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Foreword

Kristen A. Renn, PhD
Associate Professor of Higher, Adult, & Lifelong Education
Michigan State University

In this thoughtfully designed and implemented study of Student
Support Services (SSS) at Curtin University of Technology, Kang Li
presents an in-depth look at one institution that serves as a window into
issues of student affairs that are increasingly seen worldwide. At a time
when institutions throughout the world are learning to adapt to a
globalized higher education market, the provision of student services to
domestic and international students has never been more important.

Attending to increasing domestic diversity—in terms of gender, race and

ethnicity, language, ability, religion, and social class—as well as
increasing international exchange among students and faculty calls on
student affairs and services providers to consider the kinds of issues
Kang Li presents in this book. If we are serious about providing
meaningful, inclusive learning opportunities for students, we must
attend to the kinds of services we offer, the quality of those services,
and their accessibility to students. In this mixed-methods study of a
highly internationalized campus, Kang Li provides both an example of
how to evaluate campus services and a model of how those services might
be provided.

First, he sets the stage for understanding the context of the study

by introducing the reader to key topics in student affairs, including
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transition from secondary to tertiary education, access and equity,
campus climate, and enhancing the learning community through holistic
support for students. Drawing on student services literature from
Australia and other British Commonwealth countries., Kang Li locates

his study among other institutional and cross-institutional studies of

student services. He notes that access—who gets in—is important, but
retention and persistence to graduation—who gets out with a degree—are
just as important. He further argues that persistence is in large part a
function of the quality and availability of student services. Kang Li takes
the approach that focusing on performance indicators is one way to begin
to improve programs and services for students.

Using evidence from his study, Kang Li points to several ways that
student services might be improved at the research site. But his study
conveys a larger message: conducting in-depth assessment of student
services that accounts for student and staff perceptions, observations,
and document analysis can lead to specific recommendations for
improvements. Some recommendations may require substantial re-
thinking of how we provide services to the general student population
and to specific sub-populations (e. g., women, men, international
students, students with disabilities). But other improvements may come
from less complicated strategies to improve communication about
services we offer, to make services available at times and places
convenient for students, and to use technology more effectively to reach
students who may not be closely connected to the campus.

As we seek to increase access to higher education and to include
student populations previously excluded, while keeping costs affordable,
we will need to become more efficient and effective in providing student
services that will keep students engaged, help them adjust to
postsecondary education, and ultimately lead to their learning and

development. There is not one solution to this challenge, and the work
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of multiple student services units will be necessary. Providing multiple
access points to student support—as Curtin University appears to do—
may be a high-yield strategy that leads to optimal student success.

As Kang Li points out, attention to cultural differences among
students, such as those between students from eastern and western
cultures, may influence perceptions of access and availability of student
services. Even if international students from eastern cultures evaluate
the services themselves as highly effective, they may not feel
comfortable using these services. SSS have been shown to be effective in
easing transition and adjustment of international students, but getting
these students connected to important campus resources remains a
challenge. Knowing that students who do use the services find them
effective allows us to say with more confidence to any international
student, “Come. You are welcome here. We can help you be a more
successful—and more content—student at our institution. ”

Of course, that which benefits one population of students often
benefits others. Providing accessible student services and welcoming
international students will likely have a salutary effect on domestic
students from different backgrounds as well. In a competitive global
higher education marketplace, a reputation for high quality student life
will be an asset in attracting students. Ideally, that high quality of
student life will translate into student success, learning, and
development for all students.

This book provides keys to understanding one institution’s Student
Support Services, and thus provides both an assessment template that
could be replicated on other campuses and a window into the larger issue
of SSS in Australia and elsewhere. Through assessment and institutional
research, we can gain a better understanding of how to use student
affairs and services to improve the quality of student life, student

learning, and student success.
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Preface

Greg Dick )
Director of International Programs
School of Education

Curtin University of Technology
September 2008

When I was asked to write a short preface to the work of my former
student Kang Li, I was delighted and thrilled by the request. We
originally met some seven years ago at Curtin University in Perth,
Western Australia, where I subsequently became his supervisor for his
Master’s degree. Since that time we have maintained contact, albeit
irregular, which has allowed me to follow the progress of my “past

student” with great interest.

For me it was an especially important relationship which I developed
with Kang Li during his time at Curtin. It can be readily understood that
even the most rewarding interactions between teacher and student, may
never develop into a sustained connection over time. In épite of our
separation by distance and the usual preoccupations of everyday life we
have been able to maintain that connection. Thus it has been a source of
great pleasure for me to observe and enjoy the success of my “past

student” as he has continued his scholarship in the United States.

Anyone who has undertaken research will know what a difficult business
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it can be. The typical concerns for those who start out upon formal
academic research are manifold. They comprise such elemental things
as, where to begin and what direction to take. Perhaps the kind and type
of methods employed to collect the necessary evidence will also be a
crucial consideration. These and other factors make the task a
confounding one, especially as the scholar embarks on this journey for

the first time.

For those who have undertaken research the concerns about technical
issues such as these and others will be more than evident. In many cases
the difficulty is that while the researcher has a clear and systematic plan
of their enterprise, the task rarely unfolds accordingly. As is often said,
“The best laid plans of mice and men go awry.” And so it is with

research activity and usually more often than supervisors would wish.

The new researcher will worry about all the unknown factors ahead that
even the clearest plan and direction may compromise. In the beginning,
what is mostly vaguely understood needs the passage of time and action
to clarify and refine the task. For the individual researcher the likely
concerns are often essential anxieties about the amount of time for
completion. Have I bitten off more than I can chew may be a question]
Of similar ilk is the concern about how the research student may, “get
on with their supervisor”. Such basic questions and many others are
foremost in the minds of the researcher as they approach their academic

task.

And as if that was not sufficient to create a state of uncertainty and
anxiety what can also be added is the difficulty of working in a new
environment, culture or community. It is not too hard to imagine the

difficulty of embarking on research where all around you is new and the
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familiar supports that you find at home are no longer to be found.
Students in a foreign country have to adjust quickly, find a quiet place to
work and attend to a way of life that is mostly unfamiliar and usually
challenging. Finally for most there is the matter of language. To take on
all these challenges may be both exciting and novel but more frequently
it is demanding and at times bewildering. To consider that such a
student is expected to speak, read and write and conceive and construct
their research in another language is daunting. The faculty, especially in
countries like Australia, are inclined to put the onus on their students to
take responsibility for their own learning while they speak a form of

English peculiar to the ears of outsiders.

Thus it was that in the autumn of 2002 1 was greeted at my office door
by an elegant man with an amiable face and polite demeanour. His
enquiry to me concerned the prospect of assistance with his research
project, which although it had commenced, was faltering a little, though
through no fault of his own. At the time I was not aware that he had a
very limited time in which to complete his research as it was scheduled

for examination just a few months hence.

This was to prove to be the beginning of my relationship with Kang Li.
It was also the beginning of a most interesting time in which T learned
much about the character of my student, as well as his family and life in
China. I recall many of our conversations now, as I write, which ranged
across an array of topics as we discussed his academic concerns in the
gaps between our lively interchanges. I quickly came to value our

meetings and conversations as those which occur between close friends.

There were occasions when Kang Li would arrive at my office and we

would sit at the small table and deliberate over all the matters of his
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efforts. Whether we were discussing the list of people to interview, the
suitable construction of surveys, the tasks of analysis, the problems of
writing up the work or similar matters, it seemed that time passed
effortlessly. We might discuss the progress of the work or proof read
and correct the text and writing. We had very animated sessions about
language expression as I would frequently ask him to recollect in his own
words what he had written. My advice was always to write down
precisely what he had said and use his words in the manuscript to make
his meaning clear. It seemed to succeed and I always knew that he would
take the work away and duly return with a corrected and clarified version

before moving on to the next stage in the progress of his task.

The work that Kang Li embarked upon was significant as it was relevant
to the workings of the university in which it was conducted. Curtin
University has the largest number of enrolled students of any institution
on the west coast of Australia. By other standards it is a large campus
with over 40, 000 students partly comprised by about a quarter of this
number, who come from countries overseas. Either for local students or
for foreign students, the University has a proper and critical interest in
how well it serves its constituents, Any examination of the provision of
student support services within the institution is able to throw light on
the quality of the organisation. Where such a diverse student population
exists, where expectations and assumptions are different, with a wide
variety of teaching and learning styles evident, such information is
crucial to educational improvement. Canvassing the strengths or
weaknesses of support provided for students, grounded in the reality of
people’s experience of learning is in the best interest of all the

participants in the process.

For that reason and for many others evident to the reader of this work,
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the original project was subject to commendation by Curtin University.
Each year an award is made by the School of Education at Curtin for the
most notable research project at the Master’s degree level. Kang Li’s
work received the prestigious John Lake Medal, named in honour of a
former Dean of the School of Education at the University. His efforts
were publically commended at the University by this acknowledgment.
This is remarkable when considered against the competition and natural
advantage which local Australian students might enjoy. It also indicates
the insight and ability of Kang Li to bring this work to such suitable
completion. Furthermore, when all of the inevitable difficulties which
arise along the way are considered and which Kang Li faced in conceiving
and constructing this undertaking, it is especially a testament to a good

heart and a good mind.

I know that the work that Kang Li completed here some years ago, will
be of interest in the future, as well as to other institutions involved in
higher education. For me there is the legacy of the work and the person

and I was in the fortunate and privileged position to be able to enjoy

both.
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