The proficiency ‘problem’ on campus: Supporting NESB students
Abstract
International students’ English language proficiency continues to be a prominent issue within the
Australasian university context. With the widespread use of international standardised tests of
English proficiency, such as IELTS and TOEFL, in addition to English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
programmes, non-English speaking background (NESB) students have to overcome significant
hurdles to be accepted to study at university (see Oliver, Vanderford, & Grote, 2012; Terraschke &
Wahid, 2011). Despite all students by definition having met entry requirements, there appears to be
a stubborn discourse of an ‘English problem’ present within universities (Haugh, 2016). This
matches anecdotal reports that many NESB students are unable to cope with the linguistic demands
of university study. Given the growing internationalisation of student cohorts, it is safe to assume
that this issue will only continue to increase in prominence. While English proficiency gains much
of the blame for some NESB students’ learning difficulties, much research has shown that it is not
the only factor at play. Academic content, learning styles, prior experiences, beliefs, values,
motivations and culture shock all influence NESB students’ university experiences (Andrade, 2006;
Holmes, 2005; Lee, Farruggia, & Brown, 2013; Phakiti, Hirsh, & Woodrow, 2013; Sawir, 2005; Smith
& Khawaja, 2011). Nevertheless, management, faculty and even students themselves tend to blame
low English proficiency in the first instance. Zeegers and Barron (2008) attribute this to a ‘discourse
of deficit’ propagated through the use of standardised testing regimes that privilege a western
viewpoint. Pervasive negative attitudes can lead to NESB students being treated as persistently in
deficit to a largely unattainable ‘native speaker’ norm (Benzie, 2010). In addition, the issue of
‘proficiency’ itself is not clear-cut; there are differences in how it is defined, measured and developed
across the university sector (Dunworth, 2010). It is apparent that this ‘problem’ is not as simple as it
seems at first glance. As ALL practitioners, then, what messages should we adopt when it comes
to addressing NESB students’ language proficiency needs, particularly in conversation with
management or faculty? How can we best support NESB students who come to us for help,
especially at centres that do not have specialist TESOL support? What does the data actually say,
beyond the anecdotal reports? This paper draws on the experiences of the advisers at the Academic
Skills and Learning Centre at the ANU to seek answers to these questions. We discuss how we
have conceptualised this issue, what we have started to do about it, and how we plan to move
forward in supporting our NESB students while ensuring that the university continues to celebrate
diversity and strive for inclusivity in an increasingly globalised world.
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