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Abstract 
Active learning has been linked with increased student motivation, engagement and 
understanding of course material. It promotes deep learning, helping to develop critical 
thinking and writing skills in students. Less well understood, however, are the responses of 
international students to active learning. Using social constructivist theory, the purpose of this 
study is to examine domestic and international student perceptions of active learning 
introduced into large undergraduate Accounting Information Systems lectures. Several active 
learning strategies were implemented over one semester and examined through the use of 
semi-structured interviews as well as pre- and post- implementation surveys. Our results 
suggest broad improvements for international students in student engagement and 
understanding of unit material when implementing active learning strategies. Other key 
implications include international student preference for active learning compared with 
passive learning styles, and that international students may receive greater benefits from active 
learning strategies than domestic students due to social factors. Based on these findings this 
paper proposes that educators should seek to implement active learning to better assist and 
integrate students of diverse backgrounds. 

Keywords: active learning, lectures, international students, information systems, peer 
interaction, student engagement, collaborative learning  

1 Introduction 
The global demand for higher education is resulting in a rapid increase in the number of 
students desiring an international experience (Douglass and Edelstein 2015). Measured as the 
proportion of international students enrolled at tertiary education providers, Australia is 
among the countries with the highest levels of international students as a percentage of total 
tertiary enrolments, with approximately 17.5 percent in 2013 (OECD 2015). The higher 
education sector received 43.4 percent of all full-fee paying international students in Australia 
in 2015, with enrolments increasing by 9.1 percent and commencements increasing by 7.1 
percent compared to 2014 (Australian Government Department of Education and Training 
2015a). In 2015, education activity from international students living and studying in Australia 
contributed 18.2 billion Australian Dollars in exports, further contributing to the sustainability 
of its economy and universities (Australian Government Department of Education and 
Training 2015b).  

Faced with unfamiliar cultural and educational concepts, international university students 
often lack social capital in their host country (Neri and Ville 2008). The unfamiliarity with 
teaching strategies common in Western cultures is considered to be a learning shock for 
international students and presents an educational barrier  (Andrade 2006; Huang 2012).  The 
language barrier further limits international students from participating fully in the classroom 
learning environment (Kim 2011). These difficulties alongside the benefits of fostering 
international education experiences suggest that particular emphasis is placed on ensuring 
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that international students are provided with the tools necessary for a successful integration 
into their new context.  

Universities are considering different strategies to deal with the difficulties faced by diverse 
students in western classrooms and are increasingly moving towards more active learning 
strategies (Beetham and Sharpe 2013). A significant issue yet to be explored is how active 
learning impacts international students and their ability to learn in the host country. 
International students have been found to be challenged by foreign environments due to 
language and cultural differences (Andrade 2006; Huang 2012; Elliott and Reynolds 2014). 
International students often experience difficulties integrating into the new environment (Guo 
and Chase 2011), are challenged with new teaching styles (Rienties et al. 2012) and encounter 
problems with loneliness and isolation (Sawir et al. 2008). Research suggests that 
international students prefer to remain in familiar cultural and language groups rather than 
interacting or participating with domestic students (Eisenchlas and Trevaskes 2007; Dunne 
2009; Montgomery 2009). Given these challenges, a call for research to help understand the 
impact of active learning on international students is warranted. Such research would assist in 
understanding the experiences of international students to ensure their needs are being met 
(Taylor et al. 2015) and present a way to deal with frustrations of students and staff concerning 
difficulties with actively engaging and encouraging international students to attend class (Ellis, 
Cummings, and Turner 2009).  

This research aims to answer the research question, “How does active learning impact 
international students?” Given that active learning caters for a diverse range of learning styles, 
our study aims to understand how active learning strategies in large lectures impact 
international students. The paper’s distinct contribution is a discussion of how international 
students benefit from a variety of active learning methods that emphasise group learning. The 
aims of this paper are to understand and compare the impact of active learning on international 
and domestic students (RQ1), to investigate how international and domestic students perceive 
active learning compared to more traditional passive lecturing styles (RQ2) and to understand 
if and how international students are impacted by an active learning strategy (RQ3). We 
discuss student perceptions ascertained from pre- and post- implementation surveys and in-
depth focus group interviews. We elaborate on the issue of the effectiveness of active learning 
regarding its ability to integrate international students. The following section discusses related 
work and our methodology. We then examine the findings from surveys and interviews, before 
we conclude the paper and provide an overview of future research. 

2 Literature Review 
Motivated by a desire to move away from the prevalent passive teaching style and involve 
students in learning, a number of studies assess the integration of active learning in classroom 
environments (Córdoba and Piki 2012; Wu and Sankar 2013; Tan, Satin, and Lubwama 2013). 
Active learning is described as incorporating strategies that involve students in their learning 
processes to keep them engaged (Prince 2004). Active learning not only involves engaging with 
activities, students must also reflect, analyse, evaluate and communicate information (Fink 
2013). In comparison to “passive learning” methods whereby the teacher is responsible for 
instruction, active learning is student-centred and inductive (Smith and Cardaciotto 2011).  

Active learning has been found to assist in the creation of learning environments that engage, 
inspire and motivate business students to learn both the unit material and the soft skills 
required for their future careers (Auster and Wylie 2006; Richards and Marrone 2014). Several 
active learning studies have also focused on the benefits of collaborative learning. Cooperation 
may develop interpersonal relationships, strengthen social supports and improve self-esteem 
(Prince 2004). The social constructivist theory has been used by studies to underpin 
collaborative learning experiences (Cooperstein and Kocevar-Weidinger 2004; Woo and 
Reeves 2007; Schreiber and Valle 2013). This theory places the emphasis on the construction 
of knowledge by the learner, arguing that an individual’s knowledge is produced through the 
process of negotiating meanings with others (Savin-Baden and Major 2004). Au (1998) argues 
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that a learner’s cognitive development further depends on social interactions with more 
advanced and knowledgeable individuals. While engaging with peers and experts, learners 
generate ideas, negotiate, synthesise individual and group thinking processes, and refine tasks 
based on sharing insights and perspectives (Woo and Reeves 2007). Collaborative learning 
activities based on social constructivism offer learners opportunities to experience 
perspectives of students from diverse backgrounds and to develop critical thinking skills 
through assessing different viewpoints (Stacey 2007). In contrast to students working 
individually, social interaction enables increased discussion, enthusiasm, participation and 
experimentation. Students are resultantly more relaxed, confident and likely to share opinions 
(Cooperstein and Kocevar-Weidinger 2004).  

In response to the limitations of passive lecture formats, instructors have employed the use of 
multiple active learning strategies. Studies have examined collaborative learning (Opdecam 
and Everaert 2012; Brickner and Etter 2008; Cavanagh 2011) various games and simulations 
(Fowler 2006; Bentley, Brewer, and Eaton 2009) and mobile learning (Murphy et al. 2014). 
Research has found that social interaction is important for an individual’s cognitive ability 
development (Carroll and Ryan 2007). Peer interaction may also provide learners with 
heightened belonging, which can positively impact student retention rates and learning 
outcomes (Eames and Stewart 2008; Huijser, Kimmins, and Evans 2008). The possibility for 
students to discuss their interpretations with their peers exposes them to a wider diversity of 
perspectives than their teacher can provide (Liu and Carless 2006), which is particularly 
important in large classrooms where timely feedback from instructors is difficult (Rubin 
2006). Other studies have examined the use of interactive student response systems 
(Carnaghan and Webb 2007; Edmonds and Edmonds 2008; Blasco-Arcas et al. 2013). This 
strategy offers a solution that is logistically practical for large lectures, offering a method of 
increasing students’ metacognitive awareness and engagement levels (Hall et al. 2005; Pye et 
al. 2015) but it prevents increased social interaction among students, a common issue faced by 
traditional lectures (Pohl, Gehlen‐Baum, and Bry 2011). 

In business education, a review of 85 articles on active learning literature has shown that the 
most frequently occurring outcomes of introducing active learning were understanding of 
course material, student engagement and real-world understanding with the majority of the 
research carried out at the undergraduate level (Marrone et al. 2016). Previous research in the 
field of Information Systems have indicated the positive impacts of active learning in a face-
to-face environment on students, including an improvement in student satisfaction (Wu and 
Sankar, 2013), motivation and engagement (Córdoba and Piki, 2012), social interactions 
(Abrahams and Singh, 2013), and on student academic performance (Halttunen, 2005; Riley 
and Ward, 2015). Together, these studies highlight the positive impact that active learning has 
on students.   

However, the literature tells us little about the impact of active learning on international 
students, an increasingly predominant sector of universities worldwide (Kelly and Moogan 
2012). International students face a range of issues in adapting to a new lifestyle and culture 
including differences in learning styles, culture shock, homesickness and social difficulties 
(Sawir 2005). Problems with English language proficiency have also been found to be a 
persistent challenge for international students in new learning environments (Andrade 2006; 
Kim 2011). Studies have found that the language barrier limits the abilities of international 
students to convey their thoughts in English and to complete classroom tasks (Sawir 2005; 
Kim 2011). Alongside a perceived preference to remain in familiar cultural and language 
groups (Eisenchlas and Trevaskes 2007), limited English language ability creates obstacles for 
interaction with domestic students (Arkoudis et al. 2013). Assessment tasks common in 
western countries, including group discussion and classroom presentations, may additionally 
be unfamiliar to international students, further limiting their ability to become fully engaged 
with their peers (Kim 2011). Thus, the silence typically associated with international students 
in classroom environments may also be linked to their perceptions of being useless in group 
discussions and beliefs that domestic students perceive them to be deficient in some way 
(Hsieh 2007).  
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3 Case Setting 
Haar et al. (2002) argue that the ability to teach to the needs of learners with different learning 
styles has become increasingly important as student populations have diversified.  As such, a 
number of active learning strategies were incorporated into a second-year undergraduate 
accounting information systems unit at a Australian metropolitan university over the Session 
1 2015 teaching period. Consistent with the social constructivist theory, the integration of 
weekly in-class discussions and collaborative activities focused on simulating real-world 
concepts with direct links to the unit material sought to increase student participation and 
interaction. Student engagement and motivation were also addressed by collecting the names 
of those students who asked and answered questions during large group discussions in 
anticipation of a raffle held at the end with a prize relevant to that week’s topic. As an example, 
the prize offered in the lecture dedicated to the revenue cycle was a package of chocolate coins.  
Rewards are widely viewed as effective, motivating students to expend effort and to encourage 
their intrinsic interest in an activity (Brophy 2013). Socrative, a student response system, was 
also used intermittently to enable the lecturer to test critical thinking questions, formal 
assessment checkpoints and understanding of the content material (Blood et al. 2008). Before 
answering the questions in Socrative, students were asked to pair up and discuss their answers. 
These activities stressed the importance of collaborative learning in both small and large 
groups. In tutorials, a problem-based learning approach was followed.  

4 Research Approach 
Through a mixed-method approach, incorporating both pre- and post- surveys and semi-
structured interviews, student perceptions concerning the implementation of these active 
learning strategies were examined. Student responses from both Session 2 2014, before the 
implementation of the learning strategies, and Session 1 2015, in which the learning strategies 
were integrated, were recorded with the aim of better understanding changes in student 
perceptions. In accordance with Yin (2013), a case study design based on a mixed method 
approach was adopted, allowing for an increased depth of data to be obtained. Through 
complementing quantitative methods with qualitative, case study-based research, we enhance 
the validation of the research findings (Modell 2005). The questions posed in the Likert 
surveys were based on a question bank provided by the university. The interviews aimed to 
further develop the findings from the surveys.  

4.1 Surveys 

Survey research offers many advantages, including versatility, simplicity and speed and when 
performed correctly, can provide an accurate and efficient overview of a target population 
(Johnson, Bristow, and Schneider 2011). The survey was distributed to lectures of the unit in 
Session 1 2014 and Session 2 2015.   

Social constructivist theory suggests that students can gain a deepened understanding of the 
material by peer learning and being exposed to a wide variety of perceptions (Vygotsky 1980). 
Collaborative learning may be linked to such learning outcomes as increased student 
engagement, opportunities to assist learning (Chad 2012), a more positive course experience 
and developed teamwork skills (Reinig, Horowitz, and Whittenburg 2011). Learners become 
active in the process of knowledge acquisition as they participate in discussions and co-create 
knowledge through exchanging perspectives with other students (Brindley, Blaschke, and 
Walti 2009). Hence, we chose questions from the end of session learning and teaching survey 
that most closely aligned with these factors.  

In addition to demographical aspects, questions included: 

[CRT01] This teacher communicated well with the class. 

[CRT02] This teacher seemed enthusiastic about teaching the class. 

[CRT03] This teacher created a good environment for learning. 
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[CRT04] This teacher used methods and techniques that were effective in helping me learn. 

[CRT05] This teacher showed genuine interest in assisting students’ learning. 

[ENT01] This teacher motivated me to learn. 

[ENT02] This teacher used a style of presentation that held my interest. 

[ENT03] This teacher encouraged students to learn more about the ideas presented. 

[ENT04] This teacher encouraged students to participate in class. 

[GCU01] This unit enhanced my ability to think creatively. 

Each question was coded for easier analysis. Two hundred and twenty-two students 
participated in the pre- survey whereas 191 students responded to the post- survey, forming a 
total of 413 students. A high proportion of students involved in the surveys were international 
students and spoke a language other than English as their first language. They were also 
required to take the unit as a compulsory component of their degree program. There were 
slightly more males involved in the pre- survey as compared to females in the post- survey 
however this difference was not large. Although the second cohort was not comprised of the 
same students, their demographic similarity and a large number of students surveyed enabled 
comparisons to be made. Table 1 highlights the breakdown of students according to gender and 
student status.  

 

  

Gender Nationality 

Male  Female N/A International Domestic N/A 

Pre 92 98 32 105 94 19 

Post 71 107 13 101 60 29 

Pre (%) 41% 44% 14% 48% 43% 9% 

Post (%) 37% 56% 7% 54% 31% 15% 

Table 1: Demographic details of survey participants 

4.2 Interviews 

By securing rich descriptions and capturing the individual’s point of view, qualitative research 
is distinct from quantitative research methodologies (Yin, 2013). Semi-structured interviews 
are accessible, flexible and capable of uncovering important and often undisclosed aspects of 
human behaviour that surveys are not able to reveal (Qu and Dumay 2011).  

In the final weeks of Session 1 2015, semi-structured interviews were conducted with student 
volunteers enrolled in the unit, contributing to the data obtained from the surveys. Students 
were recruited by a research assistant and received gift cards for their participation. To 
minimise bias, the research assistant was not involved in teaching the unit. 

The interviews were held in focus groups. Focus groups enabled participants to respond to 
questions and prompts by the interviewer and other participants. As the active learning 
approach was collaborative and often required the group interaction of students, the use of 
focus groups is justified and considered extremely useful for studying the impact of individual’s 
interactions (Belanger, 2012). The interviews sought to address how students perceived the 
learning environment in the active learning classroom as compared to their other units and 
whether any challenges were faced with the aim of improving future offerings of the unit. Each 
focus group had a maximum of four students and involved the posing of open-ended questions. 

Open-ended questions were used to gain participants attitudes and opinions while 
simultaneously avoiding biasing respondents towards specific issues that the researchers 
deemed more important (Belanger, 2012). The final number of participants interviewed was 
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12 with four focus groups being conducted. Examination of a higher number of participants or 
focus groups was not necessary as the four focus groups offered rich data and provided 
opportunities for cross-case analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.188) state that researchers 
should collect data until “no new or relevant data seem to emerge”. After the final focus group 
increasing interview data was deemed unnecessary as the twelve interview participants across 
four focus groups represented the point of theoretical saturation.  

Of the twelve participants, nine were female and three were male, three were classified as 
international students while the remaining nine were domestic students. The students were 
split into four focus groups. The participants in each focus group were divided to create a more 
balanced sample however one focus group was comprised of two female students while another 
focus group had only domestic students.  

4.3 Analysis 

The data collected in the surveys was number-coded using a Likert scale with 1 being the lowest 
possible score and 5 being the highest possible score. Likert surveys are well-known, can be 
used to obtain data from a large number of respondents and enable statistical generalisation 
(Eyvindson et al. 2014). The mean for each outcome was calculated separately before a one-
way ANOVA test was used to identify statistical significance. One-way ANOVAs have 
previously been used by scholars to compare group differences in such aspects as learner 
satisfaction, learning achievements and participation (Jung et al. 2002), perceived cognitive 
learning (Rovai and Barnum 2007) and memorisation (Cherney 2008). 

The interviews were transcribed and analysed using both manual and software analysis to help 
avoid possible interpretation errors (Flick, 2008). Based on over four hours of interview data 
more than 24,000 words were transcribed. Initially, each interview transcript was manually 
coded by the researchers. As qualitative data is textual, unstructured and non-numerical, this 
process allowed for the emerging phenomena to be coherently compressed (Basit 2003). This 
helped the researchers gain insight into the data as well as control over the analytical process. 
By examining the interview data, the researchers were able to conceptualise key themes and 
commonalities both within and between focus groups. This helped extract overall impressions 
and tentative themes. To help further sort, organise, store and manage the large quantities of 
data involved in the study NVivo software was adopted. Although the use of the specialised 
qualitative software was implemented, it does not replace the researcher or their role in the 
analysis or interpretation of data (Morse et al., 2008). To categorise themes more easily, the 
research questions were referred to as part of the coding process. NVivo was found to be a 
useful tool for linking the data with emerging concepts and themes. To aid in the transparency 
of findings, illustrative quotes from focus group participants are used to emphasise key themes 
or issues that emerged from manual and software analysis (Pratt 2008, 2009). For each 
illustrative quote, the participant is provided a pseudonym so that they may remain 
anonymous.  

5 Findings 
This section commences by seeking to understand how active learning is perceived by both 
international and domestic students. First, we present the survey results, comparing the 
impact on these student cohorts before and after the active learning strategies were 
implemented (RQ1). Following this, the interview data from focus groups is presented to 
highlight how international and domestic students perceive active and passive learning 
strategies (RQ2). Finally, the paper will seek to address the impact of active learning on 
international students (RQ3).   

5.1 Overall findings from surveys 

RQ1: The impact of active learning on international and domestic students 

To assess the impact of active learning on both international and domestic students (RQ1), 
one-way ANOVAs and an analysis of means were used to analyse the pre- and post-
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implementation survey data. The overall means are presented in Figure 1 and highlights an 
increase in mean across all aspects assessed. Additionally, Figure 2 shows that the standard 
deviations for all outcomes decreased in the second survey, indicating that the active learning 
strategies lead to overall higher mean scores with lower variability. 

 
Figure 1: Means for survey outcomes 

 
Figure 2: Standard Deviation (SD) for survey outcomes 

As highlighted by Table 2, there was a statistically significant difference between pre- and post-
implementation groups as determined by one-way ANOVAs for all ten outcomes examined, 
suggesting that the introduction of active learning was associated with improvements in all 
aspects investigated. The size of the effect (r) was calculated for all appropriate analyses.  
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Outcome F p r 

[CRT01] This teacher communicated well with the 
class 

F (1,378)  = 24.937  0.001 0.25 

[CRT02] This teacher seemed enthusiastic about 
teaching the class. 

F (1,375)  = 22.077 0.001 0.24 

[CRT03] This teacher created a good environment 
for learning 

F (1,382)  = 22.333 0.001 0.24 

[CRT04] This teacher used methods and techniques 
that were effective in helping me learn 

F (1,381)  = 32.06 0.001 0.28 

[CRT05] This teacher showed genuine interest in 
assisting students’ learning 

F (1,373)  = 22.241 0.001 0.24 

[ENT01] This teacher motivated me to learn. F (1,378)  = 23.979 0.001 0.24 
[ENT02] This teacher used a style of presentation 
that held my interest. 

F (1,367)  = 28.211 0.001 0.27 

[ENT03] This teacher encouraged students to learn 
more about the ideas presented. 

F (1,378)  = 23.658 0.001 0.24 

[ENT04] This teacher encouraged students to 
participate in class. 

F (1,380)  = 39.386 0.001 0.25 

[GCU01] This unit enhanced my ability to think 
creatively 

F (1,371)  = 30.191 0.001 0.27 

Table 2: Statistical significance of improvements in survey outcomes 

The results suggest that active learning strategies can positively affect student perceptions of 
the lecture.  Specifically, our results suggest that when active learning is introduced into a large 
lecture hall, students may perceive improvements in the lecturer's communication skills, 
enthusiasm and interest in assisting student’s learning and will benefit from the creation of a 
good learning environment and the use of effective learning techniques. The students reported 
higher motivation to learn, participate, think creatively and remain interested in the unit 
material.  

5.2 Survey perceptions of international students concerning active learning 

In the following, we compare how international and domestic students perceived the active 
learning introduced into the Accounting Information Systems lectures (RQ1). A comparison of 
means is provided in Figure 3. Similarly, for international students, the means for all aspects 
assessed increased, suggesting that improvements in all areas examined by the surveys were 
noted. In comparison, the differences between means (pre and post) for international students 
tended to be higher than for domestic students in both surveys, indicating that international 
students may perceive a greater positive impact on active learning than domestic students. 
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Figure 3: Comparison of the means for international and domestic students for survey 
outcomes 

A one-way ANOVA was calculated of international students' perception of their learning 
experience before and after the introduction of active learning.  The analysis presented in Table 
3 highlights that the improvements in all ten variables analysed were statistically significant. 
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  F p r 
[CRT01] This teacher communicated well with the 
class. 

F (1,193)  = 20.484 0.001 0.31 

[CRT02] This teacher seemed enthusiastic about 
teaching the class. 

F (1,193)  = 24.492 0.001 0.34 

[CRT03] This teacher created a good environment for 
learning. 

F (1,200)  = 22.597 0.001 0.32 

[CRT04] This teacher used methods and techniques 
that were effective in helping me learn. 

F (1,196)  = 15.179 0.001 0.27 

[CRT05] This teacher showed genuine interest in 
assisting students’ learning. 

F (1,196)  = 13.991 0.001 0.26 

[ENT01] This teacher motivated me to learn. F (1,195)  = 16.140 0.001 0.28 
[ENT02] This teacher used a style of presentation that 
held my interest. 

F (1,190)  = 29.386 0.001 0.30 

[ENT03] This teacher encouraged students to learn 
more about the ideas presented. 

F (1,196)  = 18.813 0.001 0.30 

[ENT04] This teacher encouraged students to 
participate in class. 

F (1,197)  = 27.771 0.001 0.35 

[GCU01] This unit enhanced my ability to think 
creatively. 

F (1,193)  = 22.479 0.001 0.32 

Table 3: Statistical significance of improvements in survey outcomes for international 
students 

Our results suggest that incorporating active learning into the classroom has a greater impact 
on international students than domestic students. International students may appreciate being 
immersed in an active learning environment to a greater extent than domestic students. In the 
interviews, international students tended to report outcomes that could be closely linked to the 
statements “this teacher encouraged students to participate in class” and “this teacher created 
a good environment for learning.” As can be observed from Table 3, these outcomes were 
amongst those that experienced the most significant improvements.  

5.3 Focus group perceptions from international and domestic interviewees 
comparing active and passive learning 

RQ2: How international and domestic students perceive active learning compared with 
passive lecturing styles 

Our findings suggest that both international and domestic students had similar perceptions of 
learning styles, with participants highlighting the benefits of active learning over a more 
passive approach. A key outcome of the interviews was the emphasis on increased levels of 
student engagement due to active learning. Both domestic and international students found 
that the introduction of activities into the lecture improved student engagement, comparing 
this with passive lectures in which students are commonly disengaged. According to Elias: 

“It was actually very engaging because usually in other lectures, there’s just a lot of 
passive, just sitting down, just listening. But this one was good because you engaged 
more with the lecture.” 

Students reinforced the notion that engaging and active lectures better-supported student 
learning. Passive lectures do not encourage student engagement whereas active lectures 
provide students with greater opportunity to respond, encouraging students to discuss the unit 
material and reprocess what has been taught. Another student, Ruby, echoes this sentiment, 
suggesting that the teaching materials in the active learning lectures help students to 
understand more. 
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“Like in my lecture, she [the lecturer] just gets the slides and finish and go earlier. But 
that [active learning] lecturer, he keeps more activities and slides, so we can actually 
know what he’s trying to explain.” 

Another significant comparison between active and passive lectures mentioned by both 
domestic and international students was the possibility to make friends and feel a sense of 
connection. According to both groups, there is little possibility to interact with the students 
seated nearby in passive lectures due to the focus placed on listening to the teaching staff. In 
comparison, the students of this study felt they were able to chat and get to know other students 
in the active lectures due to the integration of collaborative activities. The integration of group 
work in applying theory to practice exposed students to a wide variety of different perspectives, 
questioning their notion of the truth. According to Mark: 

“There was an activity where we had to describe the methods that we use to make tea. 
That was to demonstrate that not everyone develops the system in the same way… I 
was able to see that some people developed tea without using milk [laughter], some 
people think that it should be used with milk like me [laughter]. So people have 
different cultural backgrounds and different perspectives of the way we do things.” 

The benefits associated with the active learning strategies resulted in both domestic and 
international students feeling more motivated to attend lectures. A number of students 
reported that they feel unmotivated to attend lectures in which there is little opportunity to ask 
questions or interact. Selina perceives studying at home to be more beneficial when she is 
unable to understand the content of passive lectures. In comparison, the active lectures helped 
her to better understand greater amounts of content in a shorter amount of time: 

“Sometimes I feel that with the other lectures… if you don’t understand it, you don’t 
feel motivated to come. It just seems like I can study at home and understand it better. 
But these lectures I feel, really do help me understand the work, and I don't have to 
put so much effort when I go home”. 

5.4 Focus group perceptions from international interviewees discussing 
benefits of active learning 

RQ3: How are international students impacted by an active learning strategy 

In this section, we aim to explore why active learning was particularly effective for 
international students. We focus on key themes that emerged from the interview data. Overall 
international student perceptions of active learning approaches during lectures are positive 
suggesting that international students perceive active learning to be highly beneficial.  

A key theme that emerged from focus groups was that international students felt active 
learning strategies assisted them in understanding the course content. Students reported that 
the activities helped to make intangible concepts more comprehensible and easy to 
understand. By focusing on examples after introducing theory, active learning can improve 
students’ ability to apply difficult theoretical concepts. For Ruby, the tea activity, in which 
students were instructed to write a procedure for brewing tea, helped her understand how the 
same task can be achieved in a number of equally beneficial ways. Active learning activities 
such as the tea activity help students to understand the different processes that organisations 
have, thereby helping a topic that was intangible and difficult to understand become 
comprehensible. This highlights the importance of using examples that students are familiar 
with to guide their comprehension. As Ruby highlights:  

“So that shows a difference and then we know that different people will have different 
processes to do one thing. So different organisations will have [different] process for 
what they’re doing.”  

The active learning strategies for the international student interviewees provided exposure to 
a wide variety of different perspectives through collaborative learning. Several interviewees 
placed an emphasis on the benefits of student interaction, stressing their satisfaction in being 
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able to understand a concept from another student’s point of view. Student interaction was a 
critical aspect of this as it forced students to engage with others and resulted in a broader 
understanding of the different ways in which a topic can be approached and understood. 
According to Laurice: 

“When you interact with people, you always get good ideas. And they also help you 
more to understand that topic.” [SIC] 

Through the collaborative learning activities, students are encouraged to interact with a 
number of students. This contrasts with the traditional lecture where there is limited 
opportunity for students to discuss the topic and form their own meanings and interpretations. 
This aspect was particularly prominent for Wonder: 

“Someone’s sitting next to you in a lecture, because everyone’s listening to the lecturer 
and that’s all, after two hours, “Okay, we’re done, just leave.” But he asks us to talk in 
pairs and discuss the questions.” 

These factors helped to ensure an environment in which international students felt safe to 
participate in class discussions. For Laurice, the emphasis placed by the lecturer on asking 
questions and providing encouragement helped her to feel more comfortable to interact. This 
sentiment was also echoed by other interviewees who felt that the active learning strategies 
helped to promote more class participation than passive learning lectures. Students can often 
find it difficult to express themselves in front of large groups of people due to fear of being 
laughed at.  The active learning environment ensured that they felt comfortable in discussions. 
As Laurice emphases; 

“But like more than 30 students, I’m still feeling nervous. But I think in the lecture, it’s 
okay. Even if I give the wrong answer, no one will laugh at you or something. It’s just 
a very fair discussion, like a huge group discussion.” 

Another key theme that emerged was the number and quality of peer interactions that 
international students experienced because of an active learning approach. This helped them 
achieve a sense of belonging and friendship. The ability to make friends is a beneficial aspect 
of the active learning strategies implemented. A recurrent theme in the interviews was a desire 
amongst interviewees to be involved and be a part of the community nurtured in the active 
learning classroom. The collaborative learning activities can be particularly helpful in ensuring 
belonging due to the potential for making friends through interactions enforced through the 
activities. As Ruby discusses; 

“I think I have a sense of belonging because we have to discuss one question with the 
one sitting next to me all the time… We can make friends every lecture, like the one 
sitting next to me. I think that’s good.”   

6 Discussion 
The present study was designed to investigate how and why international and domestic 
students perceive and are impacted by active learning strategies within lectures. The first 
research question in this study sought to determine the impact of active learning on both 
international and domestic students. Our results indicate that both international and domestic 
participants perceived that the active learning strategies implemented increased their 
understanding, satisfaction with the unit and desire to participate, thus strengthening their 
ability to progress through the course. Our results show the benefits of active learning in 
addressing a wide range of concerns, ensuring that students feel comfortable to express 
themselves and enhancing their learning opportunities. In a context in which lectures can be 
described as depersonalised experiences (Smith and Cardaciotto 2011), these contributions are 
particularly noteworthy.   

The study also set out to investigate how international and domestic students perceive active 
learning to differ from more traditional passive lecturing styles. Our findings highlight that 
international and domestic students were found to appreciate the opportunity to explore new 
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ways of learning, enabling them to more readily express their viewpoints and participate in 
class discussions. In the case of international students, previous studies indicate that typically 
Asian students participate less in group discussions or debate in class and are less keen to ask 
or answer questions (Duanmu, Li, and Chen 2009). International students may face difficulties 
in adjusting to a new learning style (Jackson 2003) given the emphasis placed on alternate 
learning styles in different educational paradigms (Hawthorne, Minas, and Singh 2004; Wong 
2004). Our findings for international students, however, indicate an increased motivation to 
participate and motivation to learn. Increases in engagement and participation were indicated 
by both the surveys and interviews. International students indicated that a good environment 
for learning was created and that they were able to benefit from the focus on active learning 
and collaborative activities. Similar to the findings of Chalmers and Volet (1997), these results 
challenge university educators to reconsider their views of international students being surface 
learners who are passive and non-participatory in class.  

Finally, we explore why international students are impacted by an active learning strategy. 
Results show that the exposure of students to different perspectives helped them to form a 
deeper understanding of the unit material as their perceptions were shaped by the knowledge 
and experiences of their peers. The comments made by the interviewees resemble the positions 
articulated by the social constructivist theory; that knowledge is co-constructed through 
working cooperatively with peers.  Through peer interaction, beliefs were challenged, and the 
effects of cultural backgrounds on the students’ initial perceptions were made apparent. In this 
process, students gained an increased sense of belonging and inclusion. These findings 
contrast those of other studies, which have found that international students tend to feel 
alienated and isolated, resulting in undermined confidence, reduced motivation, decreased 
participation and withdrawal from learning opportunities (Treloar et al. 2000; Hawthorne, 
Minas, and Singh 2004). Instead, our study highlights that the exposure of a multicultural 
cohort to active learning may benefit students in a number of ways, including by enhancing 
opportunities for peer interaction and belonging. This understanding is particularly important 
as positive changes in self-perceptions including scholastic competence, self-worth, and 
likelihood to complete college degrees are linked with improved social networks (Pittman and 
Richmond 2008; Wilson and Gore 2013). Campbell and Li’s (2007) research found that group 
work could provide international students with opportunities to improve their English 
language skills, enhance their cultural understandings and develop their teamwork, 
interpersonal communication and negotiation skills. This study builds on this and highlights 
that when collaborative learning tasks require different skills and approaches to complex 
problems, placing students in culturally heterogeneous groups can result in more advanced 
learning outcomes.  

Overall, the study’s findings highlight the need for educators to design the learning approach 
such that students can participate and express their viewpoints. We conclude that breaking 
large student cohorts into small groups may be especially beneficial for international students 
as they feel more comfortable and have a greater motivation to learn. As indicated by our study, 
students can brainstorm ideas in a smaller, safer social environment and are more confident 
in expressing their views to a larger audience. Taken together, these findings emphasise the 
importance of transitioning from passive learning modes to a more active and cohesive 
approach. The findings of this study highlight that the introduction of active learning may 
assist in improving the tertiary learning experience providing important insights for other 
university educators. 

Results of this study are inherently limited. The preliminary results of this study represent only 
a small sample of the student cohort enrolled in this unit over the two semesters. Thus, the 
results from the self-selected small sample of students included in the interviews may not be 
reflective of the broader population. Furthermore, while the survey and focus group questions 
focused on the lecture, tasks completed in tutorials may also affect the perception of students. 
Further qualitative research examining larger groups of international students would be 
beneficial. This study also focused solely on an Australian context. As results may differ 
between contexts, similar studies in other countries with different cohorts are needed to 
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support our findings. Nevertheless, our study reports findings from an important yet under-
researched study area. We provide support for the use of active learning in large lectures with 
diverse student cohorts, using a wider range of strategies to support student learning than in 
previous studies in this area. We place greater emphasis on differentiating between the 
perceptions of international and domestic students and are the first that we know of to report 
on the reasons why international students may benefit from active learning. Importantly our 
findings show that international students may benefit from active learning strategies to a 
greater extent than domestic students. 

This research represents a step forward in our understanding of the benefits of active learning 
strategies for both domestic and international students. However, future research should 
continue to seek to understand which obstacles active learning can assist in overcoming. A 
large body of literature suggests that international students must cope with a number of 
different obstacles when compared with domestic students. Common obstacles mentioned in 
the literature include difficulties to socially integrate into the host country (Rienties et al. 
2012), academic perceptions of international students’ English language ability (Arkoudis et 
al. 2013) and feelings of homesickness (Baba and Hosoda 2014). Future research might also 
seek to address the academic culture shock experienced by international students and how 
active learning might help in this area. The opinions of lecturers and teaching staff on how they 
perceive active learning rather than passive teaching approaches to benefit international 
students would also be a prudent topic of research. This would aid in the understanding of 
teaching strategies for international students and inform future policy so that the demands and 
needs of teaching staff are also met. 

7 Conclusion 
This research aims at obtaining survey and interview data concerning the perceptions of 
international and domestic students towards active learning in lectures in an undergraduate 
accounting information systems course. The findings of this research clearly highlight that 
active learning is perceived positively by both student groups, improving student attitudes 
towards the course and teaching staff, engagement and participation. International students, 
in particular, benefited from this learning strategy with its emphasis on integration and 
participation in weekly lectures. Active learning provided students with an environment in 
which they felt safe, supporting peer interaction and a heightened ability to apply and 
understand theoretical concepts. Furthermore, our findings indicate that social constructivist 
theory assists with better understanding the complexities inherent in collaborative learning. 
Students were exposed to a wide variety of perspectives rather than merely the lecturer’s view, 
helping them to shape and reshape their thoughts and perspectives. Students learnt from each 
other and were involved in the co-construction of knowledge. This study can aid in the 
development of institutional planning by providing key insights into the ways that active 
learning may benefit both domestic and international students.  
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