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CHAPTERTEN

WELCOME TOWOLLONGONG,
HOSTCOMMUNITIES AND INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS

GILLIAN VOGL AND PETERKELL

Introduction

The relationship that international students haitt wmembers of the
community is very significant (Ward 2006). The wdlyat various
community representatives and residents respondetgcomers will
impact on the extent to which these newcomers bleta participate as
full members of their host communities rather th@maining on the
periphery. The depiction of international studebis the media also
influences the perceptions that community membare lof newcomers
and their attitudes towards these newcomers. A sfooua building
nurturing and welcoming communities is imperative providing an
inclusive environment in which all members are atdefully engage
which is important for the health and wellbeingimternational students.
However, studies with international students shdomat tmost students
access support from within their educational ingitihs and many only
have very superficial contact with the broader camity (Ward 2006).

The initial part of this chapter draws on reseatttdt has emerged
from a number of projects carried out by Kell andgV/(2006, 2007 &
2008) that have highlighted the issues that inteynal students face
while studying and living in Australia. In this paof the chapter, the
relationship between the media’s portrayal of iméional students and
their acceptance into the community will be exptbréhe second part of
this chapter discusses the Welcome to Wollongomgept (W2W) that
emerged as a result of the findings from this nededThe Welcome to
Wollongong project” had a number of aims:
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» To assess the needs of international studentshendttitudes of
domestic students towards international students,

» To create greater links between the community amgeusity
with regard to international students,

e To involve community organisations, business groufagth
groups, social clubs, community residents, domeatid
international students in helping to welcome in&tiomal
students,

* To reduce racism towards international studentshiwitthe
university and broader community and raise awaerds
the contribution that international students make tie
communities in which they live and

» To create opportunities for enhanced intercultuedhtionships

between international students and members of the

Wollongong community.

Background Literature

The majority of research carried out with regard itternational
students suggests both that international studesuts and expect to form
friendships with local students and that this iat¢ion is important for
international students’ social, psychological ammademic well being.
According to Sidhu (2004) Australia is sold aswdgtdestination to Asia,
through a marketing strategy that presents Auatealid its universities as
friendly, ethnically diverse, safe and free fromisan. However, in reality
the amount of contact between international andedtin students is low
with many international students experiencing mracénd threats to their
safety both on campus and in the broader community.

Deumert et al. (2006) interviewed 202 students fdgmationalities.
Students were asked if they had experienced lagsdiand isolation since
they had been in Australia with 65 per cent of sthid saying that they
had. 50 per cent of students stated that they x@elienced discrimination
with more woman reporting experiences of discriiarathan men. 9 per
cent of the students interviewed said that theyndidfeel safe and secure
in Australia. The majority of students who had eigreced discrimination
reported problems of discrimination, bad treatneamd racism. Students
from China and Malaysia experienced more discritiona However, it
was students from India and China who felt lesg $iaing in Australia
(Deumert et al., 2006).

In Robertson et al's (2000) study, while most taefssodes appeared
to occur in the broader community, a total numbied® incidents were
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mentioned by 20 students as happening within theetsity. Some of the
incidents involved; being laughed at in class, lcstadents expressing
frustration over the English language proficienéynternational students
when they were doing presentations and also afltbb¢ lecturers paid
less attention to international students than ¢allstudents.

Novera (2004) states that not enough attention been paid to
religious backgrounds with regard to both social anltural adjustment
and the attitudes of others. The Islamic prohibitan drinking alcohol
makes it harder for students from Muslim backgrauttdmix with many
of the local students where drinking alcohol, wasrhany, part of student
culture. Many of the participants in Novera's (206tudy felt that both
the Bali bombings and the media focus on radidahisterrorism and the
wars in Irag and Afghanistan had resulted in insegaracism towards
Indonesians and Muslims. They felt that it was mouch harder to be an
Indonesian student studying in Australia. Studemtse also upset over
the 'soft marking debate' that implied that intéioral students had low
academic standards and were in some way resporfsiblewering the
educational standard of Australian Universities.

The media plays a large role in how communitiesvwieewcomers.
Rhee and Sagaria’s (2004) analysis of the way iichwthe US media
constructs international students is relevant te way international
students have essentially been reflected in thetr@lien media.
According to Rhee and Sagaria’'s (2004) internatiostadents are
depicted in the media as capital, subjugated others person’s with
limited individual identities. International studsnare represented as
inferior to local citizens. Within the Australian emlia, international
students have been characterised as a homogenoup gvho are
responsible for lowered academic standards anceased plagiarism,
while simultaneously being characterized as castsdbat are keeping
under-funded universities afloat. Internationaldstots are characterised
as corrupt, enrolling in study as an excuse to stajustralia and as not
only taking the university places of local studdmi$ now also competing
with locals for graduate jobs (SMH Nov'22006; SMH March 27 2007;
SMH September 17 2007). These media stories high#g“crisis” that
creates negative perceptions of international stisdand community
attitudes towards those students.

Rees and Taylor (2003) surveyed 80 internationabesits at a
university in Melbourne about both their destinatichoices and their
reasons for choosing to study in Australia. Whetidieg where to study,
over 60% of students made the decision themsekl/és ahere to study,
for 28% it was a joint decision between themseked their parents and
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for 11% of students it was their parent's decisibiearly half of the

students interviewed obtained information about nehte study through
word of mouth, 30% from IDP, nearly 28% from theéemmet and 25%
from course guides. 43% of the students that thegveyed had

experienced racism off campus and nearly 27% onpaamThese
students will go home and tell potential studeritsua their experiences
and evidence from Rees and Taylor's (2003) studygssts that there is
evidence that shows that potential students havecome to Australia
due to the threats of racism.

The study

The research data described below has emerged drowamber of
research projects conducted by Kell and Vogl betw2@05 and 2008.
These all involved qualitative research method& wifocus on purposive
and snowball sampling. The sample in the initiabjget included
interviews and focus groups with university staffidainternational
students at a university and also internationadlestis and teachers at a
university college. The subsequent research ingoimerviews and focus
groups with both international and domestic stuslemtd representatives
from business and community organizations in tleavirra.

Many of the international students that Kell andgVepoke to, felt
that domestic students and people in the largemuamity didn’t really
want to get to know them, at best they were sugialfy friendly. As one
student stated:

In general Australian students, they just don'tecdsecause maybe the
cultural difference, because in my country whenrghis some foreign
student, usually we approach them first, | fee likey just don’t care.

Nearly all the research on intercultural relatiagpshhas been with
international students and there is a paucity séaech that has focused
on asking local students about their friendship&/laf friendships with
international students (Ward 2006). The lack ofeaesh from the
perspective of domestic students was questioned obg of the
international students Kell and Vogl spoke to:

What | want to know is the opinion of domestic &tots, what do they
think about us? | don’'t know what they think abaug, is there any
research on the opinion of domestic students, maybeasier to match, if
you know the opinions of both



Thisis apublished version (permitted).
Welcome to Wollongong 207

Vogl and Kell interviewed a number of domestic stoid with regard
to their attitudes towards international studeAtdew domestic students
who attended the interviews and focus groups refsgmbmnegatively about
international students and there were replies teraail request to attend
focus groups like the one below:

Hey, I'm a Domestic student enrolled in subjectemstthey're are no other
students with English as a first language. It'dlyeannoying to have to
constantly have to correct their working group potg. Grrrrr!

Many of the domestic students who Kell and Voglkspto did want
to get to know international students but were swoe how to approach
them.

The slight downside is | think sometimes there idamguage barrier
between you know and a slight cultural differengg) are not sure how to
approach them on occasions, particularly, more wheas an undergrad
student in group work situations, you are with @teinational student and
there’s that little bit of “am | saying that theyamg way, | might offend

you”

I went to Wonoona high. We had sixty students in yrar. We had one
Swedish exchange student. That was our multicuismna growing up in
Australia gives you limited experience of the world

Many domestic students felt that there was a needhferventionist
strategies to create avenues for domestic andnatienal students to
interact with one another. These students felt thase needed to be
campus wide activities and also activities thatenvercated beyond the
university campus and in the broader community.

International students and their host communities

National and media discourses about internatiomadlesits where
students are constructed as a ‘problem’ and adthte locals have been
played out on a local level through increased racéd discrimination
towards international students. Many studentsviely well treated in the
community but others had their safety threateneteadured racism and
discrimination. One of the domestic students wholl kend Vogl
interviewed spoke about how people made connectibesveen
international students and the way in which foreigrare portrayed in the
media
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It is more just the perceptions in the media areento do with foreigners
coming in and so | guess you get all those, theiiem and the worry
about people taking jobs from Australians, you mgetre of that filtering
through than | think students specifically but thmysh those conceptions
through and that sometimes it is not always goadtfiem to be here
because they are changing Australia, but | dorowkn

Many students spoke very positively about the beoasbmmunity,
particularly about their interaction with more algelocals. Essentially,
they viewed youth in the community as being morestit® towards
international students;

The older people, some ladies are really nice diic Ito talk with them,
once | got some problems, | can get informationmfrinem, | think the
teenagers are not really nice and some studentsnarereally nice,
sometimes they will answer my questions but somegtimot, the older
people they will always really nice and answer ragstion.

International students spoke about having beetesatiirown at them
and of locals wanting to fight them. Others spokew how people had
yelled at them from their cars to speak Englishll Ked Vogl found that
some of the Indonesian Muslim students had expegiknincreased
racism within the broader community. The excerpinfrthe following
email that was sent to one of the authors typifies experiences of a
number of the Muslim students that Kell and Voglepto:

Australia in general is a nice place to live but imothe past few years.
Few years ago, | was with a few friends doing ahla#k (how much
more Australian it can be?). When we hit the roagia¢ Stanwell Park),
one girl in our group was shouted at, honked atthngwvn beer can - all
because she was wearing a Hijab (Muslim head drébs}'s just a small
example unfortunately

A few of the students’ felt that the abuse thatwl&ected towards
them was not specific to Australian youth and wasersal to youth in
all countries:

| think it is a special age, they don’t actuallyoknwhat they are doing, |
think a problem of age, it is an international peoh.

International students spoke of discrimination wtteying to rent
places in the community and felt that priority vgagen to local students
over international students when it came to priveommodation. The
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students also perceived that they were discriméhatginst in the local
labour market with some suggesting that they neven made it to the
interview stage as prospective employers were fffuby their ethnic
sounding surnames.

While some students had very positive experiereesther source of
stress for some students was in fact Homestays.eldtays is a full board
accommodation where international students paytay sith a local
family. On the Study in Australia website (httpWww.studyinaustralia
.gov.au/Sia/en/Home.htm) Homestays are describ#tkifollowing way:

Many students living in Homestay situations exparee Australian family
life in a natural, friendly way and often find theye treated like a family
member. Wherever you live - Homestay, boarding sthe campus
accommodation - you will discover many opportusitie make lasting
friendships.

The reality is that while some students really gegb Homestay
accommodation, many of the students that Kell andl'époke to, missed
their own food, found their Homestay accommodatimn be very
expensive and found having to speak English alltithe quite stressful.
For one student the Homestay cost him $200 per wEeik included a
room and two meals a day (Kell and Vogl 2006). @h¢he students
didn't like the lack of freedom that she experiahe¢ her Homestay.

The first month that | arrived here, | lived in Hestay, the speech was
very fast, the Homestay was ok but still have aofotlifference between
the thinking, sometimes | tried to explain someghut she misunderstood
and sometime she wanted to communicate somethitiy me but |
misunderstood, eventually | moved out because ¢he of Homestay, if
you live by yourself you can enjoy more freedom

G: So you felt like you didn't have enough freedom?

Not a lot of freedom because you have to compli Wie Homestay rules
and you couldn’t use the kitchen, one time | udeal kitchen to cook an
egg, she was so angry, shouting at me, terrible.

G: So she wasn't very nice?

P: Actually this lady she was nice, just sometitttescommunication was

not very good and sometimes | wanted to speak mgopal experience,
when | arrived here, | really wanted to communigatefeelings to her but
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she was a business woman and she was always veyywsth her work
and didn’t want to talk a lot to me.

Another issue that arose from the focus groupstivasmany of the
students didn't feel safe studying in Australia. eOthe marketing
website’s Australia is promoted as safe study dastin. The ‘Why study
in Australia’ website states that one of the reaséor studying in
Australia is because:

Australia is safe (http://study.australia.edu/Whg#alia.html)
Another website promoting study in Australia claims

Australia offers a clean, safe and cosmopolitan irenment for
international students. The country has low crirage rand strict gun
control laws ensuring a safe and comfortable enwrent for studies
(http://lwww.ultimatestudiesaustralia.com/Parents-
Living%20Environment.htm)

While a number of students the authors spoke tofed safe in
Australia, others had experiences where they had p&ced in physical
danger and this had also placed them at risk psygivally due to the
ensuing trauma from their experiences.

Actually, | was robbed by 3 Aussie guys in Juneg ofhthem point at me
with a gun, | was totally in shock and then | ga feelp from the
international student office, a student counsetdpéd me a lot, to get over
and move on with my life

Another student stated that:

| expected Wollongong to be safe but actually | watsbed two times by
teenagers and some of my friends also told me tieagers threw
tomatoes at them, that was terrible, | think abtluty used a knife and
asked me for money two time, | report to the segwffice but | don’t
think it worked.

In their interview with representatives from comrtyrand business
groups, Kell and Vogl found that there was verydiawareness about the
cultural and economic contribution that internatibstudent make to their
host communities and there was also very littleramess of the issues
which international students face. Although, onetle representatives
from a community organisation, that ran a multietdt playgroup where
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some of the partners and children of some of iattional students
attended, mentioned the extreme isolation that n@nthe partners of
international students suffered.

The majority of international students that Keltlariogl spoke to said
that they would like to be more involved in theonemunities and Kell
and Vogl found that the students who were more lira in local
community and faith groups or who had made frieindthe community
felt more positively about studying in Australisaththose that weren't.
Kell and Vogl argued that it was not only academasmestic students
and service providers at the University but alsbert in the broader
Wollongong community who play an integral role imking international
students feel welcome in Australia. They suggedted greater links
should be made between the broader community anersities with
regard to international students. Community orgaioss and local
business should be involved in helping to providgartunities for
students to feel included in their local communiiso, these community
organisations and local businesses need to be madee of the great
cultural and economic contribution that internaéibstudents make to
both the communities and businesses in the areagich they study.
International student spending on goods and sexvicédustralia in 2005
was $5.3 billion (ABS).

The Welcome to Wollongong Project (W2W)

Through funding in 2006 and then subsequent fundmg@O007, a
working group was set up in partnership with Wofjong City Council.
In terms of University representation this grouplinled domestic and
international student representatives, represeetati from the
undergraduate and post graduate student unionsesesgatives from
international student groups, (lllawarra committés international
students and Momentum), representatives from tlieeDdf Community
Partnerships, University of Wollongong’'s Accommadat service,
Student Service, the UniCentre (the commerciali@edcif the university)
and from the University of Wollongong’s Career Segv Included within
the working group’s non university members were @amber of
representatives from Wollongong City Council, mairkgg managers from
two organisations that manage both the exterioremosed businesses
in the Wollongong Shopping strip (Wollongong Cehtemd GPT),
representatives from lllawarra Ethnic Communitiesixil, representatives
and students from Wollongong TAFE and the presiddrthe Illlawarra
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Chamber of Business who also owned a local bus aayprhis group
has been meeting once a month since mid 2006.&ell\VVogl obtained
an initial $10,000 worth of funding from the Unigéy of Wollongong's
Office of Community Partnerships and the UniversifyWollongong's
international committee to set up the working groOmce the working
group was set up, the group was successful in isgcar $20,000 IMB
community foundation grant to put in place sometsfyies to make
Wollongong a more welcoming city for internatiostdidents.

The working group was responsible for making decisiregarding
the implementation of strategies/events which waukke the lllawarra
more inclusive of international students. The groepided to organise a
civic reception and mini festival, in addition tocammunity website for
international students. The rationale behind théccieception was to
provide a symbolic welcome to Wollongong. In thstléew years, a
number of universities have joined with their localuncils to provide
civic receptions to welcome international studerts.2007 a civic
reception was held at Sydney Town Hall, attendetldoyd Mayor Clover
Moore and the Vice Chancellors from three Sydneyehsities, UTS,
University of NSW and University of Sydney. Otheudralian Cities
who have held civic receptions are Bendigo, Baf]arAdelaide,
Launceston and Newcastle. The difference betweesethivic receptions
and the one proposed by the Welcome to WollongddgW) working
group was that the W2W group decided that the giieption would be
held on stage in the main shopping strip rathen thaan enclosed hall,
so that it would take place amongst everyday conitpunembers and
hopefully raise community awareness of the numbfelinternational
students studying in Wollongong and also make th&rmunity aware
that international students were being officiallgleomed to the area. The
mini festival was conducted to provide both a ceddbn to welcome
international students to Wollongong and also tiicerocal students and
community members to come along. The date and fitheowveek of the
civic reception and mini festival were chosen tincle with the Friday
markets in the mall. This was done as it was thotlght the markets
would enhance the festive atmosphere on the dayesmsdre that a
number of community residents would be there ondéme Community
groups and business were also invited to haveatale day.

A number of international students were employedhenproject and
more have attended the meetings voluntarily andefoee the whole
process of meeting together as a working groupchested greater social
interaction between these international studentsather members from
the community. The working group was also dividetth ia number of sub
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committees with the international students in theWVgroup being an
integral part of these sub committees. Thus thgeptowhich is still
continuing, culminated into more than just a oneesent with many of
these students forming what will be hopefully Idagting contacts with
members from the community.

The funding for the mini festival and civic recepti were seen as
seeding funds and the intention was that the mastifal and civic
reception become an annual event through busineds cammunity
sponsorship. Thus part of the W2W agenda has beemake local
businesses and the community aware of the finamcatribution that
international students make to the area.

The second part of the project was a website, w2ax@edu.au with
the aim of providing information to internationaludents about the

1o o
Welcome to Wollongong (W2W)

The Welcome to Wollongong project is aimed at:
» Making international students feel welcome in tifenarra.
» Providing international students with more inforroatabout
what is happening in the community.

» Making the community more aware of the large anedie
international student population who study in Wigong.

Read more about W2W
Civic Reception: Feb 29 2008
A civic reception and mini festival to welcome imtational students to
Wollongong will take place on Friday the 29th obReary 2008.
Supported by Wollongong City Council and the Unsigr of

Wollongong, the Civic Reception will be held on @maphitheatre stage in

Wollongong Mall at 11.30am and run for approximath minutes.

Find out more



Thisisapublisned version (permitted).
214 Chapter Ten

Information for International Students

Take a look at our International Student informafi@ges to help you
during your time in Wollongong.

Supported by:

Community
fTB Foundation

Diagram-Webpage for Welcome to Wollongong project

Evaluation

Essentially, the Welcome to Wollongong project whsoadly
successful in the achievement of its aims. The gsed events were
conducted and implemented according to the origimaposal and there
was strong support and involvement for the threspmnents of the
project within the university and among represéveatrom business and
community organisations. The success of this ptogan be partly
evidenced by the fact that the university has cadieuihito provide part of
the funding so that the project can continue. Thestmsignificant
achievement of the project was the development hef community
working group. The diversity of the group meantttiaee were able to
focus on the needs of international students frorange of perspectives
and the group if nurtured has the potential to bercan invaluable
resource in helping to provide strategies for imional students. There is
the potential for the group to develop into an er@re strongly cohesive
group in the future and for it to include additibonembers.

Essentially, the group ran smoothly and feedbagifmembers is that
they would like to continue to be part of the W2Woup in the future.
Overall, experiences of being part of the groupengositive. There were
minor tensions and disagreements over a few isfugsthese were
resolved. The committee structure operated asce pldere international
students could demonstrate their effectivenessreduptive members of
the Australian community.
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The days of the civic reception and festival seertede a great
success with over 500 people attending. Studentsiged positive
feedback about the W2W website and the civic réoe@tnd festival.
While there was a lot of positive feedback abowt fibstival, there were
also some criticisms. Some of the staff and stuelégit that more work
needed to be done to involve community members.eSstodents felt that
they still did not know enough about the community.addition, an
academic staff member from the university was aaitiof the festival
stating that it was superficial and “tacky”. Whiteere is always the
danger of superficial responses to multiculturalismhich reaffirm
stereotypes, the Welcome to Wollongong program esgmted an
initiative from students and a genuine attempt éhgage meaningfully
with the community. As a result of the developmefitthe festival,
dialogue was created between the University, tlrenconity and business
groups. Many international students also played@remely pro active
role in helping organise the festival and obtaifledal’ experience from
being involved in the project. Many students hagedme more involved
in community activities and with community orgarisas as a result of
their involvement W2W project. Stronger networksvénabeen created
between community and business groups and interratstudents. Also,
the strategies which would be put in place to weleointernational
students, such as, the festival were decided updaboratively by the
group and thus it became a community owned projattier than a
university dominated one. The pride and joy theg rathis success is
evident in the photos of some of the students erctver of this book.

Conclusion

While the Welcome to Wollongong project helped taken some
international students feel welcome in the areajsm, discrimination,
isolation, loneliness and poverty continue to ctindse the lives of many

international studentdNational and media discourses about international

students where students are constructed as a gmoland a ‘threat’ to
locals have been played out on a local level thnongreased racism and
discrimination towards international students. Matydents felt very well
treated in the community but others had their gatbreatened and
endured racism and discrimination. Host communipesceptions about
international students need to be challenged soiriternational students
can be welcomed into the communities in which thigg while they
study. International students make an enormousogaimnand cultural
contribution to the communities in which they liaed study and the
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various sectors of the community need to be maderewf this. While

many students had very positive experiences afidivh the community,

many of the community representatives who the astlspoke to were
unaware of the very large international studentutetfon that lived in

their community and also of the issues that thdadesits faced. The
Welcome to Wollongong Project to an extent addiebsthes lack of

awareness but is just a beginning towards builtlegcapacities of a host
community to truly include and engage with its inggional student
population.
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