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Student Diversity
Nature of the diversity

Universities were once made up of 'an assemblage of gentlemen' where there was 'created a pure and clear atmosphere of thought, which the student also breathes' (Newman 1858/1959, p.128). Within universities could be found a homogeneous social and intellectual elite engaging in the gentlemanly pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. Things have changed dramatically over the past 150 years, particularly since the Second World War. In Australia, student numbers doubled in the 15 years from 1946 and doubled again in the following 10 years (Roe et al. 1982, p.10). This continuing 'massification' of higher education together with the influx of international students, means that today's student body is more diverse than ever before.

During the 1990s, there was considerable emphasis on the fact that 'today's student body represents a tapestry of differentiation in social background, race/ethnicity, gender, disability, lifestyle and sexual orientation' (Rendon 1994, p.33). The Federal Government’s Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) in its 1990 publication, A fair chance for all, identified groups 'significantly under-represented in higher education'. These were people from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, women in non-traditional courses and in postgraduate study, people from non-English-speaking backgrounds, people with disabilities and people from rural and isolated areas. Universities were required to formulate Equity Plans, specifying how they would encourage and support the participation of students from these designated groups and report on the success of their initiatives.

Since that time the University of Adelaide has continued to encourage, and provide some support for, students not traditionally represented at university. This has included programs offered by Wilto Yerlo for indigenous students (The University of Adelaide 2007a), the SmoothStart Program (The University of Adelaide 2007b) and the Fairway Scheme (The University of Adelaide 2007c) for students from rural areas or from educationally and economically disadvantaged backgrounds, support for students with disabilities (The University of Adelaide 2007d), and for mature age students (The University of Adelaide 2007e). There is also support provided for the increasing number of international students at the University (The University of Adelaide 2007f). It is likely that your classes will include students from some or all of these groups, as well as students who differ from each other in other ways, such as background knowledge in the subject, personal circumstances, academic study skills, confidence to participate in learning and motivation to study (Barnett et al. 1994). A major challenge of teaching is to provide appropriately for this diversity.

Common myths

There are some commonly held views about students from particular groups and there has been some research into some of those specifically associated with international students. One common belief is that Asian students typically engage in rote learning, taking a superficial approach to their learning. Chalmers and Volet (1997) claim that this belief reflects a lack of distinction between rote learning and memorisation and that, in some learning traditions, memorisation is a precursor, and indeed an aid, to understanding. A study by Ramburuth and McCormick (2001) comparing Australian and Asian students  suggested that, in fact, 'the Australian students tended to study with the intention of generally satisfying requirements, and working to balance avoiding failure against working too hard, whilst the international students tended to be more deeply motivated in the pursuit of their studies'.
Another commonly held view is that Asian students are passive learners. Chalmers and Volet (1997) suggest that such a perception may be based on a confusion between passivity and quietness, the latter not necessarily denoting mental passivity. To begin with, the group labelled ‘Asian students’ is itself as varied as, say, those of ‘Europe’ or America’ or ‘Africa’.  However, many students from various Asian countries, China, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand and others do seem to share some cultural values, such as reticence to speak up in tutorials may cause misunderstandings.  Their observed quietness, that may be associated with cultural value of displaying deference to their teachers; but it may also stem from a sense of being in a minority, a lack of confidence in spoken English, or with individual preference,  and may in fact have nothing to do with passivity or deference.
A survey by the Overseas Student Association at the University of Adelaide (Takeda, St John-Ives & McPherson 2005) revealed that local students and international students both held stereotypical views of each other. Although there were some differences, particularly in the ranking of factors by the two groups, there were generally-held views that international students are study-oriented, quiet and polite, dedicated, shy and with poor English skills. Local students, on the other hand, are perceived as being party-goers who are good communicators, are loud and rude, lazy and laid-back, and outgoing. The reality is that while there are some commonalities within particular groups of students, there is also considerable variation, and while there are differences between certain groups, they also share characteristics in common. In fact, as Ramburuth and McCormick's (2001, p.346) study concluded, 'in their overall approaches to learning, the Asian students may not be very different from Australian students'.

Their study did, however, point out a couple of important differences. The first of these is in relation to group learning, which international students favoured considerably more than did Australian students. The other is a higher preference by Australian students for auditory learning. This has implications for activities such as lectures and tutorials, where spoken language is the dominant form of communication. Providing information in alternative modes may help balance the inherent disadvantage for students not favouring auditory learning, and in general, for all students in situations where diversity has produced great variation among lecturers and students in the pronunciation, rhythm and intonation of their spoken language.`
Another perception is that international students stick together and do not want to mix with local students. Chalmers and Volet (1997) reported that 'the international students actually wanted greater interaction with local Australian students' (p.93). This finding was reflected in the University of Adelaide study (Takeda, St John-Ives & McPherson 2005) which showed that over 90% of the international students surveyed wanted more interaction with local students, with local students being only slightly less desirous of this. Nearly 70% of the international students and more than 80% of the local students surveyed believed that there were barriers limiting the interaction between international and local students. It would be useful to consider how students could be encouraged to interact with each other in ways that would facilitate learning.

While we have focussed on international, and particularly Asian, students here, there are also stereotypes associated with other groups of students. It might be valuable to uncover some of the underlying assumptions and consider how they might be addressed to make the learning environment more inclusive of diversity.

Dealing with diversity

A study by Barnett et al. (1994) found that among the university staff they surveyed, diversity was 'treated most usually as a problem' (p.210) rather than something positive. Although the assemblage of gentlemen was, theoretically at least, a thing of the past, students from backgrounds not traditionally represented at university may still experience a sense of alienation and intimidation as they attempt to fit in to an unfamiliar, and often unwelcoming, culture (Rendon 1994). Archer and Hutchings (2000) report perceptions of a 'continued domination of higher education by middle-class whites, both as staff and students' (p.563). Those from other backgrounds may feel pressure to fit with longstanding traditions which are not accommodating of diversity.

Student diversity does not, in itself, bestow any particular benefits. However, drawing on the perceptions, experiences and insights of students from a range of backgrounds can add to the richness of the learning experience and call into question assumptions about ways of being and doing that might otherwise go unchallenged (Barnett et al. 1994). This may help to generate 'an atmosphere of "speculation, experiment and creation" so essential to the quality of higher education' helping develop 'the human relations and analytic skills' needed 'to thrive and lead in the work environments of the twenty-first century' (Gurin et al. 2002).

Students from non-traditional backgrounds may be the very means by which students (and staff) from a traditionally homogeneous academic culture may be 'forced to confront the relativity or limitations of their point of view', helping create 'the discrepancy, discontinuity and disequilibrium' that leads to real intellectual engagement with ideas (Gurin et al. 2002).

A practical question relates to strategies staff may implement to facilitate the inclusion of student diversity into the curriculum and the learning and assessment processes adopted. Redon's (1994) study of students from non-traditional backgrounds suggests ways this might be done. What she calls 'in-class validation' of such students was achieved by staff who:

· 'demonstrated a genuine concern for teaching students...

· were personable and approachable towards students...

· treated students equally...

· structured learning experiences that allowed students to experience themselves as capable of learning...

· worked individually with those students needing extra help...

· provided meaningful feedback to students' (Redon 1994, p.40).

She went on to say that, in summary, 'What had transformed these students were incidents where some individual, either in- or out-of-class, took an active interest in them' (Rendon 1994, p.44). What was important was that these students know themselves to be acknowledged, respected, encouraged and treated fairly.

Barnett et al. (1994) suggested some other strategies that were used successfully to provide for diverse student groups. These included:

· additional contact with lecturers

· peer tutoring

· language and learning support

· additional resources for students with a disability

· redeemable assessment

· adjusted examinations requirements

They also suggested eliminating 'content that relied heavily on assumed cultural knowledge' (Barnett et al. 1994, p.224) and the seeking out of examples which would be relevant and meaningful to students from diverse cultural, social and geographic backgrounds. Small group work was sometimes a useful strategy but required careful planning and preparation on the part of both staff and students. Language was also identified as a critical component, with attention being given to such aspects as 'clarity in wording and speaking; pace; visual support for oral presentations; appropriate level of set texts; consciousness in use of idiom, acronyms, specialist terminology; clarity of assessment requirements; provision of written instructions and references' (Barnett et al. 1994, pp.225-226).

Valuing Diversity
Diversity in the classroom is a fact of life in higher education; one that can be celebrated rather than decried. Student diversity, in all its manifestations, can enrich the learning experience of all involved, but it does require thoughtful management of content, teaching and assessment so that all students are advantaged and none disadvantaged by that diversity.

[image: image2.png]


References

Archer, L & Hutchings, M (2000) 'Betting yourself? Discourses of risk, cost, and benefit in ethnically diverse, young working-class non-participants' constructions of higher education, British Journal of Sociology of Education, vol. 21, no. 4, pp555-574.

Barnett, J, with Badger, L, Cheek, J, Nixon, H, Roberts, D & Trigg, R (1994) Working with student diversity: some issues in learning and teaching. In J Barnett (ed.) Working with student diversity: contexts, issues and strategies in the University of South Australia, University of South Australia, Adelaide.

Chalmers, D & Volet, S (1997) Common misconceptions about students from South-East Asia, Higher Education Research and Development, vol. 16, no.1, pp.87-98.

Department of Employment, Education and Training (1990) A fair chance for all: national and institutional planning for equity in higher education, AGPS, Canberra.

Gurin, P, Dey, E, Hurtado, S & Gurin, G (2002) Diversity and higher education: theory and impact on educational outcomes, Harvard Educational Review, vol. 72, no. 3, viewed 28 August 2006, 
<http://sgeweb.harvard.edu/!hepg/gurin.html>.

Newman, J (1858/1959) The idea of a university, Image Books, New York.

Ramburuth, P & McCormick, J (2001) Learning diversity in higher education: a comparative study of Asian and Australian students, Higher Education, vol. 42, pp. 333-350.

Rendon, L (1994) Validating culturally diverse students: toward a new model of learning and student development, Innovative Higher Education, vol.19, no.1, pp.33-51.

Roe, E, Moses, I, Sanker, M & Storey, P (1982) A report on student services in tertiary education in Australia, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane.

Takeda, K, St John-Ives, B & McPherson, J (2005) Report on interaction 
between local and international students, Adelaide University Overseas Students' Association, viewed 26 June 2007 at . <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/osa/representation/05interactionreport.pdf>.

The University of Adelaide (2007a) Centre for Australian Indigenous Research and Studies, viewed 27 June 2007 at .< http://www.adelaide.edu.au/wilto_yerlo/>. 

The University of Adelaide (2007b) SmoothStart Support Program, viewed 25 June 2007 at <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/smoothstart/>.

The University of Adelaide (2007c) Students FAQ: UG - What is the Fairway Scheme?, viewed 25 June 2007 at <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/faq/view.pl?qid=434>.

The University of Adelaide (2007d) Learning and Disability Access, viewed 25 June 2007 at <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/disability/>.

The University of Adelaide (2007e) Mature Students Association: University of Adelaide, viewed 25 June 2007 at <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clubs/msa/>.

The University of Adelaide (2007f) International Students: International Student Centre, viewed 25 June 2007 at <http://www.international.adelaide.edu.au/support/isc/>.

Further reading
If you would like to read more about the issues raised in this module, you might like to check out the following sources:

Barnett, J (ed.) (1994) Working with student diversity: contexts, issues and strategies in the University of South Australia, University of South Australia, Adelaide. 378.199 B2607w

Chalmers, D & Volet, S (1997) Common misconceptions about students from South-East Asia, Higher Education Research and Development, vol. 16, no.1, pp.87-98.

Gurin, P, Dey, E, Hurtado, S & Gurin, G (2002) Diversity and higher education: theory and impact on educational outcomes, Harvard Educational Review, vol. 72, no. 3, viewed 28 August 2006, 
<http://sgeweb.harvard.edu/!hepg/gurin.html>.

Ramburuth, P & McCormick, J (2001) Learning diversity in higher education: a comparative study of Asian and Australian students, Higher Education, vol. 42, pp. 333-350.

Rendon, L (1994) Validating culturally diverse students: toward a new model of learning and student development, Innovative Higher Education, vol.19, no.1, pp.33-51.

Takeda, K, St John-Ives, B & McPherson, J (2005) Report on interaction 
between local and international students, Adelaide University Overseas Students' Association, viewed 26 June 2007 at <http://www.adelaide.edu.au/osa/representation/05interactionreport.pdf>.
McGowan, U (2007) Active Learning Strategies. CLPD website at http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/teaching/resources/
McGowan, U (2007) Research Writing: Learning a writing skill and thereby avoiding plagiarism. CLPD website at http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/teaching/resources/
Kerry O'Regan, June 2007

© The University of Adelaide

Module 5: Reading: page 6

