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Introduction

The increase in the number of students who drop out from South African universities are alarming. Heleta (2017)
reports that tens of thousands of students leave the university every year without completing their degrees due to lack
of academic support, financial constraint as well as workload, health issues, age, family background and lack of
balance in study and life (Edwards 2016).

Academic support is very vital and regarded as one of the major responsibilities of universities globally. In context,
universities are obligated to ensure that all their students are academically supported (Department of Higher Education
and Training (DHET) 2013). DHET (2013, p. 11) policy indicates that its main objective is to “improve and build
appropriate diversity within the universities ... and provide learning programmes, modes of learning, methods of
teaching and assessment for diverse students’ bodies that would support flexibility and innovations.” Drawing from the
above view, this paper explores international students’ constructions of academic support in a selected South African
university and showcases their experiences in South African universities. The following question was used to conduct
this study: What are the international students’ constructions of academic support in a South African university?

Definition of Academic support

The term ‘academic support’ is defined as an activity designed and developed to assist or help students succeed in
their academics as well as contribute to students learning retention and attendance (Green and Milbourne 1998; US
Department of Education 2018). Academic support could also be regarded as the diverse teaching and learning
methods, resources and academic services provided by universities to support their students in achieving their learning
goals. This implies that providing academic support could lower students university attritions rates (Edwards 2016),
transform their lives (Heleta 2017) and create inclusive learning and social environment where international students
could interact and engage meaningfully with their host, engage in collaborative learning and acquire intercultural
experiences (Farnsworth 2018).

International Students Experiences
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International students are a heterogeneous group of students with diverse identities, knowledge, ideas, attitude,
perceptions and voices (Nwokedi 2015). A considerable body of literature reveals that their experiences in their host
environment are complex. For instance, literature shows that international students experienced difficulties such as
language barriers, exclusion, xenophobia, alienation, low self-esteem, cultural adjustment, isolation, emotional and
accommodation issues, financial constraints, lack of academic support and exploitation (Bennett 2014; Maharaj,
Perumal, and Perumal 2011; Majyambere 2012; O'Reilly, Hickey, and Lilly 2013, Rajpal 2012) which affected their
growth, development and learning in their host environment. Other studies identified their positive experiences such as
enhanced learning skills and knowledge, increased self-awareness, improved attitudes (Gu, Schweisfurth and Day,
2010), and academic support (Arkoudis and Tran 2010; Coller and Kuo 2014) which enabled them to function
effectively within their host countries was identified too. Borg and Cefai (2014) argue that gaining academic support
enables international students to adjust to their academic life easily and help them adapt to their host culture and
environment (Wu, Garza, and Guzman 2015).The above literature reviewed shows the significance of this paper which
aims to contribute to research on the complex nature of academic support in higher education, particularly, drawing
from the voices of the existing international students at a selected university in South Africa.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative case study approach to understand the international students’ construction of
academic support using flexible methods to generate data (Hogan, Dolan, and Donnelly 2009). Focused group
discussion (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011) and photovoice participatory method (Mitchell 2011) was used to
generate data from 12 full time international students selected through a convenience and purposive sampling
technique (Struwig and Stead 2013). The participants were selected based on their enrolment in the undergraduate and
postgraduate programmes for more than 2 years and for living in the campus residence at the selected university in the
KwaZulu-Natal province in 2019. The data for this paper was thematically analysed (Tesch 1990) and the issues of
trustworthiness were ensured while ethics in research was also considered (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011).

Findings and discussion
The main findings are illustrated under 3 broad themes.

Theme 1: Academics as source of support

All the international students attributed their academic growth and development based on the support they get from
their lecturers and supervisors. The participants see their supervisors as a source that they draw their learning
experiences from. As they indicate them to be helpful and supportive to their studies. This is seen in the case of Zach
when explaining his photograph:
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“This picture depicts the kind of support
and help I get from my supervisors and
lecturers. It shows the amount of positive
support my supervisors and lecturers give
to me in order for me to learn here and
overcome my challenges.

Figure 1 Books and academic materials

Some of the participants also identified that their lecturers’ and supervisors’ support has helped them in growing
academically and achieving their academic goals. John a student from China indicated:
“The support from my supervisor has brought me this far in achieving my academic goals”

The findings above showed academics (lecturers/supervisors) supports the international students in their learning.
Arkoudis and Tran (2010) pose that the support international students receive from their lecturers and supervisors is
vital in helping them attain their academic goals.

Theme 2: Open learning spaces as a support system

Another theme that emerged relates to the physical spaces and building such as library, conference and seminar
rooms, research commons and LAN created for the students (local and international) in the university to use for their
learning. This is illustrated in Figure 2, where one of the participants (Greg) took a picture of the computer room,
normally known as ‘LAN’.

“This picture depicts a collaborative work
environment filled with computers and
internet facilities. This facility provides an
opportunity for me to meet other students
to interact and relate together while
sharing ideas relating to our research
work”.

Figure 1 A collaborative work environment

The findings depict that international students identified the open learning spaces as a conducive learning
environment within the university that support their learning. Similarly, the findings of Campbell and Li (2008)
showed that international students’ experience favourable learning environment which positively impact on their
learning and allows collaborative learning (Farnsworth 2018).

Theme 3: The teaching and learning programmes



170 JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE AND INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION 11 (2019)

All the participating international students regarded the teaching and learning activities such as seminars, research
cohorts, workshop and conferences organised for them by the university as a support to their learning. The participants
view these teaching and learning programmes as a resource that they draw their learning experiences from as they
indicate them to be helpful to their learning experiences.

Linda stressed:
“Programmes like research cohort, seminars, workshops, which I enjoyed in my cluster impacts positively
towards my learning. As an international student, I learn how to share ideas and information’s together,
support each other in our research work and do collaborative learning...which helped to develop my creative
skills and ability to think critically while doing my studies on this campus”.
Jane also alluded:
“The support from this different teaching and learning programmes really helped me and has brought me this
far in achieving my academic goals”.

The findings suggest that the above academic activities have a fundamental role to play in the international
students’ learning. The teaching and learning programmes identified by the participant in this study created
opportunity for them to share ideas, support each other and work together. Indeed, the findings are consistent with
those of Campbell (2010) and Kelly (2010) that international students generated diverse perceptions and personal
growth to become independent thinkers and change agents.

Conclusion

Significantly, the findings of this study revealed that the international students reported a slightly higher level of
agency towards their academic activities. A possible explanation may be found in the support gotten from the
academics, open learning spaces and the diverse set of university activities that international students’ access for
support. This paper concludes that integrating photovoice into research with students enables them develop awareness
of self and environment as well as enable critical dialogue amongst them using artefacts.
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