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In a globalised world, the number of Vietnamese post graduate students in other countries, especially in the Western world, is increasing.  Meanwhile, empirical findings have shown that international students often face innumerable difficulties which can lead to serious stress. (Yan & Berliner,  2009). In particular, the academic stress (e.g. Kamler & Thomson, 2008; Kwan & Tang, 1999; Warwick, 2006) may hinder their studies in the foreign countries (Kwon, 1999). Therefore, it is considered beneficial to explore academic problems experienced by Vietnamese students and how they cope with the challenges. Ultimately, it is aimed to suggest effective measures for the enhancement of post graduate education and capacity building in Vietnam.
According to a survey conducted with 165 international, mostly Asian, postgraduate (2/3) and undergraduate (1/3) students in the US, Kwon (1999) found that they experienced both non academic and academic challenges. Of these difficulty, language proficiency was often a significant one, as extensively reflected in the literature (Araujo, 2011) and this remark was strongly supported by empirical findings (i.e. Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Halic, 
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. 
In a study with 31 postgraduate students from 12 different countries in an Australian university, it was reported that writing was considered their biggest challenge (Burke & Wyatt-Smith, 1996). However, the findings also showed other language-related problems, such as participating in lectures, tutorials, workshops, giving seminar presentations, understanding Australian English, note taking, as well as understanding academic readings or lecturers' expectations. Similar findings were reiterated in another study conducted in Australian universities with non-English speaking subjects who struggled with note-taking, oral presentations and seminars, the large amount of reading, as well as assignments (Kwan & Tang, 1999)
In more recent investigations in the US, the results were no different. For instance, the local English accent was so challenging that Asian students even avoided group work with the native speakers and the academic workload was so overwhelming that they did not have enough time to relax (Warwick, 2006). These findings were in the same line with those reported by Chinese postgraduates in the US who admitted that they had limited class participation and avoided raising questions, in addition to other difficulties in writing academic papers and interacting with the supervisors (Yan & Berliner, 2009). The problems in writing were confirmed by post graduate students, mainly Asians, from various disciplines in a study by Wang and Li (2008). Their respondents pointed out that conformity to the English academic writing style posed serious problems to them in writing their theses. 

Data collection 

Based on the difficulties reported in the literature, a questionnaire (Appendix 1) was designed to delve into Vietnamese post graduate students' academic difficulties in Australian universities. A small part of the questionnaire was to gain basic information about the respondent's profile (gender, age, length of time in Australia, field of study, level of study, and institution) while a major part was designed to elicit specific problems faced by these students, as well as the measures undertaken to reduce their  challenges. Six questions focused mainly on five regular academic activities of writing essays, attending lectures/seminars, doing the reading, writing dissertations and working with their lecturers/supervisors. The seriousness of the problems was rated on a 5 point-Likert scale of 'extremely serious', 'very serious', 'moderately serious', 'slightly serious', and 'not serious'). Another three questions inquired about the solutions these students adopted for their problem. 

The first batch of this questionnaire was delivered to prospective participants from different universities at a conference in Australia and these respondents willingly filled in the questionnaire and returned it within a day or two. The second batch was sent and collected via emails through friends' connections to ask for contribution on a voluntary basis. 
The survey was filled in by 24 Vietnamese postgraduates, of whom 14 (58%) were female and another (42%) male with an age of 24 to 48 years (a mean of 33 years). Having been in Australia from 3 months to 5 years by the time of the study (a mean of approximately 2 years), 19 respondents of this group were doing a PhD (79%) and 5 of them a Masters degree (21%). They majored in natural sciences (Computer Science, Chemical engineering, Business Administration, Accounting, Environmental Science, Aquaculture, Agriculture and Environment, Agriculture and Agriculture business) or social sciences (Education, TESOL, Applied Linguistics and Management) in one of seven Australian universities. The questionnaire applicants were anonymous and their responses were marked from 1 to 24 according to the time order of reception. The questionnaire responses were checked for validity before data was correlated and the percentages were calculated. 
Results

An overwhelming number of 22/24 respondents (92%) reported to experience problems in their studies while only 2/24 (8%) claimed to have no challenges whatsoever. Therefore, the following data analysis focused on the group of 22 respondents with problems.
The most common problems shared by these participants were dissertations (86%) and the reading task (86%), followed by lectures/seminars (82%). By comparison, working with lecturers/ supervisors (73%), and doing essays (73%) tended to create a challenge to less respondents. In particular, obtaining research support, like collaboration for experiments was a difficulty in some cases. In the next section, specific difficulties regarding each activity were presented in more detail (Table 1), including the level of seriousness perceived by these participants (Table 2).

Dissertations (86%) 

The rate of participants who confirmed to find dissertations challenging was significant (86%). Of this group, a large proportion (58%) recognized their limitations in critical thinking skills while other respondents reported to encounter troubles in identifying adequate research methods (32%), finding relevant reading materials for their research (21%) and/or displaying unsatisfactory text organization in their writings (21%). Certain participants (11%) stated that writing their dissertation was a difficulty and a very small number admitted they even did not fully understand their research topic (<5%) or could not meet assignment deadlines (> 5%). Further concerns were expressed in the organization of the reading database or synthesis of the literature and notes for their studies. 

Reading (86%)

Like dissertations, reading was a major concern to most respondents (86%) for several reasons. First, they complained that the volume of reading was overwhelming (63%) and/or many readings were too difficult for them (21%). Many participants admitted their own weaknesses, for example limited reading skills (11%), failure to find relevant readings for their assignments or dissertations (16%) and insufficient background knowledge for the readings (37%). The lack of time was a big concern for a few of them (32%). 

Table 1: Students' perceptions about their academic problems
	Activities
	Specifics
	Participants

	
	
	Total
	Percentage

	Dissertations
(19/22)

86%
	limited critical thinking skills
	11/19
	58%

	
	adequate research methods
	6/19
	32%

	
	unsatisfactory text organization 
	4/19
	21%

	
	irrelevant materials
	4/19
	21%

	
	writing  
	2/19
	11%

	
	understanding research topic 
	1/19
	5%

	
	meeting deadlines 
	1/19
	5%

	
	data organization
	1/19
	5%

	
	synthesizing information
	1/19
	5%

	Reading

(19/22)

86%
	many readings
	12/19
	63%

	
	challenging readings
	4/19
	21%

	
	insufficient knowledge
	7/19
	37%

	
	finding readings
	3/19
	16%

	
	reading skills
	2/19
	11%

	
	time for reading
	6/19
	32%

	Lectures
Seminars
(18/22)
82%
	note taking skills 
	8/18
	44%

	
	contributions
	8/18
	44%

	
	reading skills 
	4/18
	22%

	
	presentation skills
	4/18
	22%

	
	negotiation skills
	4/18
	22%

	
	listening skills
	1/18
	6%

	Lecturers
Supervisors
(16/22)

73%
	limited English 
	5/16
	31%

	
	inadequate knowledge 
	7/16
	44%

	
	lack of questions 
	7/16
	44%

	
	lack of initiatives
	5/16
	31%

	
	infrequent communication
	7/16
	44%

	
	unhelpful supervisors
	1/16
	6%

	Essays
(16/22)
73%
	written English
	8/16
	50%

	
	persuasive arguments
	5/16
	31%

	
	text organization
	4/16
	25%

	
	synthesizing & analyzing info
	3/16
	19%

	
	finding readings
	1/16
	6%


Lectures/seminars (82%)

Attending lectures/seminars were a common difficulty to many students (82%). They perceived their weaknesses in their note taking skills (44%), contributions to these activities (44%), negotiation skills (22%), as well as challenges in understanding the readings and giving oral presentation (22%). Poor lecturers or Australian English, especially the accent, were reported to cause further worries.

Working with lecturers/supervisors (73%)
Another major concern was working with lecturers/supervisors (73%) due to their inadequate English language competence (31%), insufficient knowledge about academic issues (44%), and/or lack of effective questions (44%), as well as initiatives (31%) in their work.  By contrast, in some cases, the lack of communication with their advisors (44%), especially face to face meetings (38%), and unhelpful supervisors/lecturers (6%) created additional problems.   

Essays (73%)

Difficulty with essays (73%) tended to be of a similar nature to those experienced with dissertations. Complaints were about limited writing skills (50%), inadequate arguments (31%) and text organization (25%). Further weaknesses included unsuccessful synthesis and analysis of reading materials (19%) and a lack of adequate readings for their writings (6%). 

Seriousness of the problems

The level of seriousness of these problems (Table 2) was grouped into two main categories of 'more serious' and 'less serious'. The 'more serious' category covered those challenges considered 'very or moderately serious' by at least 50% of the respondents while this level of seriousness was claimed by fewer participants for the 'less serious' category (<50%) 

Table 2: Students' perceptions about the seriousness of their problems
	Activities
	Seriousness of problems

	
	Level
	No. of pts
	%
	Combined

	Lectures

Seminars 
	very serious
	4/18
	22%
	More serious

61 %

	
	moderately serious
	7/18
	39%
	

	
	slightly serious
	5/18
	28%
	Less serious

39%

	
	not serious
	2/18
	11%
	

	Reading
	very serious
	4/19
	21%
	More serious

53%

	
	moderately serious
	6/19
	32%
	

	
	slightly serious
	8/19
	42%
	Less serious

47%

	
	not serious
	1/19
	5%
	

	Lecturers/
Supervisors

	very serious
	4/16
	25%
	More serious

50%

	
	moderately serious
	4/16
	25%
	

	
	slightly serious
	7/16
	44%
	Less serious

50%

	
	not serious
	1/16
	6%
	

	Dissertations

	very serious
	4/19
	21%
	More serious

47%

	
	moderately serious
	5/19
	26%
	

	
	slightly serious
	9/19
	48%
	Less serious

53%

	
	not serious
	1/19
	5%
	

	Essays 
	very serious
	1/16
	6%
	More serious

44%

	
	moderately serious
	6/16
	38%
	

	
	slightly serious
	7/16
	44%
	Less serious

57%

	
	not serious
	2/16
	13%
	


As seen in the table, lectures/seminars seemed to constitute the biggest concern, with most respondents (61%) worrying about it a great deal (22% for 'very serious' or 39% for 'moderately serious'. Ranked the second in the list was the reading task, with half of the participants (53%) rating the seriousness as 'very' (21%) or 'moderately' (32%). The third position in seriousness belonged to working with lecturers/supervisors, with 25% responses for 'very' and another 25% responses for 'moderately'. 

By comparison, dissertations and essays were less of a worry than other academic activities; however, problems with dissertations (21% responses for 'very' and 26% 'moderately') were more serious than those with essays (6% 'very' and 38% 'moderately'). 

Chosen solutions 
As shown in Table (3), nearly all respondents (95%) tried to reduce their problems by asking for help from lecturers/supervisors in their institutions (82%) and those other institutions (9%). Another big source of support came from friends (59%), in addition to assistance from colleagues (14%), faculty study groups and research community (5%). Relying on oneself and working harder was a popular option for many of them (86%).
Table 3: Students' solutions to their academic problems

	Common solutions
	Specific
	Participants

	
	
	No.
	Percentage

	
	Asking for help
	21/22
	95%

	
	Working harder
	19/22
	86%

	
	Leaving things as they were
	1/22
	5%

	Source of help
	
	
	

	
	Lecturers/supervisors from the university
	18/22
	82%

	
	Lecturers/supervisors from other universities 
	2/22
	9 %

	
	Friends 
	13/22
	59%

	
	Colleagues
	3/22
	14%

	Most effective solutions
	
	
	

	
	Reliance on oneself
	6/15
	40%

	
	Help from friends and colleagues
	5/15
	33%

	
	Help from supervisors
	5/15
	33%


The question about the most effective measure for these problems was answered by two thirds of the respondents (15/22, or 62%) while, interestingly, one third of them (7/22, 32%) left it blank. In the responses from these 15 respondents, relying on oneself was pointed out as the most useful choice by many of them (40%) for the following justifications. 

          - I do more reading as it helps me to understand the problem related to my research     

           topic and to improve relevant knowledge and English.

         - I spend more time talking and discussing in class and to get more face to face   

          instructions from lecturers. 

        - Asking questions every time I don’t understand is useful. “Better stupid questions than 

         stupid mistakes”. 

        - I adjust my method of learning to get better achievements.

An equal number of participants (33%) considered support from friends/colleagues or lecturers/supervisors valuable for various reasons. 
      - We are open and friendly enough to share experiences and difficulties.
      - We have similar experience.
      - The help from friends/colleagues often comes in time and saves my time and effort.
      - The help from other senior postgraduate students from my country is the best solution.   

        First, they speak my language. Second, they have studied similar or related courses so   

        they understand what to do to overcome problems.

       - He (the lecturer) understands what I am facing and second, he is teaching me the  

        subject so he is an expert on the field and he knows what is necessary for me.

       - They (supervisors/lecturers) can tell me what to do and how to do it well.

       - Active lecturers/supervisors have helpful responses.

       - The advice from the supervisors is very useful.

One respondent indicated that a combination of different options offer the best advantages.
        A combination of different resources has helped me gain more confidence and research      

       skills. In my faculty, all these initiatives have been developed systematically to form a 
       strong research community. I do appreciate these efforts, feeling myself to belong to a 
       supportive network and trying to make personal progress as well as contributions.

Discussion

The difficulties faced by the participants in this study could be grouped into two three main types which in many cases were inter-related: a) English proficiency, b) cultural differences in academic settings and c) research-related skills. 

The English language limitations were well reflected in the empirical findings in previous studies (i.e. Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Araujo, 2011; Halic, 
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. These limitations were manifested in different academic skills of writing, reading, note taking, oral presentation and negotiation. Generally, the language proficiency of overseas postgraduate students, including Vietnamese, in Australia and other English speaking countries, were often measured via the IELTS, TOEFL or similar exams. However, these exams are designed for an enormous population worldwide so they cannot provide highly specific language and skills required for the post graduate education of the students. Therefore, even though nearly most post graduate students may have got an IELTS scores of at least 6.5 score or equivalent, this score could only show that they had the minimum English levels to participate in post graduate education in an English speaking environment but it could not ensure that these students could use English as an effective instrument in their post graduate learning. Therefore, there was no doubt that these participants, especially those who did not use English frequently in their work or studies in their home country, had to face various language difficulties in their studies. 

Another group of difficulties worth pointing out were cultural differences in academic settings.  Many Vietnamese participants may have been so used to a culture where teachers or lecturers' ideas were often well accepted, rather than challenged. Therefore, the unfamiliarity with the typical interactive nature of classroom communication in Western academic settings (Yan & Berliner, 2009) may have caused problems for these students in participating in lectures and seminars, as found with other international students (Kwon, 1999).  Similarly,  cultural differences may have hindered the communication with their lecturers and supervisors (Zhou, 

 HYPERLINK "http://search.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Frey,+Christopher/$N?accountid=135225" \o "Click to search for more items by this author" Frey & Bang, 2011) because, as in the case of Chinese students in the US,  they lacked effective questions, initiatives and autonomy in these interactions (Yan & Berliner, 2009) as expected by their supervisors and some students admitted not to quite understand their lectures/supervisors' expectations (Wang & Li, 2008). An example was found in our study.


Different professors have different requirements for academic assignments so I find it 
hard to respond to various expectations in a short period of time. Sometimes the 
requirement stated in the unit guides and that of lecturers do not coincide, which 
makes me confused. 

Non English speaking students were generally unfamiliar with English academic conventions and found academic English demanding (Wang & Li, 2008; Zhou, Frey & Bang, 2011). In much the same way, writing dissertations and essays was a major worry to our respondents, especially when they had further challenges in providing adequate research methods or finding relevant materials. Of note, the lack of communication with their advisors, especially face to face meetings was a concern when these participants tended to need more support and guidance than local students in the process. 
In terms of the extent of seriousness perceived by the respondents, attending lectures/seminars and communicating with supervisors/ lecturers seemed to cause greater concern than other activities, even dissertations. This might have been linked to the frequency and the face to face nature of these activities. This means that the seriousness was grave because participants 
may have dealt with challenges regarding lectures, note-taking, giving presentations or talking to classmates or lecturers frequently and these activities required immediate response. Similarly, participation in in-depth discussions with their lecturers/ supervisors required lots of thinking and preparation as well as quick responses so participants tended to be more aware of its difficulty. By contrast, troubles in reading and doing essays or dissertations were considered to be less serious probably because students often did these activities at home over an extended period of time so the difficulty could be gradually solved.   
Even though the lack of critical thinking skills was a worry to about half of the respondents, this problem was observed to be a common complaint about Asian students among Western lecturers. As a complex and challenging undertaking (Kamler & Thomson, 2008), research requires of researchers of inquiring minds and critical thinking skills. As a result, research work could hardly be possible unless the researchers learned to challenge things and to ask the right questions. From this perspective, the limitation in critical thinking among Vietnamese students deserves proper attention, especially when Vietnamese students are generally so used to accepting ideas from teachers and books. 
It was noticeable that post graduate students learned to face these academic problems individually, rather than relying on an organized network. For example, our respondents reported to ask for help from their university staff, colleagues and friends, just like the solutions chosen by other international students (Abdullah, 2011) and this measure was regarded as their best choice. However, others chose to rely on their own efforts. A remarkable number (1/3) ignored this question as they might not have found a highly desirable option for their situations.

Recommendations

As these academic problems could negatively affect the lives of Vietnamese students physically, mentally, socially and academically, it is considered significant for those who consider going overseas to be well prepared for their studies in advance to ensure more success. First, they need to have a strong competence of English language, not only for communication but also for academic studies and research purposes. A comprehensive understanding of social and cultural values, for example the norms in class interaction, student-supervisor relationships, expected workload, and other expectations in the Western academic environment as well as their prospective universities, is considered highly beneficial to make their future studies more manageable. As research is an integral part of postgraduate education, it would be vital for post graduate students to equip themselves with research skills and to have a great passion for their research topic so that they can live and work with that topic for an extended time.  Another helpful suggestion for these students is to form a network of friends and colleagues that could help each other not only academically but also socially. 

The common lack of these skills among Vietnamese post graduate students as shown in this study also suggests that Vietnamese educators and educational authorities need to consider making adequate adjustments to the education to develop students' high order thinking skills, (analyzing and evaluating and creating), rather than teaching students to focus on lower thinking skills (remembering and understanding) as mentioned in Appendix 2. Also, higher education needs to be oriented towards research work so that it can serve as a basis for practical changes in life.  

The truth is that international need more assistance and support from local lecturers/ supervisors and the universities. Therefore, it is helpful for the university to survey their international students occasionally to understand their academic needs to give them more adequate supervision for better academic quality (Wang & Li, 2008; Zhou, 

 HYPERLINK "http://search.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Frey,+Christopher/$N?accountid=135225" \o "Click to search for more items by this author" Frey & Bang, 2011). The support from the university can be provided via establishing learning communities, organizing seminars on cultural and academic differences, as well as offering tutoring services (Yan & Berliner, 2009; Zhou, 

 HYPERLINK "http://search.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Frey,+Christopher/$N?accountid=135225" \o "Click to search for more items by this author" Frey & Bang, 2011). Also, it would be highly valuable if lecturers and supervisors could make their academic expectations more explicit to international students and could be more available for consultations (Burke & Wyatt-Smith, 1996).
In conclusion, even though the scope of this survey was rather small, the findings in this study could shed some light into Vietnamese postgraduates' academic challenges which may be doubled because these students are mostly middle aged and they often have other family and career responsibilities to attend to. This understanding could help them to develop some awareness of possible problems and adequate solutions when planning for their postgraduate studies overseas.  The findings might also provide some background knowledge for educators in foreign countries to help international students in reducing their academic difficulties and for Vietnamese educational authorities to map out policies and measures for capacity building, especially at higher levels. However, further investigations could be designed to explore the lecturers' perceptions about the students' challenges and how they helped their students in the process. 
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Appendix 1: Academic Problems Faced by Vietnamese Tertiary Students in Australia                   

Respondent’s profile

Gender:                   Age:           Length of time in Australia (up to now):                            Field of study:                              Level of study:  □MA/MSc              □PhD 

Institution (optional):

___________________________________________________________

1. What academic challenges did you face in your studies in Australia? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Essays   □Lectures/seminars □Reading   □Supervisors   □Dissertation 

□ Others (Please specify):                      □ N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious □N/A

2. What problems did you have with your essays? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Limited synthesis and analysis of materials     □Inadequate written English

□Lack of persuasive arguments/ personal ideas □Unable to meet deadlines

□Insufficient/inadequate reading references       □Unsatisfactory text organisation 

□ Others (Please specify)                                    □N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious □N/A

3. What problems did you have with your dissertation? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Lack of relevant reading materials        □Uninteresting topic

□ Lack of critical thinking skills             □Lack of understanding of topic

□ Ineffective research methods               □Unable to meet deadlines

□ Unsatisfactory text organization          □ Others (Please specify)                 □N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious □ N/A

4. What problems did you have with your lectures/seminars? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Limited negotiation skills         □Limited understanding of reading materials

□Limited presentation skills       □Limited note taking skills

□Limited contributions               □ Others (Please specify)            □ N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious □ N/A

5. What problems did you have with your reading? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□ Too many readings                  □ Unable to find adequate readings. 

□ Limited reading skills              □ Limited background knowledge

□ Limited time for reading          □ Challenging readings   □ N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious □ N/A

6. What problems did you have in working with your lecturers/supervisor(s)?

Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Your lack of negotiation skills             □Your lack of initiatives 

□Your lack of relevant knowledge         □ Your lack of English language

□Supervisors' feedback not very useful □ Supervisors' infrequent communication 

□ Lack of face to face communication   □ Supervisors' unhelpful attitudes

□ Your lack of effective questions         □ Others (Please specify)           □ N/A

How serious were these problems? Please tick a relevant box.

□Extremely serious □Very serious □Moderately serious □Slightly serious □Not serious  □N/A

7. What did you do to solve your academic problems? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□Asked for help  □Worked harder  □Left things as they were. □ Others (Please specify)                                             

8. Who did you ask for help? Please tick all relevant boxes.

□ Lecturers/supervisors in your institution            □ Friends     □Family

□ Lecturers/supervisors outside your institution   □Others (Please specify)     □ N/A

9. What solution(s) did you find most effective? Why?

Appendix 2: Bloom's taxonomy thinking skills

[image: image7.png]Application Applying
Gomprenension Understanding
Knowledge Remembering

0ld Version New Version




10

