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ARPCE 2nd International Research Conference
in Harris Manchester College, Oxford, UK
Saturday 9 July 2016

Further education colleges in
England, international students,
and policy contradictions
Roy Fisher (University of Huddersfield, UK) 
and Mike Saunders (York College, UK)



Race, culture and education: 
a sorry history – a bright future?



UK Education plc: a global brand 



Brexit: what next?



Introduction

International students in the UK bring diversity to the
education sector, helping to provide an international
dimension that benefits all students. Engagement in
international education...enhances the reputation
and brand recognition of UK institutions and helps
project the UK’s soft power.

(HM Government, 2013a, p. 23)



Introduction: £££s 

• It is estimated that in 2011-12 international
students in the UK FE paid £350m in tuition fees
• International students in FE spent in the region of
980m on their living expenses whilst in the UK (HM
Government, 2013a, p. 22)

• FE related income from international students in
the UK stands at roughly 10 per cent of that which
is derived from international students in UK HE
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UK FE
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The roots of British FE colleges are often to be found in nineteenth century mechanics’ institutes (Walker, 2015)Publically funded FE colleges in the UK are broadly comparable to those institutions within the technical and further education (TAFE) sector in AustraliaThey are distinct from the numerous and relatively small independent specialist language colleges that exist in the UK and which are not in receipt of public funding. They differ in scale and breadth of provision from the private training organisations which access public funding but which focus on adult employment related skills. FE in England has been notable for its development in the shadow of schools and HE focussed educational policy discourses.  Following the secondary (11 to 16 years) phase of education the sector in which FE sits was formerly referred to as ‘post-compulsory education and training’ (PCET). The Education and Skills Act 2008, however, now requires young people to engage with education or training until the end of the academic year when they reach 18. 



Context: The development and scope of 
the further education and skills system 
in England

• During 2014-15 FE was serving over three million students
• As at June 2015 there were 216 general FE colleges and 93
sixth form colleges in England. There were 6 in Northern
Ireland, 26 in Scotland and 15 in Wales (AoC 2015a)
• FE colleges vary in size with the largest having in excess of
50,000 students
• The AoC (2014a) stated that in 2013-14 FE colleges
educated 41,500 students from outside the UK: 23,500 of
these being attracted from the European Union (EU), and
18,000 from non-EU countries.
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Globalisation: a force for good?



Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market   

• FE colleges have focussed on their immediate
communities
• The international market for non-advanced
provision in the UK has held little resemblance to the
HE market
• Students seeking non-advanced courses are more
likely to travel internationally for ‘elite’ provision than
for other courses outside the HE sector
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FE colleges have traditionally focussed on serving their immediate communities The international market for non-advanced provision in the UK has, for various historical, social and economic factors, held little resemblance to the HE market  Students seeking non-advanced courses are more likely to travel internationally for ‘elite’ provision than for other courses outside the HE sector – a study by Brooks and Waters (2014) suggests that international students often constitute up to 20 per cent of the pupils in elite private schools in England The global education market is changing rapidly. The number of students choosing an overseas education continues to increase, but there are now many more destinations and modes of delivery from which to choose. The differences between educational sectors, institutions and the landscape of particular countries are increasingly blurred: countries which traditionally held a role as a source of international students have become study destinations and play host to international students... (British Council, 2013, p. 3) 



Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

A classification category known as ‘Tier 4 (General)’ relates
to those non European Economic Area (EEA) students
wishing to remain in or enter the UK for post-16 education
and this was,
“…introduced in March 2009 in order to address problems
of ‘bogus’ colleges and students. However, there is a
continuing fear that student status can be, and is, used as
a ‘backdoor’ route to long term immigration by non-bona
fide students who would not otherwise be admitted to the
UK.” (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2013
p. 3)
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Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

• United Kingdom Visas and Immigration (UKVI)
replaced ‘Highly Trusted Sponsor’ with ‘Tier 4
Sponsor status’ on 6 April 2015. The UKVI is
empowered to refuse entry to those potential
students who are unable to speak English.

76 per cent of colleges responding to an
Association of Colleges survey undertaken in 2014
(AoC, 2014b, p. 14) reported that student visas
presented the greatest challenge in their
international work.
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Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

13 July 2015 changes to immigration rules, without
consultation with colleges, mean that college
students are not be allowed to extend their leave in
the UK for any reason, impeding the progress of
those wishing to progress into HE following their
completion of GCE A Levels or HE access courses
• The maximum time limit for courses below
degree level has been reduced to two years (from
three)
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Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

A specific matter of concern for FE colleges was
that whilst Tier 4 students in HE were permitted to
be employed for up to 20 hours per work during
term time, the limit for those in FE was set at only
10 hours. In August 2015 work rights for Tier 4
international students in FE were effectively
removed by Government
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Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

Benefits reported by colleges which have Tier 4
learners:
• enabling courses they may not be able to
otherwise offer through additional student numbers
• helping staff develop new teaching styles and
skills to accommodate learners from different
cultures
• enriching the overall learning environment...
• international students help UK learners increase
the skills they need for future employment

(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2013, p. 5)
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Globalization and FE’s turn to the 
international market

• The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills
(2013, pp. 41-42) reported that in 2012-13 the largest
single country of origin for international students in FE was
India (1,076), followed by China (521) and Bangladesh
(368).
• The most popular course type was Business Studies
(1,455) followed by English Language (757).
• The number of students following international foundation
programmes was as low as 63 (Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, 2013, p. 40).
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE  

• The College on which this section is based is located in a
university city and offers provision ranging from vocational
courses to GCE A Levels, as well as professional and HE
courses

• It is adjudged by Ofsted to be an ‘outstanding’ provider

• It has more than 7,000 students of which close to 5,000
are full-time. Some 150 of the latter are international
students, and approximately 70 per cent of these are of
European origin
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The College on which this section is based is located in a university city and offers provision ranging from vocational courses to GCE A Levels, as well as professional and HE courses  It is adjudged by Ofsted to be an ‘outstanding’ provider  It has more than 7,000 students of which close to 5,000 are full-time. Some 150 of the latter are international students, and approximately 70 per cent of these are of European origin The Access to HE Diploma aims to prepare adult learners for higher education within the UK. It currently consists of 60 credits. The programme is available in a wide range of subjects including Art and Design, Business, and Science. International students studying this programme normally apply to UK universities through the nationally operated Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS), generally making informed choices based on factors including rankings in league tables with many aspiring to places in the research intensive ‘Russell Group’ of institutions.The evolution and development of teaching and learning practices within the College owes a considerable debt to the processes which have been adopted in response to the internationalisation of its provision. By working with international students, and with each other in relation to this work, a number of emergent practices developed over some ten years and these are indicated below.



International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

a) The integration of International and local students in 
teaching groups and the process of curriculum 
change:
• Processes of peer assessment and peer tutoring have
had a dramatic effect on the development of English used
by international students
• There is academic and cultural benefit for the local
students
• Guo and Chase (2011), following Bond (2003a, 2003b),
characterise approaches as ‘add-on’, ‘infusion’, and
‘transformation’. Provision quickly moved beyond an ‘add
on’ approach.
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

b) A whole team approach to language teaching
• when a team contains Teaching English as a Foreign
Language (TEFL) specialists there is a risk that English
language teaching is seen as the responsibility of ‘the
experts’
• a whole team approach was taken to these aspects of
student development. Subject boundaries and hierarchies
are often powerful and the integration of language and
content teaching involves, in addition to ‘well laid plans’,
sensitive negotiation
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

c) Development of the language of assessment and
grading amongst international students
• those international students who gain a well developed
understanding of the language used in the assessment and
grading criteria are more successful
• students grow in confidence when technical terms are
explicitly explained and discussed
• the College provided sessions relating to academic skills,
and the language of assessment and grading, as part of
induction for all its international students. These include
academic conduct and academic writing
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

d) The critical nature of briefings when setting 
assignments and tasks. 
Providing clarity as to the requirements of assignments has
proven to be critical in allowing students to complete them
successfully. Just as critical in enabling students to achieve
high grades is explaining what a high quality piece of work
looks like, teaching them to reference correctly and to
produce clear, well supported, arguments.
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

e) Cultural awareness
• staff understandings of the cultural differences between
their students and themselves, and between the students
• empowering students to share their different perspectives
• the creation of opportunities for teachers to position
themselves as learners (see Tran and Nguyen, 2015).
• friendship groups amongst international students
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e) Cultural awareness where staff have an understanding of the cultural differences between their students and themselves, and between the students, communication is more effective empowering students to share their different perspectives creates cultural synergies and places the curriculum in a broader perspective the creation of opportunities for teachers to position themselves as learners within their classroom is particularly valuable (see Tran and Nguyen, 2015). In his study of support for international students in UK HE institutions McDonald (2014) has highlighted some of the cultural differences which impede pedagogic interactions, for example, high levels of deference to tutors. Donald argues that orientation programmes should not be ‘one way processes’ addressing the needs of students only – staff also have orientation needsBrown (2009a) has pointed to the way in which friendship groups amongst international students can be unified by faith, in her study of specifically Islam. Friendship is an important factor for students. In a related study Brown (2009b) refers to a ‘monoethnic ghetto’ which constrained many international students within co-national networks. The College provides an ‘International Social Programme’ with local students being encouraged to participate in the events which it incorporates.



International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

Processes of inter-cultural learning can produce negative
tensions. Tarry (2011), in a study of Thai students in two
UK universities describes how the partial adoption of, more
individualistic Western attitudes impacted on family
relationships, on the strength of religious beliefs, and the
diminishment of cultural skills (such as reading and writing
in Thai language). This signifies a kind of homogenisation
which is a bi-product of globalisation.
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International students and aspects of 
teaching and learning in FE

f) Clarity of communication
In any context poor communication leads to a poor student
experience and creates unnecessary anxiety. For example,
international students were found to be very concerned as
to how their final grade would be arrived at, and were
expending emotional energy and time worrying about that
rather than their coursework. This was rectified once the
method used to produce the grade was explained clearly to
the students and the process itself was made more
transparent to them. The provision of learning materials to
students electronically enables them to use translation
software to check their understanding.
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f) Clarity of communication In any context poor communication leads to a poor student experience and creates unnecessary anxiety. For example, international students were found to be very concerned as to how their final grade would be arrived at, and were expending emotional energy and time worrying about that rather than their coursework. This was rectified once the method used to produce the grade was explained clearly to the students and the process itself was made more transparent to them. The provision of learning materials to students electronically enables them to use translation software to check their understanding.International students need to be clear as to the expectations that it is reasonable for them to have of staff within the College. The cultures within FE colleges are typically very different from those generally found within schools in the UK.For International students issues such as knowing how to order food in the cafeteria can pose considerable challenges. Being aware of who they can ask, and about what, allows them to become assimilated into the course and the college more rapidly. Embedding the practices described above into the curriculum, learning environments, staffrooms and social areas of the College discussed has proved important to the development of staff and student skills, and crucial to the creation of an ethos where students (international and local) can flourish.  



Conclusion

There is can be no doubting that international students
bring financial benefits - that is important, but by no means
as valuable as the educational benefits:
• integrating international and local students
• the experience gained by teaching staff
• Tran and Nguyen (2015) have discussed changing
teacher identities through internationalisation
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There is can be no doubting that international students bring financial benefits - that is important, but by no means as valuable as the educational benefits:  integrating international and local students the experience gained by teaching staff Tran and Nguyen (2015) have discussed changing teacher identities through internationalisation, pointing to the emergence of ‘sub-identities’ with this work leading to a view of teaching ‘...as cosmopolitan work’ (p. 961). 
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