and teachers and the support that they 

received from them, were important to them and helped them to adjust to new ways of 

learning in their new environment.  

These students reported that they had a variety of opportunities to engage in 

classroom activities. Their interactions included working alongside English-speaking peers in 

such activities. Students often commented that relationships and communications with their 

peers were important because it helped them to understand the content better, helped them to 

improve their L2 and confidence in using it. International students reported that their peers 

help them to extract the meanings from the text, explain things by showing them their work, 

or help them to understand new words. They also help them to practice their pronunciation 

when they are reviewing vocabulary with them using the flash cards. Their peers shared with 

them their experience in doing regular class assessments. Some students with low English 

proficiency reported that their peers also shared with them their  regular class work and their 

answers so that  they could use them as a check point when they are figuring out the solutions 

to these tasks by themselves at home. Group activities in which international ELLs learned 
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along with their peers helped them build up their self-confidence, as well as to manage their 

workload as it is shared among the members of the group.  

Students felt that they needed to ask their teachers to explain some things and that the 

teachers’ support to help them comprehend the subject content and to write a required piece 

of work was vital to them. The importance of receiving specific support from their teachers 

on an ongoing basis could be illustrated through the student’s statement that even though she 

recorded the teachers’ lesson and copied the notes from the board, she could not comprehend 

some things working alone at home until the teacher explained these point by point again 

talking to her individually. 

Teachers also acknowledged that it is important to them to be able to help their 

international students. They shared some pedagogical ways of supporting their international 

students. For example, teachers demonstrated that they had ongoing conversations and 

dialogue with the students. They considered that approaching these students in class to see if 

they needed help to understand instructions enabled these students to progress academically. 

Also, the teachers expressed the view that involving their international students in group 

work and class discussion where they were given time to process things and answer questions 

without stress, was valuable.  

Furthermore, vocabulary was believed to be a major drawback to learning. According 

to all teachers, the international students in their classes over the years did not have a good 

grasp of general English vocabulary or enough academic words to build up new words. To 

overcome these vocabulary barriers teachers made use of visual clues or included diagrams in 

their vocabulary sheets to accompany the written words, and displayed and explained the key 

words. Teachers expected that international students would need to make extra efforts to 

learn their subject specific academic words at home and they helped them by providing the 

class materials via OneNote digitally to them.  
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Also, teachers considered it important to encourage their international students to take 

responsibility to ask questions if they do not understand what exactly they needed to do to 

complete the task or an assessment. To help them to progress with their understanding, 

teachers provided multiple ways and tools for the students to refer back to later. This process 

of amplifying the learning experience (Walqui & van Lier, 2010) included giving them 

printed and audio materials or displaying teaching points, words or explanation notes on the 

screen.  

In addition, teachers considered that they empowered their international students’ 

learning by sitting with them and deconstructing tasks with them, by discussing the meaning 

of a new word, developing questions, or exploring concepts. In these one-to-one sessions, 

they used a step-by-step approach and different techniques to connect these students’ new 

learning to their previous knowledge and their future goals, or what Walqui and van Lier 

(2010) refer to as “engaging students in generative disciplinary skills”(p.84).  

Teachers felt that was vital to have a sense where their international students were up 

to in their learning and understanding to build on their current abilities and to teach them 

effectively. Having individual sessions with the students helped the teachers to engage these 

students in critical thinking by analysing their work with them.  

Beside these multiple strategies to help students to learn their subjects, teachers were 

aware that international students were learning in a classroom culture that is quite different to 

the one they are used to, so they helped these students to approach their new learning by 

building on their previous knowledge and experiences. They encouraged these students to tell 

the teachers when they were struggling so as to help them, and to have conversations with 

their classmates or students from other classes.  

Students shared that, in addition to an interactive classroom environment, they valued 

teachers’ individualised instruction in the form of tutoring sessions or written feedback. The 
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teachers believed that quality teaching to ELLs included a focus on feedback when students 

were engaged in constructive conferencing with their teachers, or when they received written 

feedback that helped students to address their language. There was evidence in the students’ 

statements that they believed their teacher’s feedback helped them with their language 

learning. All students reported that their teachers gave them regular oral or written feedback. 

One student pointed out that he was not able to understand the main idea of the text, and  he 

needed continual help from his teachers to understand how to incorporate specific details into 

his written work. The students also found  it useful to send to their teachers’ questions via 

email to clarify the things and receive individual feedback about their progress in their 

content learning or issues in their understanding of the content related language. The majority 

of students reported that teachers helped them to find and fix mistakes in their writing and 

that they were able to self-correct their writing mistakes or improve internal assessment 

results after they received feedback from their teachers in person or in written form, including 

communication via emails.  

Both teachers and students reported that they valued specifically designed tutorials, 

conversations and dialogue in class. Some specific examples that teachers and students 

reported as scaffolding were “cloze exercises: in which part of the sentences are taken out, for 

international students to use for revising content. Some students mentioned that  these 

exercises where they need to fill the missing words help them to understand the concepts. 

Also, some students found techniques useful such as a crossword at the end of the unit to 

review vocabulary. Some students found the teacher’s review worksheets with a summary of 

the topic very helpful. These worksheets helped them to structure their revision because as 

one student pointed out, these activities enabled the student to see what they knew and what 

they did not know yet. This helped the students self-assess their own learning. Some students 

mentioned that it was important for them to practice papers from previous NCEA 
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examination and then check their answers with the teachers. One student pointed out that her 

teacher’s assessment feedback helped her to improve her grade since her previous year. 

             Barriers. The students’ analysis of their own learning indicated that their most 

persistent learning difficulties were related to insufficient proficiency in their L2 for 

understanding new concepts in English and expressing themselves in English. They 

especially struggled to produce academic writing. The student participants emphasised that 

they needed significantly more time than local students to complete their written tasks and 

assessments. The teachers felt that international students needed extra learning support to 

overcome gaps in their subject learning and to improve their English language competence in 

order to make progress towards a higher level of academic achievement.  

 Walqui and van Lier (2010) point out that language does not involve only a list of 

words or grammatical rules so that providing a list of vocabulary of new academic words is 

not enough. Language is also a social process. Thus, if teachers incorporate, for example, 

students' previous learning and their recounts of personal experiences into collaborative class 

discussions, this can help these learners to comprehend a particular topic better.  

Another example for learning a new topic is providing opportunities for students to 

build up their knowledge on the subject through their own research. According to Walqui and 

van Lier (2010), it seems that connecting academic topics and exploring them in relation to 

different contexts leads to higher levels of understanding for ELLs, in terms of both the 

content of the subject and of using academic language in different contexts appropriately. 

Research question two.  The second question was: What are mainstream teachers’ 

perspectives on how international ELL students learn their subjects? The teachers shared 

their views and experience about what they found useful to support their international  

students’ learning. Gleeson and Davison (2016) noted that “teacher beliefs and knowledge 

solidify in response to influences from their teaching context” (p.46).  
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In their role as facilitators, teachers reported that they guided international ELL 

students to develop their ability to become autonomous learners, for example, by making 

their lessons available on One Note so that these students are able to continue their learning at 

home. The teachers reported that scaffolding learning with examples and models, as well as 

using multiple forms of delivering the same instructions, were useful approaches in teaching 

international students. These approaches indirectly offered meaningful support for language 

learning in that they were able to “provide students with activities that are robust, but flexible 

enough to allow multiple entry points” (Walqui & van Lier, 2010, p.84).   

These teachers’ perspectives are in the line with the core notion of sociocultural 

theory that learners need support to transition through their ZPD so that their full potential 

that is realised over time. This support is designed to enable students to perform 

independently.  

Walqui and Lier (2010) consider that teachers’ support that is adjusted to a learner’s 

needs enables a learner’s “gradual owning of processes, ideas, and language” (p.10).  

Teachers can support their learners including ELLs to operate in their ZPD at their proximal 

abilities levels and help them to drive their own learning independently relating it to the four 

tenets of sociocultural theory. 

  I presented some of Walgui and Lier’s views in the following table. In the first two 

columns of the table I used Walqui and van Lier’s words. In column two there are Walqui 

and van Lier’s five principles of quality teaching for English learners. In column three, which 

I named “The principles’ focus”, I entered the authors’ quotes that (in my opinion) best 

represent their relevant ideas and messages.  
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Table 3  

 

Tenets of sociocultural theory and the principles of quality teaching for ELLs  
 

 

Tenets of Sociocultural 

Theory 

 

Principles of Quality 

Teaching for ELLs 

 

The principles’ focus 

   

 

The principles relating to my 

study -some examples 

 
❶ Development follows  

      learning (therefore, 

      teaching precedes  

      development) 

❷ Participation in activity 

      is central in the  

      development of 

      knowledge  

❸ Participation in activity 

      progresses from 

      apprenticeship 

      to appropriation, or  

      from the social to the 

      individual plan 

❹ Learning can be  

      observed as changes 

      in participation over  

      time. 

 

(From Walqui & van Lier, 

2010, pp.6-10; 81-100) 

 

 

Principle 1 

Sustain Academic Rigor    

                                      

Principle 2 

Hold high  

expectations    

                                        

 

Principle 3 

Engage ELLs in Quality  

Teaching and Student    

Interactions   

  

 

Principle 4 

Sustain a language          

focus  

 

 

 

Principle 5                                   

Develop a quality               

curriculum                                         

 

ELLs need support to 

achieve disciplinary 

knowledge.   

                   

ELLs need be treated as 

academically capable. 

 

 

ELLs need to interact with 

their peers/teachers. 

 

 

 

 

ELLs need support to learn 

academic language in a 

sustainable way. 

 

 

 

ELLs and their needs 

should be considered in the 

design of the curriculum. 

 

 

Teaching ELLs central 

concepts and ways 

to connect the ideas. 

 

Providing high challenge tasks 

(Full details not provided 

/Students do NCEA.  

 

Involving ELLs in interactions  

that are on-going and  

purposeful. 

   

 

 

Providing individual 

support/Amplifying by 

presenting information in 

different ways/using 

models/examples   

     

Considering students’ previous 

academic backgrounds/skills. 

 

 

             Enablers. Teachers were aware that the design of the learning environment played a 

significant role. Teachers’ experiences suggested that students’ attitudes, motivation, and 

confidence were likely to vary from student to student. All teachers emphasised the 

importance of making sure international students felt welcome and they tried to convey that 

they were available to correct students’ mistakes without fearing failure. Some teachers 

reported that they needed to adjust their fast-paced way of speaking to the listening ability of 

the students.  

According to Gibbons (2002), it is crucial that ELL students are treated as capable as 

students in terms of their ability to do the same tasks as their L1 peers despite their level of 

their English. Walqui and van Lier (2010) refer to this as “holding high expectations” (p.84). 

However, in order to learn “the specialised register of curriculum subjects” (Gibbons, 2002, 
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p.19), or what Walqui and van Lier classify as  sustaining a language focus, ELL students 

need instruction and support for learning disciplinary language. The participant teachers did 

try to amplify rather than simplify the tasks for ELL students. Teachers believed that it would 

facilitate the language learning process within their subjects if they engaged students in 

quality interactions (Walqui & van Lier, 2010, p.85) and so they used particular instructional 

approaches such as pairing up the international students with their more language capable 

peers, and providing individual written or oral feedback during regular tutoring sessions 

outside lessons.  

One approach common to the teachers in this study was to provide extra tuition 

outside class time. Teacher-student tutoring sessions during lunchtime, and help offered to 

individual students after school, were reported by all teachers as significant learning enablers 

for their international students. These interactions with teachers and peers were seen by both 

sets of participants to be a channel that helped to increase students’ understanding.  

Furthermore, these teacher-student tutoring sessions were felt to provide crucial 

encouragement and support to help ELLs to become independent learners. During 

conferencing, they helped students, for example, to notice the type of grammatical mistakes 

or to help them to understand the core concepts and ideas so that they can continue their 

learning by themselves. They noted that their international students also used online 

resources, including dictionaries written in their L1, for their independent work at home. 

They believed that this enabled students to learn unfamiliar words at home and be more 

prepared for new learning in class. Teachers worried about the demands of new vocabulary 

on learners and felt that online dictionaries were an excellent resource.  

Developing writing in a particular genre structure and academic vocabulary are 

recognised widely as the most challenging task for international students (Wilcox, 2011). In 

secondary school, every subject has specific language features and different writing focuses. 
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For example, while describing, explaining, and summarising are aspects of writing in 

different subjects such as Social studies, English, and Science, the focus on writing in 

Mathematics is to use specific language for solving problems and calculating. There has been 

some debate relating to the question of what kind of content teachers’ writing instruction 

helps ELLs to cope with the writing demands of their content subjects. Content teachers tend 

to reduce the writing tasks that they assign to ELLs in terms of these tasks’ cognitive 

demands or their length instead of the more desirable approach to use a scaffold to help these 

students to understand more complex academic writing in their content area (Wilcox, 2011). 

Barriers. The main barrier that mainstream teachers perceived for international 

students’ academic learning was their students’ English literacy skills. They believed that in 

their subjects, these students’ lack of academic vocabulary in L2 had the most significant 

impact on their learning and represented the biggest instructional challenge for them as well. 

All teachers reported that students lacked sufficient academic English vocabulary and that 

this inhibited building up new subject-specific academic vocabulary. Thus, teachers felt that 

these ELLs needed to address their vocabulary gaps first to be able to understand more 

advanced academic concepts and ideas. Some teachers reported that they usually gave 

vocabulary lists for the lessons to their international students in advance to help them to 

prepare for the next unit. Teacher expressed an awareness of and demonstrated through some 

examples their efforts to help their international students to learn academic vocabulary and to 

improve their writing skills. One teacher for example, explained that when he writes the key 

words from the lesson on white board and discusses their meaning with the students then ask 

them to compose the definition of the new concept using these words he helps all his students 

to learn new words but also to practise to write. Sometimes, instead of providing only a 

simple list of vocabulary words, this teacher found it more useful to give international 

students a visual version of the new concept, such as a diagram, so that students need to use 
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their own words to describe it. In this way, he helps to focus on the understanding of the 

content matter that they might by using their translators and then they can express their 

understanding in the written form. Thus, this teacher helps international students to use their 

previous knowledge and to show they know the current matter, not doing it in an opposite 

way by learning English first to be able to demonstrate that they know the required content, 

concept, or skills. Students also benefited from their participation in the class activities 

because their English native speaking peers helped them to understand the meanings of the 

new words and the tasks’ instructions. 

Therefore, the teachers supported their ELL students by building on their prior 

knowledge, sustaining academic rigour, holding high expectations and particularly in 

engaging learners in quality interactions.  

Learning in a community of practice  

Through their participation in classroom activities, learning among other students, 

international students become the members of their subjects’ community of practice.  Each 

content class was a CoP because the class’s practice was built up by the students through 

their mutual engagement and their learning relationships with the expert who is the teacher. 

Wenger (1998) defines the relationship between practice and community through 

three dimensions: “mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire of ways of 

doing things” (p. 49). Practice is seen as the property of the community and is a source of its 

coherence.  

In a CoP, learning is seen as an enterprise that is created by those participants who 

share their work together, produce shared outcomes together, and create a new identity 

together. Wenger (1998) pointed out that members of communities represent a social entity 

because they work together and share their practices and resources. Sharing their individual 



67 

ways of thinking and doing things together can be interpreted as students sharing and 

extending their repertoire of resources. Since student participants reported that they studied 

some of their current subjects before and some of them pointed out that the ways of 

explaining the things were different in their own countries, they could bring that experience 

into their class communities. This study suggests that as the student participants jointly 

studied with peers in their classrooms, were mutually engaged in completing class activities 

sharing their resources. These students were able to develop their relationships with other 

members of the class community as they shared mutual practices and resources.  

Joint enterprise. The international students were learning in their different class 

communities. These class communities represent a “joint enterprise” (Wenger, 1998) because 

they were all engaged in learning a particular subject matter. These CoP were comprised of 

both first language speakers and second language speakers of English. According to Wenger 

(1998), members of a community of practice engage in joint enterprises that are bound 

together over time to learn and to create new knowledge. Their participation is based on their 

shared interest and their individual contribution to collective learning.  

In this study, the student participants, alongside other members of these class 

communities, were engaged in sharing, learning and creating a shared identity. Teacher 

participants acted as experts in their class communities by facilitating all students’ learning. 

They facilitated an environment for cooperation and creation of new knowledge and new 

identity. The joint enterprise initiated by teachers also extended to the one-to-one interactions 

with ELLs outside formal classes.  

Mutual engagement. Student participants were engaged in their class communities’ 

joint activities to solve problems together with others. In these communities, learners, 

including international students, helped one another in contributing to the task. These 

classrooms became a place of mutual engagement with academic enterprises for different 
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groups of school friends (Farnsworth, Kleanthous & Wenger-Trayner, 2016). Student 

participants called their classmates ‘friends’, pointing out that some of them were native 

English-speaking peers and others were more experienced international students from their 

own or other countries. These communities’ members were engaged in developing their 

practice, within which students had opportunities for critical discussion, and both first-

language learners and second-language learners were encouraged by teachers to equitably 

participate. It appeared that teachers played a proactive role in encouraging and making sure 

that all international students were jointly engaged in classroom interactions with their other 

classmates. The students also expressed their feelings of satisfaction from their involvement 

in group activities. One student illustrated this by recalling one example where he felt great 

because he was able to help his group’s friends to complete the task, despite his limited 

English proficiency.  

Shared repertoire. International students were engaged in joint activities which 

resulted in their increased knowledge and understanding of concepts. They also had an 

opportunity to develop new learning practices together through their task-based interactions 

with peers and teachers. Students created new knowledge together, sharpening understanding 

by working with less or more capable classmates with the use of available resources 

including their L1.  

Personal resources and learning environment 

In this section, I argue that there is a complex interplay between the personal 

resources a student brings to learning and the learning environment. This is in the line of 

Vygotsky’s (1978) principles of the existence of two developmental levels in every 

individual’s learning. 

The students’ personal resources. International students bring a level of English 

language proficiency and prior knowledge of the learning areas they will be studying. The 
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student participants reported that they used prior knowledge about the content, accessed L1 

resources, and conducted on-going vocabulary work at home.  

Students reported that their own learning strategies, such as the use of their time 

management skills for independent learning in their L1 at home, were an important part of 

their learning process, along with subject-drive learning opportunities including their peers’ 

support. 

Students also reported that they were able to seek assistance from their teachers. Some 

teachers reported that they encouraged their students to take responsibility for their learning 

and to approach them when they needed help.  

The learning environment. A school environment that encourages co-operative 

behaviour can also have a powerful influence on a learner’s language use and development 

(Stern, 1983). In schools where teachers organise and encourage interactive learning, 

international students in their classes have more opportunity to practise their L2 learning as 

they work cooperatively with their native English-speaking peers. Through their collaborative 

activities, these students often manage “accuracy-fluency transactions” (Walqui & van Lier, 

2010).They discover the meanings while at the same time they resolve some grammatical 

problems and other linguistic issues over time. They illustrated their point by providing an 

example when three students were developing their own story based on an illustration. While 

they were structuring the story they were correcting each other’ grammatical errors such as 

missing a plural form or lack of a subject-verb agreement. 

Some teacher participants noted some of their students who struggled with the 

language at the start had enough English language to pass the assessments at the end of the 

year. Teachers expressed their views that, besides the well-known fact that second language 

acquisition takes time, once international students adjusted to their new learning environment 

they become more confident to use their English and to be engaged in the learning activities. 
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All teachers emphasised it is important that they have an ongoing dialogue and good 

relationship with their international students in class and that they observe their work and 

help them with their learning during the class. Students and teachers reported that once 

students feel more comfortable to ask questions in class to clarify things they progress better. 

And, by doing so, one teacher commented, they are showing their own responsibility for 

learning and are building the key competencies as expected.  

Also, teachers used their tutorial conversations and dialogues with students to go 

through any questions, and in this way lead students to ask questions and clarify meanings. 

Students shared that they asked teachers after class, send emails or talked to them during 

tutorials, about how and what they needed to do to write correct answers and learn to fix their 

grammar mistakes by themselves. This concept of teacher feedback is also important because 

in writing at secondary school level, all students are required to clearly understand different 

types of English academic genres (Silva & Matsuda, 2010). Student participants reported 

that, for example, explanations and arguments were the most challenging tasks for them as 

they were not familiar with these genres of writing. Gleeson’s (2015) research indicates that 

teachers of ELLs need to understand how the English language works in a particular school 

subject to be able to help their students to develop the language skills needed for “thinking 

and metacognition, and for interpersonal communication in specific school contexts” (p.105). 

There are different types of scaffolding opportunities for students. Teacher 

scaffolding helps students to produce an understanding for themselves. The core defining 

feature of scaffolding in tutoring interactions is to ascertain the learner’s current level, and 

adjust the instructions to the learners’ ability (Walqui & van Lier, 2010). These authors 

pointed out that the scaffolding structure could be used to support and facilitate learning. 

They emphasised that, regardless of whether it is a planned or unplanned scaffolding task, it 

should have such flexible structure that allows the learners’ expression of creativity and 
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innovation that encourages their “emergent autonomy” (p.25). Walqui and van Lier (2010) 

also stated that teacher scaffolding, such as designing collaborative scaffolding activities, 

should provide a well-needed balance of challenge and support for the L2 learners. Giving, 

for example, error feedback can facilitate second language acquisition in some circumstances 

(Chandler, 2003). Student participants reported that when they, for instance, worked 

collaboratively with their peers on completing their research-based-shared-tasks, they were 

able to share their new knowledge and “create zones of proximal development for each other” 

(Walqui &van Lier, 2010).  

Some of the teacher participants reported that they used different scaffolds to help 

their international students to learn to write complete and appropriate sentences or a 

paragraph using key words and supporting details. Students believed that models and 

examples were good learning tools because they provided clear guidance on what and how to 

write. They reported that teachers also helped them by using simple sentences and telling 

them how to put the main ideas and supporting details into their writing.  

Hyland and Hyland (2019) analyses teachers’ feedback on writing in terms of what it 

means to ELLs. The authors’ view is that although teachers’ feedback on students’ writing is 

positively influential factor on their learning, it is unlikely that it will lead to their language 

improvement in the long run. The authors pointed out that the grammar correction or written 

feedback on a specific linguistic feature is found useful to ELLs. They also consider that 

conferencing is a powerful form of feedback, because through negotiations that occurs in the 

two-way student-teacher conversations, there is an opportunity for the students to ask 

questions and clarify things. However there is an issue how well either teachers or students 

are skilled for the interactive nature of conferencing as, for instance, students may not have 

oral or interactive ability to benefit from this type of teachers’ feedback. 
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 In this study, teachers reported that they used their scaffolding tutorial conversations 

and dialogues with their international students to go through any questions, and this way led 

these students to asking questions and clarifying meanings. One teacher mentioned that he 

found the tutorial discussion with his students to be a very useful teaching and learning tool. 

Some of the teachers found it useful to make a framework with the key words that express the 

concept, followed by an example that expresses the ideas clearly and a deconstruction of the 

questions with the students during their conferencing with their students. 

All students reported that the teachers’ examples and models helped them to 

understand the subject matter. All students and most teacher participants reported that for 

purposes of writing in an appropriate way, they found that having ‘a sentence-and-paragraph-

model answer’ helped international students to learn how to write the expected answers.  

This is in line with the findings from comprehensive US literature review 

encompassing 500 studies of ELLs’ learning (Kim, 2013), which suggests that instructional 

modification and explicit teaching of components of literacy, such as vocabulary, are 

significant in supporting learning for ELLs.   

Also, Wilcox’s (2011) findings, related to the experience of a group of secondary 

ELL’s with their content-area subjects within one urban U. S. district, suggested that there 

was the need for integration of the appropriate scaffolding of subject-specific genre writing 

into content areas at secondary level. Walqui and van Lier (2010) also highlighted that even 

native speakers are not always skilled enough to use English appropriately in different 

context and for different purposes. This task is, according to these authors, even harder for 

ELLs because they have different levels of abilities and skills that influences the ways in 

which they use their English. They need a high level of support from their teachers that raises 

the need for them to include language focus in their regular teaching, alongside scaffolding 

and engaging activities to support academic language development. Using appropriate 
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scaffolding techniques for teaching a genre-based writing is recommended by Hyland 

&Hyland (2019) as well. 

Teacher participants reported that beside their individualised scaffolding instructions 

to ELLs, they also intended to create an environment for students’ engagement and for 

practicing their language, in order to help them develop their “identity of being a capable 

student and language user” (Walqui & van Lier, 2010, p.77). They achieved this mainly by 

making sure that all international student participated actively in class activities and 

discussion.   

Walqui and van Lier (2010) stated that engaging international students in the same 

tasks that their English-speaking peers do in the classroom is important because it provides a 

sense of achieving in class. However, it may represent a challenge and create a need for 

support for ELLs if they are to achieve at the level of the mainstream cohort. The authors 

stress that a notion of scaffolding “entitles support that, by being “just right” allows the 

creation of novel performance, or action that promise new learning” (p.20). 

Teachers stated that international students’ language and literacy levels have often 

been below those required for learning regular secondary curriculum. Hence, there is a need 

to adjust the class tasks to these students’ L2 ability level. However, the fact is that both ELL 

and non-ELL students need to do the same assessments so that both groups of learners, 

including international students, need to be able to manage those tasks that will lead them 

towards achieving the required curriculum assessment targets and outcomes.  

The student participants’ movement between their personal, directed learning and 

their cooperative learning with others helped them to progress towards finding autonomy. As 

Walqui and van Lier (2010) pointed out, ELLs engagement in an activity has a clear goal, and 

“every step naturally feeds into the next step” (p. 37). The teachers’ or peers’ support is 

gradually removed, as the process of taking on more independent actions occurs. The teacher 
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participants commented that there has been some evidence in their practice that students were 

able to achieve more as their year progressed. 

Viewing the student participants’ responses from the perspective of Vygotsky’s ZPD, 

it appeared that the context significantly shaped their learning experience. Assistance from 

teachers, for instance in the form of tutorial sessions and collaborative work with more 

competent English-speaking peers, were among the most important influences in assisting 

students’ understanding. Through these interactions, these students also practised their social 

and academic language skills and built up their self-confidence to use their L2.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion and Implications 

Conclusion 

The goal of this study was to provide some insights into academic learning of a group 

of international students’ from one high school, as reported and seen through the prism of 

their own experience and the teachers’ shared practices. Some sociocultural principles such 

as learning through meaningful interactions that underlined this study were present in the 

participants’ learning and teaching practices. The case study approach and two research 

questions guided this qualitative interpretive study. The purpose behind the first question was 

to shed more light on what this group of ELL students believed helped them to learn, as well 

as what they thought were significant barriers to their learning. The intention for the second 

research question was to find out about different teachers’ practices and their views on their 

international students’ learning. 

The data that addressed the first research question indicated that the most influential 

factors in their learning were both their self-directed learning and context-related influences 

including their interactive learning with their peers and teachers’ proactive support in the 

form of individual sessions or written feedback. The students’ needed to develop their L2 

while learning academic subjects that required significant effort and extra time. This was seen 

by all of the study participants to be the most challenging factor in international students’ 

academic learning.  

The teachers’ responses indicated their awareness of the need to actively support 

international students’ learning on an on-going basis. Their multiple forms of delivering the 

same instructions, tutoring sessions and feedbacks including the use of scaffolds with 

examples and models were believed to be significant enablers in their practices to support 

their international students’ learning. Building students’ independence was reinforced 

through the use of the Internet, according to both teachers and students.  
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Implications for Practice 

These findings may help in gaining a better understanding of how international 

students learn in secondary mainstream classrooms. As a result of this work, I am more 

convinced that it is important to give both teachers and students’ perspectives due weight to 

ensure appropriate support and pedagogical practices are used to ensure the success of ELLs.  

In this study, both teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the same topic are explored 

and the findings gave some indications on how a ‘match’ between international students’ 

needs and the teachers’ response to their needs can be achieved. For example, when student 

participants stated that their cooperative learning though their interactions supported them in 

their learning and teacher participants confirmed that as well, then this same view from both 

sides might indicate that ‘interactions’ are a valuable form of learning for this group of 

international students. 

Student participants believed that the level of their engagement increased in 

proportion to their own persistent learning efforts and attitudes, and that their interactions 

with both their peers and their teachers were crucial components of their learning. The 

teachers believed that their expertise to organize a positive classroom environment and to 

develop relationships with international students, as well as provide them with individualised 

support, helped them to empower these students’ successful academic learning in their 

classrooms. All five student participants expressed positive attitudes towards their teachers 

and school, and were satisfied with their learning experience. 

I feel that this experience of learning from the student and teacher participants’ shared 

practices and perspectives on international students’ learning in their New Zealand based 

classrooms has empowered my teaching practice, helping me to be more aware of specific 

strategies that help international students to overcome their transitional gaps. 
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I also have gained not only more empathy with the learners and understanding of 

teaching high school international students, but also a greater understanding of the 

importance of collaboration in international students’ learning.This study suggests that both 

students and teachers exercise a great deal of mutual effort in working together and to a 

continual commitment to learning. 

Limitations of the study 

This research’s findings are not generalizable. However, it was not the purpose of this 

research to produce findings that are applicable to other times, other students, or other 

schools. Since different people experience the process of the same thing differently (Bogdan 

& Bikley, 2003), international students have their unique ways of experiencing their 

academic learning. Their own perspectives and experiences may change over time, due to the 

changes in their contexts of learning, time, or conditions for learning. However, these 

participants’ accounts could contribute to secondary school teachers’ reflective thoughts and 

actions, as well as be meaningful to international students to serve them as a reflective tool on 

their learning.  

Teacher participants shared some of their perspectives, as well as some examples 

from their teaching practice about what has helped their international students to learn and 

what have been some of major obstacles to their learning. Exploring the secondary content 

teachers’ specific strategies and approaches in teaching international students in their 

mainstream classes could be research focus of some future studies.   

Future research needs  

             Second language learners have to face additional challenges in their learning 

environments when they acquire new knowledge and skills through non-native language 

(Baker & Baker, 2009).   
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Both groups of research participants highlighted that international students as ELLs 

needed significantly more time to learn class content than other mainstream students. This 

finding suggests that pursuing research in investigating the possibilities and ways of 

supporting academic language learning in the context of formal qualification-based 

assessments would be meaningful. Some future research may look at ways of adapting 

assessment practices for international students in recognition of their additional language 

needs.  

Also, since this study gave insight into how a group of international students learn in a 

New Zealand school, this research might provoke further exploration of this phenomenon in 

other secondary school settings. 
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APPENDIX A. 

 

Interview Questions 
                                                       

Teacher Questioning List  

Q1. How long have you been teaching this subject? 

Q2. What are the main differences if any between teaching international students and 

       native English speakers? 

Q3. What do you consider to be the greatest challenges in teaching ELLs? 

Q4. What have you learnt about supporting international students in your class? 

 

Student Questioning List – 1st interview 

Q1. How long have you been studying at this school?  

Q2. Which NCEA qualifications do you hope to gain? 

Q3. How do you plain to use your NCEA qualification? 

Q4. How long have you been studying this subject? 

Q5. What do you enjoy about this subject?   

Q6. What does your teacher do that helps you to understand this subject? 

Q7. Do you remember any situations when you could not understand the lesson and if so, 

       what was the reason for that -How did you overcome this? 

Q8. Tell me about a time when you felt that your teacher helped you to manage your 

        learning? 
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Student Interview Questions (2nd Interview)           

Q1:   Tell me about some successes you have had in learning this subject so far 

         ●    Can you give me an example   

         ●    What do you think has contributed to your success? 

Q2:  Is there anything you find hard to learn? 

Q3:  Do you remember any situations when you could not understand the lesson and if so, 

        what was the reason for that. How did you overcome this? 

Q4:   Is there anything else that helps you greatly to overcome your challenges in learning?  

Q5:   What do you consider to be the biggest challenge to your NCEA achievement? 

Q6:   What has helped you most in overcoming your challenges in the NCEA assessments? 

Q7: Can you briefly say what specific skills you need to possess or/and develop to be 

          successful in this subject’s /NCEA assessments (eg. Mapping/English skills? 

Q8: Can you recall how one of the learning tools helped you to learn faster and/or easier? 

Q9: Can you briefly say what makes learning effective for you in your subject? 

Q10:  How does your teacher help you to understand this subject and manage your learning 

          Can you give me some examples? 

Q11: What do you think which of the four English language skills (listening/reading  

           writing/speaking) is the most important skill in learning your subject? 

         ● Which of this skills is the most challenging to you in learning this subject? 

         ● Can you tell if this skill is equally important to you in learning your other subjects? 
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                                                            APPENDIX B. 

Interview Guide 

 

Interview Schedule 

Teachers 

There will be one interview with the teacher participants in the middle of _____. 

Students 

The first interview will be held at the beginning of ________. The follow up interview will 

be in the second week of ___________.  

 

Interview Process 

 

The interview will take place at the school of the participants in a quiet area during lunch 

time. If the students express a wish to be interviewed after school hours, permission from the 

school will be obtained and if necessary, the caretakers of the students will be informed.  

 

I will start of interview using the same opening questions for all participants to gain some 

information comparable across the cases. However, the content, order and sequencing of all 

other questions might be not the same for all participants. It will depend on the flow of our 

discussion.  

Appropriate seating for the face to face communication will be provided and it will allow me 

to write down my notes and to note some of a participant’s non-verbal cues during the 

interviews. 

 

I will consider (and respond to) any culturally or personally based request(s) from the 

interviewees regarding the seating or other parts of the protocol during the interview.  
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APPENDIX C. 

STUDENTS JOURNAL WRITING – Expectations/Prompts 

What is the purpose of your journal writing?  

The outcome of your journal writing is reflection on your own learning process. You will 

report two examples of your positive learning experience in class. Reporting on learning 

practice that helped you to complete your activity will enhance this research’s goals. Also, 

this is an opportunity for you to develop your ability to habitually learn to reflect on your past 

experience and self-guide your future learning with more confidence.  

How much you will write?  

There is no limit how much you will write - a few sentences or more. You do not have to 

worry about grammar and sentence structure, just use common English words to report your 

experience.   

When and where you will write and submit your journal entry? 

You will email one entry before the 1st interview and another one before the 2nd interview to 

me: petrovbilj@vuw.nz. Do not include your name in it. As a subject line use: Learning 

Experience  

Who will read your journal emails? 

Only me and my supervisors mentioned in your research information sheet/consent form. 

What is the topic of your journal writing? 

You will chose the example (i.e activity) and record your learning experience related to it. 

The questions below might help you to concentrate on your writing but you can write not 

prompted, just explain one learning situation – what have you learned and how did you do 

that – self-guided and/or with teacher’s or your classmates’ support.  
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JOURNAL EMAIL PROMPTS 

 

What did you learn?  

 

Type of learning activity: 

●   Learning the content of a new topic□   

●   Writing (e.g., answering questions; writing a recount/summary) □ 

●   Participating in an interactive activity (e.g., group research task) □ 

●   Assessment □ 

●   Other (state) __________________________________________□ 

 

What strategies (e.g., writing notes) or study tools (e.g. websites) did you use that helped you 

to complete this activity by yourself 

How has your teacher (or your classmates) assisted you in this activity and helped you to 

learn? 

Email To: ______________                                               

                                                       Journal Entry  

       Describing an example of supports to my learning that I experienced class my learning 

What did I learn? 

What kinds of activity/resource/strategy helped me learn?       

What skills did I use that helped me to complete this activity by myself (eg. writing notes)? 

How did others (eg. teacher or my classmates) assist me in this activivity. 
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APPENDIX D. 
 

TEACHER PARTICIPANTS CONSENT FORM 

This consent form will be held up to 2 years 

 

 

  • I have read the Information Sheet and the project has been explained to me. My questions 

have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I can ask further questions at 

any time. 

 

   •     I agree to take part in an audio recorded (face-to-face) interview. I have the right to  

          withdraw from the research at any time. 

 

 

I understand that: 

 

  • The identifiable information I have provided will be destroyed on  

 

  • Any information I provide will be kept confidential to the researcher and the supervisors.  

 

  • I understand that the results will be used in a Master’s report or academic publications 

and conferences. 

 

  •        My name will not be used in reports, nor will any information that would identify me.                                                

       

    I would like a transcript of the interview.   

 

Yes      No                                          

     I would like to receive a copy of the final report   

     

    I have added my email address and phone number below.                                           

Yes      No   

                                        

 

Signature of participant:  _______________________________ Date: __________ 

 

 

 

Name of participant:    

Email:                                        

Phone:      
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APPENDIX E. 

 

STUDENT PARTICIPANTS CONSENT FORM 

This consent form will be held up to 2 years 

 

  • I have read the Information Sheet and the project has been explained to me. My questions 

have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I can ask further questions at 

any time. 

 

•        I agree to take part in two audio recorded (face-to-face) interviews. I have the right to  

          withdraw from the research at any time. 

 

   •       I agree to send up to two journal entries (emails) to the researcher at agreed times.  

            I will describe examples of supports to learning that I experienced in my class.  

                   

I understand that: 

 

  • The identifiable information I have provided will be destroyed on 31 May 2019. 

 

  • Any information I provide will be kept confidential by the researcher and the supervisors.  

 

  • I understand that the results will be used in a Master’s report and possibly in academic 

publications and conferences. 

 

  •        My name will not be used in reports, nor will any             Yes             No   

            information that would identify me.                                          

 

     •   I would like a transcript of the interview.   Yes      No                                          

     •   I would like to receive a copy of the final report and   

 

I have added my email address and phone number below.  

 

Name of participant:              

______________________________ 

Signature of participant:        

______________________________   

Date:  __________________                  

Email: __________________ 

Mobile: _________________                    

                                    

 Yes      No   
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APPENDIX F. 

 

SCHOOL PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

This consent form will be held up to 2 years 

The school agrees to support ______________’s research project  which has been  approved 

by the _____________University of _____________ Central Human Ethics Committee(No. 

_________). Based on the information sheet and the recruitment letter provided to the 

principal, the research involves the following: 

Research Aims: 

  

The project aims to describe and analyse international students’ learning experiences in their 

mainstream subjects and their teachers’ perspectives on teaching this group of English 

Language Learners (ELL). The focus of the research is on finding out how this group of ELL 

study their mainstream subjects. 

  

Staff involvement in the project: 

 One face to face interview will be held with three teacher participants from three different 

subjects. The interview will be held in the middle of. Teachers will choose the place in 

consultation with the researcher. 

 

Student involvement in the project: 

Two face to face interviews will be conducted with six student participants. Additionally, 

students may choose to send two journal notes during the period between the two interviews. 

The first interview will be held at the beginning of ________. The follow up interview will 

be in the second week of _____. The interviews will be held at school during lunch time or 

after school with the student’s legal guardian’s acknowledgement and agreement. 

 

Publication of the research: 

The results will be used in the researcher’s Master’s report and/or academic applications and 

conferences without any identifiable information about the school or the participants in the 

research. All data and information provided from the participants will be kept confidential to 

the researcher and supervisors. 

 

                                                 APPROVAL 

___________________ gives permission to ________ to do her research project, which has 

been approved by the __________University of  ________________ Central Human Ethics 

Committee 

(No. __________), at our school. She will be conducting interviews with six international 

students and three teachers who voluntarily agree to participate. The researcher will complete 

her work during ____________ as per the terms and conditions agreed upon with the 

participants. 

 

Signature:  

 Date:                                         

 



101 

APPENDIX G. 

Recruitment letter for the Principal to participate in the research 

 

 

Research project:  

Researcher:              

                                                    

Date: 

 

Dear Principal, 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this recruitment letter and the enclosed information sheet 

about this research. I would be grateful if you could support me in doing my research at your 

school. If you decide to participate in my research, thank you. If you decide not to participate, 

thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

If you choose to participate, I will conduct interviews with six international students who will 

be working on NCEA L2/L3 in mainstream classes. I want to find out about international 

students’ and their teachers’ perspectives on how international students learn different 

curriculum subjects with English as their additional language. 

 

Please note that I will keep the identity of the school fully confidential. Only the data related 

to the participants’ individual academic learning experience will be reported unless 

international students’ share an issue with me affecting their well-being that I am obligated to 

report by my university’s requirements/ New Zealand laws. A pseudonym will be used instead 

of the school’s name so that its identity and reputation will be protected. The data gathered 

from the interviews with the participants will be kept secure and will be treated as strictly 

confidential. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

This research has been approved by the ___University of ______Central Human Ethics 

Committee (Approval Number: _______). If you have any concerns or questions about this 

research, you can contact this committee. The contact details as well as more information about 

this research are provided in the enclosed information sheet. 

 

 

Your sincerely, 

_______________ 

 

Address: 

Email:  

Mobile:                              
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APPENDIX H. 

Recruitment letter for students to participate in the research 

 

Dear Students, 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this recruitment letter and the attached information sheet 

that will give you more details about this research. I would be grateful if you would consider 

participating in my study. If you are interested in participating in this research, please fill in the 

recruitment card provided at the end of this letter. 

 

My name is _______________. As part of my thesis work, I am conducting interviews with 

students and teachers to discover their perspectives on how students, whose English is their 

additional language, learn mainstream subjects in secondary classrooms. If you volunteer as a 

participant 

in this study I will ask you questions about your own learning experience in your mainstream 

subjects. 

 

I will select six senior students to participate in this study. If there are more students who 

would like to participate in this research, I will select six of them randomly by choosing 

every third student by last name in alphabetical order. 

_____________ 

This research has been approved by the _______University of _______Central Human Ethics 

Committee (Approval Number: __________). If you have any concerns or questions about this 

research, you can contact this committee. The contact details as well as more information 

about this research are provided in the enclosed information sheet. 

 

If you need any additional information or clarification that will help you to make your decision 

about participating in this research, feel free to email me at ___or contact me via my mobile:  

 

Yours sincerely, 

____________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                          RECRUITMENT CARD  

 

                            Expression of interest to volunteer as a participant in this research 

                     . 

_______________                                ____________                             ______________ 

Name of student                                   Mobile phone                                     Email 
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APPENDIX I. 

Recruitment email for teachers to participate in the research 

       

Date:  

 

Dear Teachers, 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this email and the attached information sheet that will 

give you more details about this research. I would be grateful if you would consider 

participating in my study. If you are interested in participating in it, please fill in the  

recruitment card provided at the end of this letter and email this letter back to me so that I can 

schedule an 

interview with you.  

 

My name is ____________. As part of my thesis work, I am conducting interviews with 

students and teachers to discover their perspectives on how students, whose English is an 

additional language, learn mainstream subjects in secondary classrooms. If you volunteer as a 

participant in this study, I will ask you questions about your own experiences and 

perspectives related to this topic. The interview will last between 30 and 40 minutes. 

 

In your school I will select three teachers to participate in this study. If there are more teachers 

who would want to participate in this research, I will select three of them randomly by choosing 

every third teacher by last name in alphabetical order. 

___________________ 

This research has been approved by the ___ University of _____ Central Human Ethics 

Committee (Approval Number: ________). If you have any concerns or questions about this 

research, you can contact this committee. The contact details as well as more information 

about this research are provided in the enclosed information sheet. If you need any additional 

information or clarification that will help you to make your decision about participating in this 

research feel free to email me at ___________or contact me via my mobile phone: _____.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

_____________   

                            

                                                             

                                                 RECRUITMENT CARD  

                   Expression of interest to volunteer as a participant in this research 

 

                                                                                                                                        

______________                                     ____________                                               _______       

Name of student                                     Mobile phone                                                 Email          
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                                                             APPENDIX J. 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR TEACHER PARTICIPANTS 

 

Research: 

                

You are invited to take part in this research. Please read this information before deciding  

whether or not to take part. If you decide to participate, thank you. If you decide not to 

participate, thank you for considering this request.  

 

Who am I? 

My name is _____________ and I am a Master’s student in ___________ at 

________________________.  

This research project is work towards my thesis. 

 

What is the nature and purpose of my research?  

This project aims to describe and analyse international English language learners’ (ELLs) 

learning/teaching experiences from the students’ and teachers’ perspectives.  The focus is to 

understand what supports ELLs’ academic learning at school. The data that you share with 

me during the interview will help me to understand some of the challenges and enablers 

related to international students’ academic learning in class. 

By presenting the experiences of both students and teachers in a particular subject area, this 

research hopes to contribute to a better understanding of learning and teaching in a New 

Zealand high school setting. This research has been approved by the University _______ 

Central Human Ethics Committee. 

How can you help? 

This group of international students may experience learning challenges that relate to learning 

in a new language. By sharing your thoughts (and reflections) on teaching them, you will 

contribute to further understanding what is involved in these students’ learning of a particular 

subject. 

You have been invited to participate because I believe that your experience in teaching ELLs 

will offer insight into effective practice in teaching ELLs in your subject area. 

 

If you agree to take part in an interview, it will be held at a time and place convenient to you. 

It will last about one hour. I will ask you open-ended questions to gather data about your 

experiences of teaching international students in your subject area at school. I will audio 

record the interview with your permission and transcribe it later. 

 

What will happen to the information you give?  
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The information shared during the interview is confidential. This means that the researchers 

named below will be aware of your identity but the research data will be kept confidential to 

them. Your identity will not be revealed in any reports, presentations, or public documentation. 

How is anonymity/confidentiality to be guaranteed? 

• Consent forms will be kept in a locked cabinet in my house. 

• Electronic data and records will be stored in a password protected laptop. 

• Your school name will be replaced by a general title such as “a Canterbury region HS”. 

• A pseudonym will be given to you at the interview (eg. Mr/Ms Black/Red) so that 

   your real name will not be used at any stage of the interview process or after it. 

 

Who will have access to the material collected? 

• Only you, my supervisors and I will read the notes and transcript of the interview.  

• The consent form, interview transcript, summaries and any recordings will be kept securely 

   And destroyed on ______________. 

• The information from my research will be used in my Master’s report, for academic  

    publications and/or conferences. Your name or any information that would identify you  

    will not be used in them. 

 

If you accept this invitation, what are your rights as a research participant? 

You do not have to accept this invitation if you do not want to. If you do decide to 

participate, you have the right to: 

• choose not to answer any question; 

• ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview; 

• ask any questions about the study at any time; 

• read over and comment on a written summary of the interview; 

• read any reports of this research by emailing the researcher to request a copy;  

• withdraw from the research at any time before the interview begins. 

 

If you have any questions or problems, who can you contact? 

If you have any questions, either now or in the future, please feel free to contact me or my 

research supervisors: 

 

Student: 

Name:  

Phone:  

Mobile:  

Email: 

 

 

                              Supervisors: 

Name:                                                  Name:  

Role:                                                     Role:   

School:                                                 School:  

Phone:                                     Phone:  

Email:                                                    Email: 

  

 

Human Ethics Committee information 

If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the HEC 

Convenor:  
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APPENDIX K. 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR STUDENT PARTICIPANTS 

 

Research:   

 

You are invited to take part in this research. The information contained in this form explains 

what is involved if you choose to take part in this research. You do not have to accept this 

invitation if you do not want to. You have the right to withdraw from it once it has started.  

 

        Please read this information sheet and feel free to ask me any questions that would help 

       you to make your decision whether to accept this invitation to participate in this  

research.  If you decide to take a part in this research, thank you. If you decide not to 

participate, thank you for considering this request.    

 

Who am I? 

My name is _____________and I am a Masters (Thesis) student at the __________________. 

This research project is work towards gaining my Masters degree in education. 

 

What is the nature and purpose of my research? 

I want to gain insight into international students’ experiences in order to learn more about their 

academic learning in mainstream classrooms. This study aims to contribute to an understanding 

of English language Learners’ learning in a New Zealand high school setting. This research 

has been approved by the ____________ University Central Human Ethics Committee.  

 

How can you help? 

By sharing your learning experience with me, you will help me to understand what it is like for 

you to learn academic content through English in a secondary school classroom.  

 

If you agree to participate in this research, I will interview you twice at an interval of about 

three months and I will ask you will write two journal entries during that time and share these 

with me by email. You may choose whether to email me two journal entries or not. If you 

decide to do that, it will take ten minutes of your time. 

 

The interviews will take place at your school in a quiet area during lunch time. If you wish to 

be interviewed after school hours, permission from the school will be obtained. During the 

interview I will ask you several open questions about some of the main enablers and 

obstacles that you have encountered in learning an academic subject.  I will audio record the 

interview with your permission and transcribe it later. You will have an opportunity to read 

(and review) the transcript of the interviews if you wish to do so. 

 

What are your rights as an interviewee & research participant? 

If you decide to participate in the interview, you have the right to: 

● choose not to answer any questions; 

● ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview; 

● ask any questions about the study at any time 

● read over and comment on a written transcript of the interview; 
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● read a report on this research by emailing the researcher to request a copy; 

● withdraw from the research at any time before the interview begins. 

 

There will be no financial compensation for your participation. Lunch will be provided and 

you will receive a small present. 

  

Please note that if you have any concerns or issues with learning please discuss these with 

your school. It is out of the scope of this research to help you with them. 

 

What will happen to the information you give and who will have access to it? 

The information that you provide will be kept confidential and records will be stored securely. 

Your confidentiality and privacy will be protected, as well. This means that: 

● your name (and your school name) will not be shared with anyone except with me and 

   my research supervisors named below. Another name (pseudonym) will be given to you 

   at the interview (e.g. Howard) and it will be used instead of your original name during this 

   study; 

● all research material, the consent form, interview transcript and journal email will be 

    kept securely in a locked cabinet in my house and in a password protected laptop, and   

    will be destroyed on ___________; 

● the information from my research will be used in my master’s report, for academic  

    publications and/or conferences. Your name or any information that would identify you  

    will not be used in them.  

If you have any questions or problem, who can you contact? 

If you have any questions, either now or in the future, please feel free to contact me or my 

research supervisors: 

 

Master Thesis Student & Researcher  

Name: 

Email:  

Mobile:                 

Research Supervisors:  

Name:                                                         Name:  

Role:                                                           Role:   

School:                                                       School:  

Phone:                                                         Phone:  

Email:                                                          Email:  

 

Human Ethics Committee information 

If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the 

_____ University HEC Convenor. 
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APPENDIX L. 
 

INFORMATION SHEET – Invitation to the school to support the research 

 

Dear Principal, 

My name is ____________ and I am a Master’s student in __________ at 

_________University of __________. This research project is a qualitative study that 

contributes to my thesis, and that I would like to undertake in your school with your support. 

The details follow. 

 

The purpose and nature of this study 

The aim of the study is to explore the learning experiences of a group of international 

secondary school students learning English as an additional language in their mainstream 

subjects.   

A significant number of schools (298 as of June 2016) provide education to international 

students, the majority of whom use their NCEA qualifications as a pathway for their 

subsequent post-secondary study. However, little attention in research has thus far been paid 

to exploring this group of students’ academic learning in secondary school classrooms. The 

aim of this research is to shed some light on how these students learn different subjects. 

Having been an ELL myself and having worked in different roles such as ESOL previously 

and as a mainstream teacher currently, I greatly value learning about the experiences from 

these areas. 

 

Participants  

The informants for this research will be six international students working at NCEA L1/ L2 

and having studied for at least one year at school; two students per each subject. There will be 

three teachers invited from the school. They will be reporting their experiences from the same 

(three) subjects as the students, but they will not be currently teaching them. 

 

Type of Participation 

There will be two sources of data from students:  two semi-structured (face -to-face) 

interviews, and two journal emails. Only one interview will be held with each of the three 

teachers individually. The data gathered from the respondents will be audio recorded, and 

then transcribed for further descriptive analyses and interpretations.  The students’ and 

teachers’ confidentiality and privacy will be insured. A pseudonym will always be used for 

all participants and the school. The consent forms and information sheet will be issued to the 

participants prior to the commencement of research. 

 

How can you help? 

With your permission and suggestions, I will approach potential participants at your school 

and introduce them to my research and what it involves if they wish to voluntarily participate 

in it. 

If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact 

the_______ HEC Convenor: 

 

Thank you for considering my request. 

Contact details: 

 


