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Abstract

This qualitative study employed an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
approach to explore nine international postgraduate students’ experiences of
independent learning. Participants were studying at either Masters or PhD
level, across arange of courses at one higher education institution. Lifeworld
interviews were used to explore the lived, everyday world of the participants
(Brinkman & Kvale, 2015).

The participants described a wide range of experiences that impacted on
their engagement with independent learning as they adjusted to a new
country, unfamiliar language and teaching and learning approaches. This
resulted in feelings of isolation, frustration, feeling lesser and othered.

Findings indicated that engaging with independent learning demands
adjustment and can feel emotional and overwhelming if not introduced with
care and guidance. However, a small amount of change in practice between
previous and current study forms appear to lead to fewer emotional issues.
Independent learning can be experienced as unbounded and hard to grasp
and has been likened to a journey. Feedback and guidance from tutors
support students in arriving at their destination quicker, avoiding hazards
along the way. Independent learning is also more manageable when working
in proximity to student peers. Finally, there was an appreciation of liberation
through independent learning, with participants recounting successes and
achieving agency.

Utilising Bronfenbrenner's (2005) PPCT model the research demonstrates
that higher education institutions cannot begin to understand how
international students experience independent learning without first coming
to know how relationships and interactions within contexts affects that
experience. It was evident that there was a mismatch between educators’
understandings of independent learning and international students’
experiences of engaging with it.
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction to the thesis

1.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the focus of the study and places this within the
context of the international students’ experience. In this chapter, | briefly
introduce and outline the international student participants’ experiences of
independent learning within a United Kingdom (UK) Higher Education
Institution (HEI). Pertinent information is presented to outline the
phenomenon of independent learning and a brief rationale as to my chosen
methodology, namely interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). The
setting in which the study took place is then presented, along with an
exploration of my position as an insider researcher as an academic at the
same institution as the participants. | argue that my role within the university
provided me with a unique understanding of the environment and an
appreciation surrounding the complexity of the issue under investigation.
The study aims and research questions are then presented. | conclude this

chapter by detailing how the thesis is structured.

My interest in researching the lived experiences of international students as
they engage with independent learning began in 2012. During this time, my
role was as international lead for the nursing and midwifery department. | had
a professional and educational responsibility to support the development and
delivery of programs of study that met the needs of international students. At
the time of commencing the Doctorate in Education | was involved in teaching

nurses from Iraq as part of a wider workforce development project between



the university and Iraq’s ministry of education. This was my first experience of
teaching international students. Although | had several years’ experience of
teaching in higher education, this occurrence made me acutely aware of the
challenges of supporting students in adapting to unfamiliar teaching and
learning approaches. Whilst the students displayed many of the attributes
required for higher education, they were perceived by the academic team to
lack the independent learning skills required. This resulted in negative

comments about the students’ learning abilities from the teaching team.

Performing the international lead role for the department has continued to
expose me to a more culturally diverse group of students. Annual teaching
trips to China and subsequently developing a degree course for nursing
students from China (and later other countries) planning to undertake further
study in the UK further reinforced my interest in international students’
experiences of independent learning. Yet, my experiences in this role have
also increased my awareness of the negative stereotyping that surrounds

international students in relation to their study skills.

In the following thesis, | explore the lived experiences of postgraduate
international students engaging with independent learning. The nine student
participants were all studying at either master’s or PhD level at the university
where | work as an academic in the department of nursing and midwifery.
My rationale for focusing on postgraduate students as my research
participants is that there is an expectation that they will have experienced or

acquired the skill of independence with their learning, having already



completed a higher education degree. The participants were undertaking a
range of courses, but none were from my department since, at the time of
recruitment, we did not have any international students studying with us.
However, due to the changes to nurse education funding and the move from
bursaries to student fees, it was anticipated that this would quickly change.
There had always been an interest from overseas applicants for UK nursing
degree courses, but due to places being funded through Health Education
England, overseas applicants were not able to access this funding.
Therefore, the removal of NHS bursaries in 2017 and students paying
course fees led to most undergraduate and postgraduate nursing (and other
health and social care) courses being made available to international

students.

My professional interest thus lies in the desire to help students learn by
improving the teaching and learning experience for all international students
within the department through exploring the challenges that international
students face, with particular reference to independent learning. | hope that
the learning gained through exploring other postgraduate students’
experience will therefore be applied to future international students in my

department.

1.1.1A note on terminology
Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) argue that students from different cultural

backgrounds are often considered in terms of their ‘traits’, which leads to

assumptions being made about their culture and learning style. Traits



assumes that “characteristics of cultural groups are located within individuals
as carriers of culture” (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003, p.19) and can lead to over-
generalisation of the relationship between learning style and cultural group
membership. Consequently, this can lead to the use of homogenising terms
such as the ‘international student’, the ‘Chinese learner’ or the ‘home
student’, thus categorising such students by their fixed characteristics (Gu &
Maley, 2008; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003; Watkins & Biggs,1996). For
example, Watkins and Biggs, (1996) used the term the ‘Chinese Paradox’ to
describe how most students from China are categorised as rote learners,
memorising without understanding and therefore likely to perform badly in a
Western educational institution. This can lead to assumptions being made
on the learning styles of cultural groups, without taking into account an

individual’'s past experiences.

Nevertheless, the term ‘international student’ is used consistently within the
literature (Kashima & Loh, 2006; Khanal & Gaulee, 2019; Owen, Day &
Yang, 2017). Other terms used are ‘overseas student’ (Bache & Hayton,
2012), ‘non-UK student’ (Dunford, Muir, Teran & Grimwood, 2015) and ‘non-
domiciled student’ (Morrison, Merrick, Higgs & Le Métais, 2005). Therefore,
while not wanting to homogenise groups of students, for clarity and
consistency with the literature, the term ‘international student’ will be used

throughout this study.
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1.2. Background

The UK reaps the rewards of international students choosing to study here
as they contribute significantly to the country’s economic and social
prosperity. Over the years there has been an increase in the numbers of
international students choosing to study in the UK. International students
now account for 20.7% of the total student population in HEI's in the UK
(Universities UK, 2020). Some 14.9% of all undergraduates and 37.1% of

postgraduate students now originate from outside the UK.

The Higher Education Policy Institute (2018) estimates that international
students contribute £22.6 billion to the UK economy. Therefore, considerable
effort goes into attracting international students. However, although
international students are regarded as a welcome diverse and growing
population, authors of multiple studies have found that they encounter
acculturative stress due to the need for academic and cultural adjustments as
they undertake this important transitional event (Li & Peng, 2019; TauSova,
Bender, Dimitrova & van de Vijver, 2019). For many, these challenges include
learning to live in an unfamiliar culture, away from family and friends,
communicating in a different language and learning through unfamiliar
methods. Still, despite these tensions, a successful intercultural experience
can be a transformative process and a route to individual personal and

academic development (Anderson, 1994).

The role of culture in determining teaching and learning approaches has been

discussed by numerous researchers (As-Saber, Crosling & Rahman, 2006;

11



Blasco, 2015; Chuang, 2012; Evans & Stevenson, 2010; Gieve & Clark,
2005; Goode, 2007; Gu & Maley, 2008; McClure, 2007; Ryan, 2011;
Saravanamuthu & Yap 2014; Shevellar, 2015). Culture can be defined as the
way of life shared by a group of people, incorporating shared values, views
and behaviors (Berry, Poortinga, Breugelmans, Chasiotis, & Sam, 2011; Cole
& Parker, 2011). Therefore, if culture determines how we think and behave, it
will, in turn, affect how we learn (Gay, 2010). Still, whilst important, culture is
not the only factor influencing teaching and learning approaches and
experiences (Gu, Schweisfurth & Day, 2010). Coleman (2004) argues that a
range of internal and external factors not necessarily associated with culture
will influence the outcomes of studying overseas. These include motivation,
attitude, anxiety, individual learning style and strategies, as well as location,

learning environment and contact with other students.

Teachers’ attitudes towards international students can diminish when different
approaches to teaching and learning are viewed as demanding more time,
energy, and patience (Otten, 2003). Anecdotal comments from colleagues
about their experiences of teaching and supporting international students
within the department included references to international students requiring
more support than home students, as well as such students not speaking out
in class and presenting written academic work of lesser quality. Comments
like these can leave academic staff with a lasting negative opinion of
international students, particularly if diverse cultural approaches are viewed
as a risk to the standard of academic practices (Otten, 2003). This can then

lead to both negative teaching and learning experiences for students and

12



academics. Despite their level of professional skills and knowledge, as well as
the difficult circumstances the nurses from Iraq had endured to further their

education, they were still at risk of being labelled a problem.

Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) argue that teaching and learning practices
should move beyond a deficit-model approach, which leads to unacceptable
judgments being made when cultural practices differ from the practices of
the dominant group. Goode (2007) argues that students who do not fit the
profile of an independent, autonomous, responsible learner are seen as in
deficit and subjected to negative dialogue surrounding dependency.
Therefore, staff at universities need to consider approaches that move
beyond the problematisation of international students (Ryan, 2011). My
experiences and dilemmas from teaching international students led me to
guestion and examine how academics’ perceptions of international students
can be improved. By providing accounts of individual experiences my aim is
to support academics with developing a more informed and nuanced
appreciation for the learning experiences of international students. It is within
such a context | explored international students' experiences of independent

learning.

1.3 Making the case for IPA
This study is an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). Proponents
of IPA are focused on an individual’'s perception of an account of an event or

experience. IPA researchers tend to explore participants’ experiences,

understandings, insights and perspectives (Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005).

13



However, prior to choosing IPA | explored other approaches in terms of their
value to my research topic. Two approaches that | considered were
constructivist grounded theory and qualitative inquiry along with thematic

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

Constructivist grounded theory is a method of qualitative inquiry in which data
collection and analysis reciprocally inform and shape each other through an
emergent iterative process (Charmaz, 2008). Sitting within an interpretative
approach constructivist grounded theory does have much in common with
IPA. Charmaz’s approach places emphasis on the views, values, beliefs and
feelings of the individual (Creswell, 2013), however with the final aim of
generating a substantive level theory (Charmaz, 2008). The development of a
theory leads to a lack of focus on the individual and this is where
constructivist grounded theory and IPA differ (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Within
the participants’ accounts | aimed to explore and present, not just the
commonalities of their experiences, but also their differences and therefore
on this occasion put aside constructivist grounded theory as my research

approach.

Thematic analysis is a systematic approach for “identifying, analysing and
reporting themes across a dataset” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 178). Thematic
analysis is a flexible approach, accessible to a novice researcher as it is
generally quick and easy to learn and can be applied to address almost all
gualitative research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013). However, following

further exploration of this method it became clear that isolating the
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philosophical underpinnings would be difficult. Additionally, analysis tends to
side on the more descriptive, rather than interpretative. In contrast to IPA that
focuses on the individual, thematic analysis fails to allow for contradictions
across accounts and risks individual participant voices becoming lost (Braun

& Clarke, 2013).

Thus, IPA is my chosen approach for exploring international students’
experiences of independent learning as it offered an approach focused on
personal, individual experiences. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were
used to elicit participants’ accounts of their experiences (Smith & Osborn,
2008). While participants are the experiential experts, the phenomenological
and hermeneutic underpinnings of IPA situate the researcher as a central
piece of the interpretative process (Peat, Rodriguez & Smith, 2019). This
means that both the researcher and the participants are active agents in the

process.

Numerous researchers have explored international students’ experiences
and highlighted that such students face challenges during their transition (Li,
Heath, Jackson, Allen, Fischer & Chan, 2017; Owens, 2011; Quan, Smailes
& Fraser, 2013). Nevertheless, the aim of this study is to add to our
understanding of how international students conceptualise and experience
independent learning in particular. To date little focus has been given to this
area of research. The methodology employed facilitates a focus on detail
and depth for a small number of cases. Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009)

argue that this can lead the researcher to uncover new insights, leading to
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new knowledge and understanding. | hope that this study will provide
accounts of experiences that will challenge those supporting international
students within HE to conceptualise their performance as learners
differently. | intend that the voices of international students that are captured
here will disrupt current perceptions of them as learners and lead to more

enabling and supportive understandings.

1.4 The study setting

The study took place in a large university in the UK. In terms of size, the
university is in the top 10 in the UK by student enrolment, having enrolled
more than 30,000 students during 2017/18. International students accounted
for 2345 of these. All students who participated in this study were studying
for either a master’s or PhD and were at least six months into their course.
The participant sample was a mix of both European Union (EU) students

and non-European students. | decided on including EU students as while
they are not defined by the university as international students, they have left

their home country for the purpose of study.

The university has a dedicated international experience team that provides
specialist advice and support for international students throughout the
lifespan of the student journey. This includes pre-arrival information and visa
application support; airport pick-up service and initial orientation to the city
and the UK; academic support and advice on applying for a post-study work
visa. The team use a variety of social media platforms to connect students,

including a dedicated international students’ Facebook page. Social activities
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to help students settle into university life and the city culture as well as to
make friends and develop support networks include peer mentoring

schemes, film screenings, conversation clubs and day trips. A yearly on-
campus festival organised by staff and students raises awareness of and

celebrates the diversity of the student and staff population.

1.5 My positionas an insider researcher

Insider research can be defined as research which is carried out within an
established group of which the researcher is also a member (Greene, 2014).
The growth in insider research being undertaken in education has increased
over recent years. Much of this has been attributed to the expansion of
professional doctorates, such as the Doctorate in Education, leading to more
practitioners engaging in research in their own institutions (Greene, 2014,

Mercer, 2007).

For my doctorate in education, | am conducting a study in the university
where | work. This therefore positions me as an insider researcher as | hold
prior knowledge and understanding of the complexity of the context in which
education takes place. Merton (1972) claims that an insider researcher is
someone who is in a unique position to study a particular issue in depth as
they possess a priori knowledge of the participants, however, having
knowledge does not necessarily mean the researcher is an integrated

member of the group under study (Hellawell, 2006).
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Being an insider researcher has several advantages, including greater access
to participants. Insider researchers often do not have to worry about
orientating themselves to the environment (Bell, 2005; Merriam et al., 2001).
My own experience of being an insider researcher meant | was in a privileged
position of knowing who the ‘gatekeepers’ were for gaining access to
international students. | was able to access the international students’
experience team to post announcements requesting participation in my study.
| also had access to course and module leaders and research supervisors

who | knew had enrolled international students.

As an insider the researcher may well be focused on an aspect of interest
over which they have some ability to influence change and a topic that is
likely to yield insights of interest to the wider research and educational
community (Unluer, 2012). They are considered to be less likely to stereotype
and pass judgements on their participants (Aguiler, 1981). Bell (2005) argues
that participants may welcome the opportunity to discuss issues with
someone who understands their unique set of circumstances. Trowler (2011)
argues that an insider researcher is viewed as being culturally literate and
therefore able to produce meaningful accounts and present a deeper
understanding of data. When exploring issues that are complex an insider
researcher is best positioned to comprehend this due to their inherent

contextual understanding (Bell, 2005).

However, each of these advantages is related to a disadvantage. It has been

argued that only the objective outsider can elicit an unbiased account of any
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research involving human interactions, as closeness to the situation can
hinder seeing the bigger picture and become a barrier to objective perception
and analysis (Aguiler, 1981). Therefore, being an insider may lead the
researcher to make assumptions about the meanings of events based on
previous knowledge and experience, and therefore lose the ability to produce
good, culturally neutral accounts (DeLyser 2001; Trowler, 2011). Insider
researchers must be wary of not projecting their own personal beliefs onto the

participants or to the data (Merriam et al., 2001).

The insider researcher may experience conflict between the duality of their
position as both a researcher and a professional within a work environment
(Greene, 2014). This may influence how patrticipants respond to the
researcher, as they may have pre-formed expectations of what is being
explored, thereby causing interview bias (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010;
Trowler, 2011). With regards to my own study, | would argue that whilst |
considered myself to be an insider researcher many of the participants were
unknown to me and most were not studying within the department of which |

am an academic.

As an insider researcher, |1 was in a unique position of being able to research
an issue of which | had knowledge and experience. When interviewing fellow
doctoral students, | felt more of an insider than when interviewing master’s
students. This was felt in particular when doctoral students shared their
anxieties on aspects of their research or when they discussed how much they

relied on their supervisors. However, all the participants were doing full-time
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doctorates, whereas | am a part-time student so there were aspects of their
experiences that led me to feeling more outsider. Additionally, when
interviewing students from my faculty, | felt more of an insider as | was
considerably more familiar with the processes and locations that the students

discussed.

The participants were a mix of European and Non-European, which also
influenced my degree of insider/outsiderness as | consider myself to be
European but a student undertaking study in a country that is home. A
number of authors have considered positionality with respects to culture.
Liamputtong (2011) argues that researchers involved in cross-cultural
research should share the same social and linguistic characteristics of their
participants. Ramji (2008, p. 103) refers to this as “cultural commonality”.
Therefore, the most striking influence on my insider/outsider status was the
differing cultures, language and the experiences of transitioning across
cultural boundaries. Even though | have travelled extensively, this has always
been either as a tourist or for university business, never as a student. When
participants expressed challenges associated with transitioning into a

different culture and way of learning this positioned me as an outsider.

Within the context of this study, the benefits of insider-ness exceeded the
disadvantages. Access to participants, knowledge of terminology and

familiarity of context, was achieved because of my insider status. | would
consider my insider status to be a strength of this study. Being personally

troubled by the disconnect between how | suspect international students
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might be experiencing independent learning and how my colleagues
perceive this, means therefore, that | am committed to developing a more

informed understanding of the lived experience of the participants.

1.6 The nature of independent learning

The requirement to engage with independent learning is a feature of most
higher education courses, referred to as personal and intellectual autonomy
(QAA, 2020). Several terms are used in the literature to describe
independent learning, including student-centred learning, self-regulated
learning, autonomous learning and life-long learning (Spiro, Henderson &
Clifford, 2012). Garrison (1997, p. 18) defines independent learning as “an
approach where learners are motivated to assume personal responsibility
and collaborative control of the cognitive (self-monitoring) and contextual
(self-management) processes in constructing and confirming meaningful and

worthwhile learning outcome”.

For Chan (2001, p. 285), the fundamental principle is that “the locus of control
and responsibility lies in the hands of the individual learner”, suggesting that
the responsibility or ownership of learning is placed on the student. This
requires greater self-motivation and organisation as well as a greater self-
awareness of individual learning needs and behaviours (Higher Education
Academy [HEA], 2014). Whilst recognising the need for greater responsibility,
the HEA (2014) also states that independent learning must be guided by

teaching staff. Thus, independent learning does not necessarily mean
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learning in isolation, but can also include academic staff setting the direction

of learning activities.

It has been suggested that the international student’s experience is
perpetually fluctuating within a cycle of study, during which there may be
graduation from dependence to independence (Spiro et al., 2012). Quan et al.
(2013) argue that the first three months of study in a new environment appear
to be particularly challenging as students come to terms with different
approaches to study. However, McClure (2007) argues that adjustment for
students is most difficultin the first six to 12 months. Participants for this
study were recruited from the university population of international students
who were nine months into a postgraduate course of study. By nine months it
was assumed that students would have a body of experience to reflect upon
in relation to negotiating independent learning although others may still be
attempting to master it. The variety in the relationships of students to
independent learning has provided a rich range of experience for this

research.

1.7 Research aims

The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of postgraduate
international students’ experiences of independent learning whilst studying in
a UK HEI. The aim was to examine which factors support them to engage
more successfully with independent learning and which factors make it more

difficult. By participating in this study, students had the opportunity to express
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how they perceived independent learning, what it meant for them, how it

made them feel and how it impacted on their course experience.

A number of aims and research questions were developed to achieve this.
Aims

1. To explore what ‘independent learning’ means for postgraduate
international students studying in a UK HEI.

2. To explore the experiences of independent learning for postgraduate
international students studying in a UK HEI.

3. To identify the impacts of engagement with independent learning on
postgraduate international students as they progress through a course of
study.

4. To identify how these experiences could influence future course

developments.

Research questions
1. How do postgraduate international students conceptualise independent
learning?
2. How do postgraduate international students experience independent
learning?
3. What meanings do they make of this experience?
4. What do postgraduate international students perceive to be the enablers

and barriers to their successful engagement with independent learning?
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1.8 Thesis structure

In chapter two | explore previous literature relevant to international students’
experiences of studying in a country that is not home. The general aim for
reviewing the literature in IPA studies is to widen the researcher’s knowledge
of the field, identify key contributors and learn something about the
participants (Smith et al., 2009). In this chapter, | also identify the contribution
that my study can make to the field. In chapter three | present the study
design and outline my rationale for choosing IPA. Chapter four details the
study methods, including participant selection and recruitment, data collection
and analytical processes. An overview of themes and superordinate themes

is presented which then informs the following two chapters.

In chapter five the participants are introduced through the use of brief
participant stories. Following this | present my interpretations of the
superordinate themes of ‘feeling the struggle’; ‘steering the course’ and
‘thriving not surviving'. In ‘feeling the struggle’ | present how participants
experienced struggles that impacted on their engagement with independent
learning. | suggest that independent learning is initially a struggle which leads
to feelings of frustration and being lesser, self-doubt and annoyance at tutors.
However, independent learning can also be viewed as a liberating
experience, an investment for the future and a route to autonomy and
creativity in learning. Within ‘steering the course’ | concentrate on participants’
accounts of how they progressed through a course of study, which factors

enabled them to stay on track and which had the potential to derail them. |

also consider how international students define independent learning. My
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interpretations suggest that early definitions of independent learning were that
it was a solitary activity. However, this evolved into an activity that was
supported by peers. The quality of feedback was viewed as a key factor that
influenced progression. The development of relationships with both tutors and
peers also influenced participants’ experiences of independent learning.
‘Thriving not surviving’ presents the participants’ accounts of successes
arising from engaging with independent learning and includes a chance to be

creative and a developing sense of freedom.

In chapter six | situate my findings drawing on the theoretical perspective of
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) in order to
discuss how the participants are experiencing a process of complex change
that is shaped by wider structural and systemic policies and practices as well
as local influences, and the impact this has on their educational experience.
Prior to undertaking this study, | had no knowledge of Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological model. | came across this model whilst searching for a theory
that helped me to understand the sense of isolation and strangeness that
student sojourners experienced as they adjusted to a new environment. |
was drawn to the notion of how a change in one’s environment impacts on
an individual's development and experiences and that these experiences are
intertwined with personal and social challenges not just academic. This
chapter also draws on the concept of belongingness. Finally, chapter seven
considers the achievement of the study aims, the limitations and the ways in
which its findings may inform practice and future research in the educational

field.
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1.9 Chaptersummary

In this chapter, | have introduced and outlined the study: international
students’ experiences of independent learning within a UK HEI. Some key
concerns and issues explaining why this study came about have been
presented. | have argued that | occupied a position as an insider researcher
and articulated the challenges and considerations that this posed for the
study. The chapter concluded with an overview of the forthcoming chapters

and sets the scene and context for this study.

The next chapter will examine the literature most relevant to this study.
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2. Chapter 2: Research context

2.1 Introduction

In this study, the lived experiences of international students are explored in
relation to the phenomenon of independent learning. In this chapter, | will
consider the extant literature relating to international students’ experiences
in higher education as well as the concept of independent learning. This
review of the literature provides a synopsis and critical appraisal of related
research that helps put the study phenomenon in context (Machi & McEvoy,
2012). I will summarise current knowledge whilst identifying and reflecting on
similarities, inconsistencies and gaps in the evidence base (Coughlan,
Cronin, & Ryan, 2013). Therefore, | will establish what is already known
about postgraduate international students’ experiences of independent
learning and where more knowledge is required. To achieve this, |
developed the following key questions that | applied to review the current

literature.

1. What methods are researchers using to examine these concepts?

2. How do researchers define independent learning and international
students?

3. What do researchers tell us about the challenges and benefits of
independent learning?

4. What do researchers tell us about the independent learning
experiences of international students transitioning to higher

education?
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2.2 Literature searching methods

To address these questions, consideration was given to the scope of
literature to include in the review. Initial eligibility criteria included year of
publication, studies published in English language and types of study. A date
range of 2005-2020 was applied with the option to extend the date range if
further literature was required. In 2015 | was required to submit a review of
the literature as a module within the EdD. At that time, | applied a ten year
search range (2005-2015). Therefore, for the final thesis the date range was
extended to include 2016 to 2020. This was in order to build on the previous

review of the literature.

An electronic search for literature was conducted using the databases ERIC,
CINAHL and ProQuest (searching 24 ProQuest databases). ERIC and
ProQuest were selected as they provided access to a wide range of global
educational databases and journals. CINAHL was selected as it was useful
for accessing information relating to health. Whilst “health” or “nursing” were
not specific search terms used, | was curious about the amount of evidence
published that related to international nursing students. Experience from
previous searches highlighted that little appeared to have been published on

the independent learning experiences of international nursing students.

The initial key words included international student and independent
learning. Additional key words were generated through the use of the
databases thesauruses and subject headings. These included foreign

student, overseas students, independent study, self-directed learning, and
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autonomous learning. Truncation was applied to broaden the search by
searching for alternative word endings. The use of quotation marks
supported the search for exact phrases. Searches were combined using the
Boolean terms AND/OR. A copy of an example search can be found in

Appendix |.

All three databases generated different numbers of sources. ERIC
generated 24 sources and CINAHL 118 sources. ProQuest generated 3788
sources, which was deemed to be too many sources to sift. Therefore,
additional limiters were added, including the subject heading “higher
education” and a requirement for papers to have been published within the
past five years. This resulted in 1865 papers. Adding a further limiter of
papers having been published within the past 12 months to the ProQuest
search brought the number of sources down to 131. As the review was
intended to be a broad consideration of what is already known about the
topic rather than a full systematic review, it was decided to concentrate on
the sources generated by ERIC, CINAHL from 2005 to 2020 and ProQuest

in the past 12 months.

Once a manageable number of papers had been found based on the initial
eligibility criteria, sifting of the papers was carried out. This was done initially
by looking for duplication of articles across the databases and then reading
the titles of the remaining papers. The clarity of some papers’ titles made it
relatively easy to decide whether to include or reject them. For others,

abstracts were read. Papers were selected based on an inclusion and
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exclusion criteria. Selected papers either had a main theme of independent
learning for international students or independent learning was included as
part of a discussion of international students’ experiences of undertaking
study in a country other than their own. Participants also had to be
undertaking full-time undergraduate or postgraduate study within higher

education.

The main participants had to be international students. However, studies that
also reported ‘home’ students and academics’ views were included.
Additional papers were selected that supported understanding of how
independent learning as a concept is represented within the research.
Excluded studies included those with a strong focus on online or distance
learning or which considered cultural approaches to learning for students
who were studying in their own country. | did not apply a preference for
country of origin for either students or place of research; all countries and
cultures were included. No preference was given to research design either;
all study designs, providing they met the eligibility criteria, were included in

the review.

A search on Google Scholar had previously generated some articles that
seemed to speak directly to my study. | therefore searched for “independent
learning and international students”, which resulted in one further paper
being selected (As-Saber et al., 2006). The Higher Education Academy
(HEA) (now Advance HE) is a site where useful information and resources

can be accessed. A search of that website resulted in one further paper
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which met the inclusion criteria being selected (Gieve & Clark, 2005). When
searching for and reviewing the articles, citations of interest within the
selected paper were also followed up. After reading abstracts, 36 papers
were selected for the review, including 32 primary research papers, one
literature review and three discussion papers. Of the 36 papers, nine were
found which related specifically to the major theme of international students
and independent learning (As-Saber et al., 2006; Bache & Hayton, 2012;
Pringle-Barnes & Cheng, 2019; Gieve & Clark 2005; Goode, 2007,
Hockings, Thomas, Ottaway, & Jones, 2018; Spiro et al., 2012; Warring,
2010; Zutshi, Mitche