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Introduction
This international student project measured the expectations of international students as they enrolled on a Masters programme in the School of Life Sciences at Glasgow Caledonian University (GCU) and compared these to the realities toward the end of the first trimester.  Demographic details, expectations about their programme and life at University were recorded via a questionnaire at an induction session.  A second questionnaire exploring the subsequent realities of their experience during the first 11 weeks was added to the data set at the end of the first trimester prior to the formal assessment period.  Their academic performance will be added once the results have been confirmed at the assessment board.  Areas in which the reality did not meet initial expectations were identified and the extent to which the variance between expectations and reality can predict academic performance will be available on completion of this research project.
Identified need
There is much anecdotal evidence which suggests that expectations of international students can be quite different from the reality of studying in UK.  International students arrive at UK higher education institutions (HEIs) with a number of assumptions based upon their previous educational experience which is highly cultural specific.  Pre-registration information about programme content and methods of delivery can vary dramatically, as does agents’ knowledge of a particular UK HEI and specific programme.  Few students have the opportunity to communicate directly with an academic prior to enrolling in their programme of choice.  The literature exploring the expectations of international students arriving at UK universities is sparse.
A similar project carried out with first year undergraduate psychology students found that students arriving at university with realistic expectations preformed better and were more satisfied with their experience than for those whose experience did not meet their initial expectations (Thomson & Forbes, 2009).  Managing student expectations prior to arrival can increase student satisfaction ratings on key performance indicators and academic performance (Thomson et al., 2010).  Identifying the gaps between the realities and international students’ expectations will help inform future teaching methods, induction programmes and pre registration information, therefore improving performance and satisfaction.  This will enhance the student experience and improve institutions’ completion rates as well as scores on key performance indicators (eg International Student Barometer), maintaining the UK’s excellent reputation for higher education.
Summary of outcomes
Initial findings suggest that there are geographical differences in students’ expectations in some areas supporting the assumption that previous experience and information provided constructs expectations of student success, ability to cope and life at a UK university.  Students whose initial expectations were closer to the reality reported higher levels of satisfaction on the programme at the end of the first trimester.  However, there were no differences between students whose initial expectations had been met and those students whose expectations had not been met in their determination to complete the programme.  This data will be further analysed with students’ academic performance. 

Background information
Since 2006, the School of Life Sciences has developed seven MSc programmes, particularly for the international market, in the field of Biological and Biomedical Sciences.  The School has, therefore, witnessed a rapid growth of international student who arrive with a diverse set of skills and expectations.  
	Programme
	Bangladesh
	China/ Hong Kong
	Burma
	India
	Iraq
	Libya
	Malaysia
	Nigeria
	Oman
	Pakistan
	Saudi Arabia

	MSC BIOMOLECULAR & BIOMEDICAL SCIENCES
	
	
	
	5
	
	2
	
	2
	1
	
	9

	MSC BIOTECHNOLOGY


	
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	1
	3

	MSC CLINICAL NUTRITION AND HEALTH


	
	2
	1
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	9

	MSC DIABETES CARE & MANAGEMENT


	
	
	5
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	2
	1

	MSC FOOD BIOSCIENCE


	
	
	
	3
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	4

	MSc FORENSIC BIOLOGICAL AND CHEMICAL ANALYSIS
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	MSC PHARMACOLOGY


	1
	
	4
	38
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	

	Total
	1
	5
	10
	47
	4
	2
	1
	3
	1
	4
	26


Table 1; Biological and Biomedical Sciences MSc Suite international student numbers by country of origin 
The Project
Based on the Thomson & Forbes (2009) undergraduate students’ expectations survey, two questionnaires were developed.  The first questionnaire, exploring the students’ expectations, was administered during the induction session at the very beginning of their first trimester, (time 1).  The second questionnaire, which was administered during week 11 of the first trimester (time 2), immediately prior to the formal assessment period, measured the realities of studying in the School of Life Sciences at GCU.  The questionnaire asked about demographic details, family responsibilities, satisfaction with programme, student effort, performance in both discipline content and generic skills, relationship with academic staff, social life, extra-curricular activities, part-time work, attendance, homesickness, likelihood of not completing, and what they wanted to do on completion of the programme.  
In both the expectations questionnaire at time 1 and the realities questionnaire in time 2 students were asked to circle the option which best applies to them on a 5 point Likert scale for each item.  The researchers were given access to the students during timetabled class activities; this allowed for a full explanation to be given to the students, they were informed that there was no obligation to participate in this research study and they had the right to withdraw at any time.  The matriculation number of each student was recorded so the time 1 questionnaire could be matched with time 2.  Although students were reassured that information from the questionnaires would not be seen by the teaching staff and participation would have no implication on their academic results, it was evident by the number of students who chose not participate in the project that they were apprehensive to divulge any personal information.
A data set was developed which allowed for an expectation/reality score for each item.  Researchers were then able to identify which cultural group had the most realistic expectations as well as in which area the expectations were most realistic.  Following requirements by the GCU ethics committee academic performance cannot be entered into the data set until they have been endorsed by the assessment board which sits in June 2011.  Since a number of programmes in the School of Life Sciences have two intakes, September and January, further time 1 data was collected in January 2011; time 2 will be gathered at the end of April and added to the data set.
The greatest challenge in terms of delivering the project was the response rate during the initial data collection session.  In line with GCU ethics all students were informed that participation was purely voluntary and participation would have no effect on their grades.  The questionnaire was administered at the end of a long information-giving induction session.  Students had been in the room for considerable time without a break and were not inclined to stay to complete a non compulsory questionnaire.  A second attempt to gather data was then initiated later in the week. During the second session more students responded but total numbers were not as great as initially anticipated.  It was then agreed by the research team to also include students commencing the programme during the second intake in January.  This resulted in the time 2 data collection occurring outwith the original timescale, April 2011.  A research assistant was employed on an hourly rate to gather data, develop a data set and input the questionnaires.  A consequence of the requirement for further data to be incorporated into the dataset in April has meant that final payment to the researcher will not take place until the end of April.  Academic performance will be added to the dataset in June by the grant holder therefore no additional delay of cost will be incurred.
This project has generated much interest among programme leaders for the identified programmes.  The overall course leader for the suite of programmes has made a commitment to continue to gather data from students next session to strengthen the data set to allow for a greater number of student responses leading to a variety of potential publications.  The main researcher is currently exploring avenues of funding to extend the project across a number of academic disciplines, as comparison across subject areas would be valuable for teachers and recruiters of international students.
Initial analyses have undoubtedly found that international students arrive at UK HEIs with a diverse range of expectations, which are often not realised.  For the majority of students the realities do not meet initial expectations and by the end of the first trimester students are less satisfied to be on their programme of study, have not worked as hard as they initially planned, and found it harder to cope in their new environment.  The main learning point for the School of Life Sciences is to provide students with more accurate and useful information prior to registering on a programme.  Testimonials on the website are very positive, universities and agents working for universities can be overly optimistic about the student experience.  This can raise expectations of attending a UK HEI and successfully completing a programme of study.  The realisation of the effort required, homesickness, financial worries and related problems can have a very negative effect on the student experience several weeks into a programme.  HEIs have a responsibility to be realistic regarding the entire student experience during recruitment drives.

Detailed findings from the project will be presented at TIS International Conference – Internationalisation of Pedagogy and Curriculum in Higher Education: Exploring New Frontiers – 16/17 June 2011.
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