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Abstract:  Due to the liberal immigration policy and the relaxation of international student visas spearheaded by the Labour government in the nineties, tertiary providers have been overwhelmed by the increase in demand for their transition courses. There are two main reasons for this increase. Firstly, the new arrivals see the need to up-skill and to supplement their previous knowledge by obtaining a local education. Secondly, some view these lower level courses as a means to transfer to higher qualifications in order to improve their employability in a New Zealand profession.  The purpose of this research was to report on the findings of students’ success rates for those who have transferred through a transition pathway into a higher-level course. The research was limited to students who were enrolled in a transition course in semester 2, 2001 and semester 1, 2002, and who have successfully transferred to a higher-level programme. The findings conclude that a preparatory course has contributed to the students’ success in their first semester in the higher qualification.  Possible contributing factors are discussed.
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Introduction

The Labour Government has liberalized the immigration policy, including relaxing the qualification criteria for international student visas, which is seen as a way of improving export earnings.  The spin offs of this government action have not been limited to an improvement in the balance of payments, but also growth in other parts of the domestic economy such as the housing, transport, food and retailing sectors.

Auckland University of Technology (AUT) as a tertiary education provider has reaped the benefits of the government’s actions to promote education internationally. In particular the Certificate in Business (CIB) has experienced phenomenal growth over the last four years. There are two main reasons for this growth. Firstly, the new arrivals see the need to up-skill and to supplement their previous knowledge by obtaining a local education. Secondly, students view transition pathways as a means to transfer to higher qualifications in order to improve their employability in the New Zealand profession.

Due to the high number of international students applying for the Business transition course, the intention of this research is to determine how successful these students are in adapting to a more Western approach to learning and teaching. The research recognizes the fact that due to the short duration of the foundation programme, a more meaningful analysis would be to trace the students’ success as they move up to the higher programmes within AUT namely the New Zealand Diploma in Business (NZ.Dip.Bus.). 

Background

The Certificate in Business (CIB) programme at AUT came into its current form in 1997 with two main purposes in mind. Firstly to prepare students for careers in business administration and secondly to prepare students for higher-level study in the Faculty of Business. Students can choose from more than twenty papers covering office technology and core business skills, selecting those that will best suit their chosen career goals.  To progress to further academic study, students are required to take at least two theory papers and one English for Business or Communication paper.  Although CIB is a full year programme, students may be allowed to transfer their study to higher levels after one semester if they achieve grades of 70% in the core subjects.
Increasing numbers of enrolments in this programme over the last four years is largely attributed to the demand from international students and new immigrants to the country whose mother tongue is not English  (AUT, Certificate in Business, Annual Report, 2002). The majority of International students are from Asia, predominantly from mainland China.  Out of the growth in student numbers, increasing proportions have transferred into higher-level programmes and therefore not completing their certificate qualification.  The percentages of students who leave with a certificate qualification are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Percentage of students leaving CIB with this qualification

 from 1997 - 2002. (AUT, 2002).

	Year
	1997 n=316
	1999 n=827
	2002 n=1219

	Percentage
	39%
	16%
	10%


Table 1, shows the decline in the percentage of students leaving the CIB programme with the qualification, despite phenomenal growth in student numbers.  An increasing number of students are using the CIB as a stepping-stone to transfer to programmes that offer higher qualifications. With this increasing trend, it is important to investigate students’ success after transferring to higher levels.

Aims of the investigation

The aim of this investigation was to understand the relationship between the CIB programme and student’s success when they transfer to the NZDipBus. In addition, contributing factors, such as ethnic groupings and duration of study in the foundation programme are discussed. As transfer student numbers are not waning, the implications on teaching styles, assessment structures and teaching resources are inevitable. This research intended to review the performance of those CIB students who were enrolled in semester 2, 2001 and semester 1, 2002 and have transferred to the NZDipBus. The students’ performance in their first semester in the NZDipBus needed to be analyzed to determine pass rates in three of the first six core modules of the NZDipBus. Another aim was to identify the merits of the stair-casing policy at the faculty of Business and how it fits into the overall mission of AUT.

Literature review

With globalisation and the rapid development of a multicultural society the cultural landscape of our universities in New Zealand, is changing. There is now an increasing cultural heterogeneity of the student body in the classroom.  Students, whether from diverse ethnic backgrounds or even the same ethnic groupings may have different cultural experiences depending upon the sociological and political context of their upbringing (Salili, 1996). These differing experiences may have an impact on the learning of students in tertiary study, perhaps inducing “culture shock” and lengthening the various stages of acculturation (Coelho, 1998).  Many students arriving in New Zealand, either through immigration or through the popular international student market, are under-prepared for the rigours and demands of tertiary study in New Zealand.

To minimise the dysfunctional impact of culture shock, there are bridging programmes available to assist those students who are under-prepared for tertiary study, whether through the impact of differing learning experiences, insufficient English language skills, or non-achievement at the appropriate level at high school.  Such bridging or foundational programmes can be taught either as adjunct courses offering general English language training, academic skills or taught in context within a specific discipline. In New Zealand bridging education has been slower to develop than in some countries overseas, probably due to the open entry policy here that allows automatic entry to universities at age 20.  These bridging programmes developed in this country have been more oriented towards teaching academic and language skills or aimed at helping specific minority groups, rather than offering access to academic programmes (Benseman and Russ, 2001).

Subject specific programmes are useful in that they increase students’ levels of understanding in context, leading to potential transfer of knowledge (Weinstein, Husman and Dierking, 2000).  Thus subject specific programmes aid the building of bridges between prior knowledge, new information and application of content to both current and future academic learning situations at a higher level. This is consistent with research that suggests, “learning is situated in contexts” and needs to be taught ”in relation to specific domains and contexts” (Chan, 2001, p. 195).

There is growing evidence to suggest (Li, Baker and Marshall, 2002) that there are many cross-cultural differences, particularly the mismatch between the learning expectations of Asian students and their New Zealand teachers. Howson (2002) researching in Australia also suggests the need for preparatory programmes that clearly identify the culture and style of learning expected.  This would help learners become accustomed to the culture of the tertiary institution in the context of their chosen discipline as suggested by Volet and Renshaw (1996). Asian students have shown their ability to adapt to different learning environments when expectations are made clear (Li, et.al., 2002).

A subject specific bridging programme, such as the Certificate in Business, is of significant value for our English as an Additional Language (EAL) students, in that it addresses problems associated with mismatched expectations, by helping the learner to become accustomed to the Western approach to learning before undertaking study at a higher level. At the same time CIB helps learners to become familiar with the language used in business in context, required for further study. This is consistent with research of Chinese students in Auckland (Malcolm and Ling, 2002) that recommends the acquisition of English language skills should occur concurrently with academic content.

It cannot be denied that teaching and learning in a multicultural environment creates challenges for any educator.  Teaching in higher education should be inclusive and address the needs of all students.  Addressing the needs of special groups is best achieved not as a separate exercise but when they are considered as part of a holistic teaching system (Biggs, 1999).  Literature suggests that the attributes of diligence, conformity to task requirement and respect for the teacher are qualities the Asian learner displays (Volet and Renshaw, 1996) and the promotion of these qualities could also benefit other students, including New Zealanders of all ethnicities.

Method

The project involved the collection of data from the AUT central student database, gathered by administrators independent of the research team. The total sample consisted of 221 students who were successful in transferring from the CIB to the NZDipBus in semester 2, 2001 and semester 1, 2002.  The data gathered were ethnic groupings, duration of study in the CIB and grades for the first semester in the NZDipBus.  The papers may have differed, however, all transfer students were required to undertake 3 out of the 6 core modules for the diploma, in their first semester. 

The findings for the whole population are expressed in terms of tables and graphs to determine if there was any correlation between the duration of study in the foundation course, the ethnic groupings and their success rate in the diploma for the first semester. 

Results

There were 110 students who qualified to transfer to the NZDipBus from the CIB intake in semester 2, 2001, but only 100 took up the offer. In the semester 1, 2002 CIB intake, there were 111 students who qualified to transfer to the NZDipBus.  Four of these students did not take up the offer, leaving 107 students. These were analyzed into their ethnic groupings and the duration of study in the CIB prior to transfer.  The data collected showed the following makeup of these transfer students as shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Students’ duration in the CIB in order to qualify for transfer.

	Duration in CIB
	Semester 2, 2001
	Semester 1, 2002

	
	
	

	1 semester 
	
47
	
71

	2 semesters
	
47
	
32

	3 semesters
	
6
	
4

	Total
	
100
	
107


Table 2 shows that a larger number of students seeking to transfer to the NZDipBus had been in the CIB for one semester only, for semester 1, 2002 students. Less than half of these students were in the CIB for two or more semesters. This infers that the students’ duration of study in CIB is indicative of their academic achievement and therefore their success in gaining a placement in the diploma. In this sense, the CIB was a means to a higher qualification and as they have proven themselves academically in a preparatory programme, they do not need to complete their certificate qualification.  The results showed that the numbers of students who were in the CIB for two or more semesters were slightly more than those that were there for just one semester. 

The sample was subsequently broken down into their ethnic groupings as shown in Figure 1, to establish any relationships between the groups and their success in the first semester in the diploma. Due to the ethnic mix, the CIB programme consists of heterogeneous groups with very different backgrounds and learning skills. The group dynamics, teaching strategies and cultural implications for success have a tremendous impact on the students’ achievements in the programme. 
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Figure 1.  Transfer students’ ethnic grouping for the two semesters.

Explanation of the ethnic grouping categories:

· Domestic European:  students who have declared themselves as having a European descent and who hold New Zealand citizenship or permanent residency.

· Domestic Maori and Pasifika: students who have declared themselves as Maori or of Pacific Island heritage.

· Domestic - non declared: students who did not declare their ethnic groupings at the date of application. These could include European, Maori and Pasifika or new migrants who have residency in New Zealand. 

· Chinese: students whose country of origin is China, Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

· Other Asian and minority groups: students whose country of origin is Malaysia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, Nauru, Vietnam, Cambodia, Japan, Mauritius and Korea.

From semester 2, 2001 to semester 1, 2002, there has been a declining number of domestic European and Maori students applying to transfer to the diploma. This decline has been compensated by an increase in the Chinese and other Asian and minority groups. The latter increase outweighs the declining trend of the domestic students. 

As this research attempts to establish whether links exist between the duration of the CIB study and ethnic groupings, Tables 3 to 6 show the relationship between these two variables and the number of papers passed in their first semester in the NZDipBus. As the sample numbers of those students that were in CIB for three semesters were low, these have been discarded for the purpose of this research. 

Table 3: Semester 2, 2001: Performance in NZDipBus of students who transferred, having qualified after 1 semester of study in the CIB

	
	Number of papers passed out of 3 papers

	
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Ethnic groups
	
	
	
	

	Domestic - European
	2
	5
	0
	1

	Domestic- Maori and Pasifika
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Domestic- non declared
	4
	0
	0
	1

	Chinese
	20
	6
	2
	2

	Other Asian and minority groups
	4
	0
	0
	0

	Total n=47
	30
	11
	2
	4

	Percentage
	65%
	23 %
	4%
	8%


Table 4: Semester 2, 2001: Performance in NZDipBus of students who transferred, having qualified after 2 semesters of study in the CIB

	
	Number of papers passed out of 3 papers

	
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Ethnic groups
	
	
	
	

	Domestic - European
	2
	1
	1
	0

	Domestic- Maori and Pasifika
	1
	1
	3
	1

	Domestic- non declared
	2
	3
	4
	2

	Chinese
	8
	8
	3
	7

	Other Asian and minority groups
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Total n=47
	13
	13
	11
	10

	Percentage
	28%
	28%
	23%
	21%


Table 5.  
Semester 1, 2002: Performance in NZDipBus of students who transferred, having qualified after 1 semester of study in the CIB

	
	Number of papers passed out of 3 papers

	
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Ethnic groupings
	
	
	
	

	Domestic - European
	1
	1
	0
	0

	Domestic- Maori and Pasifika
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Domestic- non declared
	10
	2
	1
	1

	Chinese
	36
	7
	1
	2

	Other Asian and minority groups
	3
	2
	1
	3

	Total n=71
	50
	12
	3
	6

	Percentage
	70%
	17%
	4%
	9%


Table 6.  Semester 1,2002: Performance in NZDipBus of students who transferred, having qualified after 2 semesters of study in the CIB

	
	Number of papers passed out of 3 papers

	
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Ethnic groups
	
	
	
	

	Domestic - European
	2
	3
	0
	0

	Domestic-Maori and Pasifika
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Domestic- non declared
	1
	0
	0
	1

	Chinese
	3
	13
	4
	2

	Other Asian and minority groups
	0
	2
	1
	0

	Total n=32
	6
	18
	5
	3

	Percentage
	19%
	56%
	16%
	9 %


Analysis and discussion

The findings reveal that students who transferred to the diploma after one semester of CIB had higher success in passing at least two of the three core papers in their first semester of study in the Diploma.  Only a very low percentage of these students were unsuccessful in passing only one, or failing the three core papers undertaken.  On the other hand, out of the small number of students who were in the foundation programme for three semesters before transferring, there was only a small percentage that passed two or more papers. A large majority of the latter group did not appear to perform well in the first semester of the diploma programme.  This suggests that the duration of study in the foundation programme is indicative of their level of competency.  Students who require two or more semesters in the foundation programme to fulfill the criteria for transfer are generally weaker students in higher-level study.  

The data presented in Tables 3-6 shows that there was an inverse relationship between the time spent in the CIB programme and success in the first semester in the diploma. This indicates that students in the CIB who were initially not qualified for the diploma, due to academic or language proficiency concerns but who achieved a certain level of competency in the foundation programme were prepared for the higher qualifications. The NZDipBus programme has higher entry requirements and since students are aware of this, they perceived the transition programme as a means to better themselves academically and acquire the necessary language proficiency before moving on to the diploma. Those students who were in CIB for one semester, had achieved extremely well and were able to transfer to the NZDipBus, with little difficulty, as proven by their results. This shows that the CIB programme has helped new arrivals to settle down to the local way of teaching and learning and provides an initial stepping-stone for success when undertaking higher qualifications.

As shown in Figure 1, the majority of students were from the Chinese group, who appeared to have achieved better in the overall results as shown in Tables 3 to 6. All ethnic groups seemed to have fared well in passing at least two papers except for the Maori group. This highlights the need for support services for this group.  AUT, together with the government, has recently initiated a group to improve Maori and Pasifika success rates in business related papers by offering mentoring, support in terms of technical materials and advice. Due to the infancy of this group, the success or otherwise will not be known until much later. 

The statistics showed that a large majority of the transfer students have experienced success in passing at least 2 of the 3 papers undertaken in their first semester in the diploma. There is strong justification that the CIB foundation programme provides invaluable service as a study pathway to the diploma. The merit of first placing students in a transition programme is that it prepares students mentally and culturally as well as equipping them with language skills that are vital for business use. The drive to succeed in a foreign country by the Chinese and other Asian groups indicates that they are able to achieve success despite language barriers.  These encouraging results show that the AUT, Faculty of Business transition pathway is successful. The time spent in the CIB from 6 to 18 months help the non-domestic students to acclimatise to the Western approaches to teaching, learning and life style.

Implications

The high percentage of Chinese students warrants a need to continually revise teaching strategies, as the Chinese learners have different expectations and learning approaches to their Western counterparts. This view is consistent with research undertaken by Li, et.al., (2002), O’Connor, (2002), Watkins and Biggs (2001) and Bennett (1998). This change could lead to even higher success rates and benefit all New Zealand students of all ethnicities.

The need to track the transferred student’s performance once they are placed in the diploma programme is important. This is to ensure that student retention is maintained, as well as identifying support facilities needed for those experiencing difficulties in higher levels of study.

Summary and conclusions

The aim of this research was to establish the linkages (if any) between the duration of study in the CIB, ethnic groupings and the success rate in the NZDipBus. The findings conclude that a large majority of the students who were in the CIB for only 1 semester passed more papers than those who were there for longer. There was an inverse relationship between the duration in CIB and the number of papers passed which is indicative of the students’ academic ability. As they have the highest success rate, those who were in the CIB for only 1 semester have used the CIB as a pathway to the diploma. All ethnic groupings except for the Maori have shown acceptable pass rates in the first stage in the diploma. 

Overall the findings reveal that the CIB transfer students have achieved high success rates when undertaking the NZDipBus programme. This implies that the AUT staircasing policy has merits and the procedure for the transferring of students is working. However this research has not assessed other variables such as student age or lecturer’s teaching style and role in motivating students.  These important factors will be looked at in further in-depth longitudinal research to assess their impact on the students’ learning and academic achievement. The sample size for this research was small; as other institutions have similar Business Certificate programmes and entry requirements, a cross-institutional study would be of benefit.  It is hopeful that this can be explored in the future.
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