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ABSTRACT 

Of all the generic skills and attributes considered necessary for lifelong learning, 
conununication skills are perhaps the most criticaL This paper discusses issues of educational 
support required by Non English-Speaking Background (NESB)I i?ternational students to 
enable them to become more proficient in English language conunUnICatlOn, and offers some 
suggestions based on the findings of several research projects undertaken at Curtin 
University of Technology, 

INTRODUCTION 

Curtin University of Technology is amongst the 
four largest Australian providers of tertiary 
education to international students, with numbers 
having shown a steady growth in recent years. 
University statistics in Augnst 1999 showed that it 
had 3531 onshore and 3297 offshore students, 
making a total of 6828 international students. 

Over the last five years, a number of surveys have 
been undertaken at Curtin University to gauge the 
satisfaction of international students with their 
courses and with university services, including 
issues related to the provision of English language 
support. Among these is the 1996 'Experiences of 
International Students Survey'. Several staff have 
also undertaken research into the needs of 
NESB/international students, including 
conununication needs (for example, Bell, 1994; 
Chung 1995; Hall 1996; Parker, Kirkpatrick & 
Kisane, 1997; Mulligan & Kirkpatrick 1997; and 
Reid et aI., 1998). 

This paper is based on two further Curtin research 
projects undertaken by Briguglio (1998) and Jones 
(1999). 

Methodology 

The first study, 'Non English-Speaking Background 
Students' Perceptions of their Linguistic and 
Educational Needs' (Briguglio, 1998), aimed to 
consult a small number of NESB/international 
students in order to ascertain: their perceptions of 
their linguistic, cultural and educational needs in 
the tertiary context; and how well they felt Curtin 
University was meeting such needs. Eighteen (18) 
international students, who were contacted through 
a request to staff, were interviewed in some dep~. 
Before their interviews, students completed a bnef 
questionnaire for which they provided infonnation 
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relating to country and language of instruction for 
schooling, and completed a brief English language 
self-rating scale referring to the macro skills 
(speaking, listening, reading, and writing). 
Interviews, which were semi-structured, lasted for 
between 30 and 60 minutes. All interviews were 
taped, transcribed, and analysed to elucidate major 
themes. 

The second project was entitled 'A Study of 
Assessment Practices in the Curtin Business 
School, with a Focus on the Needs of Students 
Whose First Language is Other Than English' 
(Jones, 1999). Although the focus was on 
assessment, the study brought to the surface a range 
of other issues related to conununication. For this 
study, an extensive survey was undertaken of some 
210 undergraduate units in the Curtin Business 
School to examine assessment tasks and assessment 
criteria. Twenty-three (23) unit coordinators were 
surveyed in semi-structured interviews that lasted 
for between 20 and 60 minutes. This data was also 
sorted and analysed, and major themes were 
extracted. 

This paper brings together the findings of these two 
studies to examine and compare student and staff 
perceptions of the English communication needs of 
NESB/international students, and draws on 
suggestions for support and improvement indicated 
by both groups, but particularly students. 

FINDINGS 

Both students and staff in these projects agreed that 
many international students require English 
language support to make a successful transition to 
tertiary study, particularly in their first and second 
year of university in Australia. However, just what 
sorts of support might be most appropriate and 
effective remains a complex issue. The findings of 
these studies are presented under two major 
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