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Abstract Rapid economic growth and globalization have made higher
education internationalization no longer the exclusive arena for
developed countries but also open for players from the non-
English speaking, developing world. A quality learning
environment is among determinants for the success of
international students mobility and should be taken into serious
consideration by countries that want to prevail. However, much
of the existing learning environment literature has targeted
international students, ignoring the insights of other
stakeholders, especially those from the host country side. This
mixed-methods study investigated the perception and attitudes
of EFL teachers and students towards the quality of the
classroom learning environment (CLE) with the participation of
international students in a university in Vietnam. Qualitative
data from semi-structured interviews were used to interpret
guantitative data collected via questionnaire surveys with 136
student participants. Findings showed a positive assessment of
CLEs in the studied context. CLE factors such as student
cohesiveness and task orientation were believed to be affected
by the presence of international students, which could be

attributed to communication barriers and challenges in

organizing class activities. The findings contribute a robust
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understanding for further exploration of the under-researched

realm of classroom environment with international students.
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1. Introduction

The international student is a well-researched topic following the current
trend of internationalization in higher education (HE). From this research, we have
seen that international student mobility is one major indicator of success. Existing
literature mainly targets international students at host institutes in developed
English speaking countries, while the number of studies on this group of learners
in countries where English is not the first language remains limited (Calikoglu,
2018; Kondakci, 2011; Lee et al., 2016; Wilkins et al., 2012). In addition, much of
the available research focuses on problems facing international students such as
learning, language barriers and communication challenges, cultural differences,
and psychological issues (Weng, 2018). Few inquiries have begun to examine the
topic from the perspectives of the host country/institutes, local teachers, and
students (Gonzales-Carriedo, 2017). Advances and improvement in the quality of
Vietnamese higher education institutes in recent years have attracted a number of
international students to this Southeast Asian country. Despite being a popular
trend in the world, internationalization remains an alien concept in developing
Asian countries (Mehta et al., 2021); thus, HE institutes in Vietnam have struggled
to attract and host students from other countries. Research on international
students in the context of Vietnam HE in particular and other non-English speaking
countries is, therefore, imperative as it enables institutes as well as policymakers

to develop strategies for attracting and managing this group of students.

Available research on factors “pulling” international students to the host

country shows that teaching quality is among the top considerations of
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international students when making study abroad decisions (Chu et al., 2017;
Pawar et al., 2020; Tsai et al., 2017). For non-English speaking countries, especially
the developing ones, initiatives at institutional level are scholarships and grants
and job opportunities, and those at classroom level include the syllabus, language
of instruction, and learning environment, all of which are determining factors for

the success of international student mobility.

As one of the strategies to attract international students, universities in
non-English speaking countries are promoting English-taught programs (Kirloskar
& Inamdar, 2021). Mai and Chau (2021), when reviewing research on international
student mobility to Asian countries, have found that although local language and
culture courses might be a potential niche market to attract international students
this should be a long-term plan only. It cannot take the place of developing and
perfecting training courses with English as medium of instruction. Given the fact
that the current trend of student mobility is multi-directional in nature, which
means the flow of international students is not only towards higher-income
countries in the “Global North” but also to countries in the lower-income “Global
South” (Cheng, 2021), EFL courses are offered to international students with low
English proficiency to better prepare them for courses taught in English at the host
institution (Kim et al., 2014). Therefore, besides ensuring quality of courses taught

in English, EFL courses should also be given adequate attention (Chang, 2010).

As an effort to contribute to the understanding of the international students
in a developing context, this research examined the current classroom learning
environment in EFL classrooms in a university in Vietnam by attempting to seek
answers to the following research questions:

1. How are the classroom learning environments with and without
international students perceived by the students and teachers?

2. What are the differences in the evaluation of the classroom learning

environment with and without international students?
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Classroom Learning Environment

Classroom learning environment (CLE) is a basic educational concept which
has been studied and interpreted by quite a few researchers. Charalampous and
Kokkinos (2017) consider CLE a multidimensional concept, the components of
which have been verified in existing literature. Despite being a dynamic concept to
which new components are being proposed, in essence, CLE encompasses
pedagogical, psychological, and social enviroments in which learning takes place.
Particularly, Higgins et al. (2005) describe CLE as physical, cultural environments
and diversified contexts. Accordingly, CLE encompasses the classroom culture or
school culture as well as students’ interaction, and the ways to organize an
educational environment. From a teacher’s perspective, CLE includes such aspects
as the teacher, teaching process, psychosomatic essentials, and physical
environments (Lwin et al., 2017), while through the learners’ lenses, CLE concerns
the dynamics, interaction, and behaviors within classrooms or small learning
environments, including how students experience the classroom characteristics
and how classroom activities are organized to ensure an effective learning

environment for all students (Gettinger et al., 2011).

2.2 Classroom Learning Environment Assessment

Much research has highlighted the crucial role of CLE in teaching—Ilearning
due to its impact on learning outcomes, motivation, behavior, and students’
perception of success (Fraser, 2012; Lwin, 2017; Wu & Wu, 2008). This can be
explained by the nature of CLE and socio-psychological interactions which can
make a difference in the students’ way of learning and achieving their goals (Khine,
2001). A positive and effective CLE will support and inspire students’ participation
in learning activities. For instance, students’ participation can be encouraged by
teachers’ support, teaching methods, cooperative learning activities, curriculum of
appropriate difficulty, teacher-student interaction in unofficial learning content,

and out-of-class activities (Tian et al., 2020).
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Given this significance of CLE, assessing CLE is one of the top concerns for
researchers, schools, and teachers alike. Lim and Fraser (2018) argue that the
most practical and meaningful application of CLE assessment is to provide
teachers with feedback, inspiring them in doing action research to enhance the

learning environment in their classrooms.

The three most popular methods of CLE assessment today include (1)
classroom observation, (2) ecobehavioral method, and (3) student and teacher’s
perceptions and attitudes survey (Gettinger et al., 2011). Most instruments
developed from these three approaches are based on Moo’s (1997) framework of
environment and behavior. Accordingly, human environment is characterized by
three dimensions, namely the relationship between an individual and a specific
environment, personal growth or the opportunities for individuals’ development in
such an environment, and system maintenance and change (i.e. the order and
openness that allow the environment to be responsive to change) (Fraser, 1998:;

Gettinger et al., 2011; Mutlu & Yildirim, 2019).

The convergence and divergence of the above three methods make them
peculiarly suitable to CLE assessment. Nevertheless, each method poses certain
challenges in data collection and analysis. CLE questionnaire surveys seem to be
the most economic and time-saving method for teachers and students (Khine,
2001). Besides allowing CLE to be assessed from the insiders’ perspective,
guestionnaire surveys may vyield genuine assessment in comparison with
observation as teachers and learners have experienced the learning environment
for a certain period of time, thus generating valid impressions. Data on perception
and attitudes towards CLE often have more impact on the variation in academic
results than other directly observable variables. In many cases, learner’s
perception may merit more than observable behaviors as behaviors are
manifestations of perception (Fraser & Walberg, 1981). As a result, research on

individuals’ perception of CLE have attracted increasing attention from educational
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researchers and scholars, resulting in the need to develop data collection

instrument in this realm (Mutlu & Yildirim, 2019).

2.3 English as a Foreign Language (EFL) Classroom Environment

Despite being a popular research realm with investigation conducted in a
multitude of contexts and subject areas, much of the existing CLE research
focuses on natural science subjects such as Biology and Mathematics (Goksu,
2015). This means the number of studies on CLE in English classrooms, especially
EFL, remains modest. Besides, available research mainly targets secondary school
classrooms (Lim & Fraser, 2018). The under-researched EFL classroom
environment, however, has started to attract the attention of educational
researchers recently (Mutlu & Yildirim, 2019; Skordi & Fraser, 2019). Such studies
reflect major lines in CLE such as teacher and student’s perceptions of preferred
and actual CLE (Gur, 2006), the relationship between learners and motivation (Wei
& Elias, 2011), and comparing different CLEsS’ impacts on language learning
activities (Torti, 2006). According to Goksu (2015), these studies emphasize the
vital role of CLE in language teaching and learning. Mutlu and Yildirim (2019)
surveyed 1,365 students who enrolled in preparatory English courses at Turkish
universities in order to determine the features of CLE in university EFL classrooms
with reference to variables about students’ characteristics and English learning
efforts. Regression analysis showed a strong link among CLE, students’
background characteristics and students’ persistence in EFL learning, of which

CLE elements were considered the most important predictor of learning outcomes.

2.4 Classroom Learning Environment with International Students

Despite the current trend of internationalization in education, studies in
tertiary internationalized CLE which target both interntational students and local
students are limited in number (Chu et al., 2017). To yield a comprehensive
understanding, it is important to explore the attitudes and perceptions of
stakeholders including students, the faculty, the institution, the employer, the

sponsor, and the assessing agency (Knight, 2002). The results of internationalized
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CLE assessment will create values, trust, and understanding of an educational
environment in which international students, local students, and teaching staff all
take an active part and equally benefit from vision enhancement, global
understanding, intercultural understanding, as well as attitudes, knowledge, and
skills required by a globalized labor market (Quintal & Phau, 2014). A recent study
was conducted in China by Tian et al. (2020) with 1,429 international students from
34 universities and colleges in China investigating the nature and level of
participation of international students in learning activities and factors influencing
such participation. The findings revealed six factors among which classroom

learning environment and school/institution environment are the most influential.

Likewise, Lwin et al. (2017) assert that enhancing CLE quality and
international students’ perception of CLE will help host countries attract more
international students. CLE assessment is the foundation for developing a quality
student-centered curriculum; hence, international students’ CLE perception and
attitude will be essential for adjusting, improving, and optimizing CLE. Quintal and
Phau (2014) conducted a quantitative inquiry with 484 international students from
an Australian university’s six campuses in Australia, Singapore, Hong Kong, and
Malaysia in order to explore international students’ perceptions of
internationalized CLE. At the institute level, the study measured international
students’ perceptions based on seven features of internationalized CLE, namely
teaching quality, curriculum, student-support staff interaction, resources, personal
development outcomes, and professional development outcomes. The results
showed that the attitude and perceptions of international students towards
curriculum, resources, and student-support staff interaction varied remarkably

according to the context.

The number of studies on international students and CLE with the presence
of these learners remain limited. Available research has mostly targeted
international students. One of the studies that have focused on both international

students and teachers is the research undertaken by Robertson et al. (2000). This
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inquiry showed differences in students’ and teachers’ perception of CLE; thus, the
researchers highlight the significance of CLE awareness in improving learning
outcomes. An appropriate understanding of the school and classroom cultures
would contribute to learners’ improvement. As for teachers, their perception of
international students’ expectation and needs would allow them to adjust teaching
and support to help international students achieve good results. Hence, studying
CLE with the presence of international students from the perspectives of different

stakeholders is crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the topic.

It can be concluded that existing literature on international students, CLE,
and the relationship between them remains an unchartered realm with a modest
number of investigations. The number of studies on CLE in English classrooms
with international students is limited. Available research focuses mostly on
evaluating international students’ attitudes and perception of CLE, while other
stakeholders, especially teachers and local students, are ignored. In terms of
method, existing research mainly employs either quantitative or qualitative
approaches. Studies combining both approaches are necessary to delineate a

comprehensive picture of CLE with international students.

3. Methodology

3.1 Participants

Quantitative data were collected via a questionnaire survey with 136
sophomores at the School of Foreign Languages at a university in Vietnam. Of
these 136 students, 68 participated in language classrooms with international
students in one semester. The other 68 enrolled in the same courses without
international students. The first group included all of the students participating in
EFL classes with international students, while the second group participated in the
study on a voluntary basis. Both groups enrolled in the same courses to ensure
reliability and rigor.

Qualitative data were obtained using semi-structured interviews with three

teachers and five students. All the interviewees were in classrooms with
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international students. Table 1 presents demographic information of the

interviewees.

Table 1

Interviewees’ Demographics

Time in CLE with Number of courses

Occupation Interviewee Gender international with international
students students
Teacher Teacher A Female 1 semester 1
Teacher B Female 1 semester 2
Teacher C  Female 1 semester 2
Student Student A Female 1 semester 3
Student B Female 1 semester 3
Student C  Female 1 semester 2
Student D Male 1 semester 3
Student E Male 1 semester 2

Snowball sampling was employed to select interviewees. Factors such as
gender, duration of time in CLE with international students, and number of courses
with international students were also considered when selecting interviewees to
ensure consistency and diversity. The researcher contacted the potential
interviewees to request their participation. An invitation letter with information
about the project, the benefits, possible risks, and rights of the participants was
forwarded. On acceptance of the invitation, participants received a copy of consent

form for consideration and were asked to propose their preferred interview date.

3.2 Data Collecting Instruments

Two instruments were employed to collect data, namely a survey
questionnaire and a semi-structured interview protocol.

An online survey questionnaire was selected as it allows large data

collection, short return time, and great convenience. It is suitable for obtaining data
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on attitudes, opinions, and perceptions of the participants, from which the
researcher can draw conclusions on trends of characteristics of the participants
(Creswell, 2014). This instrument fit the research question aimed to evaluate CLE
with international students from the students’ perspective. The questionnaire was
sent to all participants with a consent form attached via emails and targeted

students’ groups on Facebook.

The What Is Happening in This Classroom (WIHIC) by Fraser et al. (1996)
was employed for its popularity and reliability which have been verified in different
contexts. The original questionnaire was translated into the Vietnamese language
and modified into two versions, one to assess CLE in EFL classes with international
students and the other for CLE in EFL classes without international students. After
consulting with two experienced colleagues, one of whom was a highschool
teacher, the original 56-item questionnaire designed for high school students was
shortened into a 51-item version evaluating seven factors of CLE in university
context, namely student cohesiveness, teacher support, student involvement,
investigation, task orientation, cooperation, and equity. The variables were graded
in a 5-point Likert scale: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) agree,
and (5) strongly agree.

To interpret and explain quantitative data, qualitative data were collected
via semi-structured interviews, which were considered to fit the nature of the
qualitative method (Bryman, 2016). Semi-structured interviews were employed to
collect data in great detail; besides this, the instrument also facilitated
management, interactions, and respondent encouragement (Smith et al., 2009).
Key questions were structured, while other questions might arise and be
administrated by the interviewer in response to the real situation to encourage

interviewees’ sharing of their viewpoints.

There were 13 structured questions, ten of which explored the attitudes and

perceptions of the interviewees about CLEs with and without international
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students. The last three questions were to examine the participants’ views and
experience on challenges and opportunities brought about by CLE with

international students.

Prior to each interview, a consent form was sent to interviewees via email.
On the day of interview, before starting, the interviewees were again informed of
the consent form and encouraged to discuss any matter concerning their
confidentiality and rights as a participant of the study. Inherent to the nature of
qualitative data is the role of the interviewer as a data collecting instrument per
se; therefore, both parties were required to actively engage in the research process
(Smith et al., 2009). As a result, interview techniques such as probing, active

listening, paraphrasing, and summarizing were employed.

3.3 Data Analysis
Data yielded from the questionnaire survey on CLEs with and without
international students were analyzed using SPSS 20. Descriptive analysis was

carried out to identify the main patterns of the datasets (Creswell, 2014).

As the questionnaire was translated from English into Vietnamese and
adapted to suit the research population (i.e. university students) and topic (CLE
with international students), internal consistency reliability should be measured to
ensure reliability and validity. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was computed, and as
shown in Table 2, coefficients for different WIHIC scales of both questionnaires
range from 0.81 to 0.93 with the corrected item-total correlation larger than 0.30.
These reliability values support the strong internal consistency of all WIHIC scales
for both questionnaires used in this study. T-tests were conducted to compare

CLEs with and without international students.
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Table 2
Internal Consistency Reliability for WIHIC Questionnaires
No. of Alpha’s reliability
Factors
items CLE without IS CLE with IS
Student cohesiveness 8 0.89 0.87
Teacher support 8 0.89 0.86
Student involvement 7 0.88 0.84
Investigation 7 0.87 0.81
Task orientation 7 0.84 0.83
Cooperation 6 0.88 0.84
Equity 8 0.93 0.89

Note: N, = 136 (CLE without IS) N, = 68 (CLE with IS)

Qualitative data collected through eight semi-structured interviews were
processed and analyzed in accordance with Creswell (2014) six-stage model. In
the final stage, findings from both quantitative and qualitative analysis were

compared and combined to delineate a comprehensive picture of the studied CLEs.

4. Findings

4.1 Descriptive Statistics and Reliability

The questionnaire for CLE without international students was answered by
136 students, 68 of whom studied with international students for at least one
semester and continued to answer the questionnaire for CLE with international

students.
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Table 3
Scale mean and scale standard deviation for WIHIC questionnaires
M SD
No. of
Factors ] CLE CLE CLE CLE
items
without IS  with IS  withoutIS with IS
Student 8 3.78 3.58 .60 .61
cohesiveness
Teacher support 8 3.86 3.79 .b6 bl
Student 7 3.88 3.79 b5 b5
involvement
Investigation 7 3.83 3.74 b2 bl
Task orientation 7 3.89 3.78 b3 .bb
Cooperation 6 4.00 3.95 b4 b2
Equity 8 4.09 4.04 .60 b8

Note: N; = 136 (CLE without IS) N, = 68 (CLE with IS)

Table 3 provides the average item means and average standard deviations
for each scale in the two questionnaires (for CLE with and without international
students). Generally, the means for scales of WIHIC with international students
were slightly smaller than those of WIHIC without international students. All scales
in both questionnaires had a mean above 3 (neutral), indicating that practices
encompased by the scales were positively perceived by the participants. For WIHIC
without international students, cooperation and equity were the scales with
highest means, while equity was the scale with a mean above 4 (agree) in the
WIHIC with international students. In both questionnaires, all the scales had a
standard deviation below 0.61. This showed a positive assessment of the
participants for elements of CLE regardless of the international students’

presence.
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4.2 Comparing CLE with and without International Students

4.2.1 Assessement of Students Participating in CLE with and without
International Students

Independent sample T-test was used to determine statistical differences
between the CLE assessment of 68 students participating in CLE with international
students (Group 1) and 68 students in CLE without international students (Group

2). The results are as follows:

- The presence of international students reduced the cohesiveness among
students, as Group 1 (M = 3.46, SD = 0.07) reported a lower level of satisfaction
over student cohesiveness than Group 2 (M = 3.98, SD = 0.06), £134) = -4.02, p
< .001.

- As for teacher support, both groups (M1 = 3.97, SDI1 = 0.06; M2 = 3.93,
SD2 = 0.7) showed no remarkable difference in assessing this factor, {134) = -
1.48, p=.14.

- There was no significant difference in student involvement perceived by
Group 1 (M= 3.79, SD = 0.07) and Group 2 (M= 3.9, SD=0.07), {134) = -1.68, p
=.09.

- Sixty-eight students in traditional classes (with no international students)
(M= 3.74, SD = 0.62) had a more positive assessment of investigation than the
students enrolling in CLE with international students (M= 3.92, SD = 0.62), {134)
=0.02, p=.04.

- Task orientation was also better rated by Group 2 (M = 4.01, SD = 0.48)
than Group 1 (M= 3.77, SD= 0.55), {131) = -2.57, p=.01.
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- There was no remarkable difference in the assessment of Group 1 (M =
3.94, SD = 0.52) and Group 2 (M= 4.06, SD = 0.56) for cooperation, {134) = -1.0,
p =.09.

- Both groups (M1 = 4.04, SDI1=0.58; M2=4.15, SD2 = 0.62) had similarly
positive evaluation of equity, #134) = -1.09, p = .28.

The above analysis shows that experience in CLE with international
students resulted in differences in how the groups perceived student
cohesiveness, investigation, and task orientation. Specifically, students who had
no experience with international students tended to evaluate these factors more

positively.

4.2.2 CLE Assessment of Students Enrolling in Classes with
International Students

To ensure reliability and research rigor, students who participated in CLE
with international students were asked to evaluate both CLEs with and without
international students. Data collected were tested with paired samples T-test, the

results of which are shown in Table 4 below.

Table 4
Paired samples T-test for CLEs with and without international students
Pair t df p (sig. 2-tailed)

SC1-SC2 3.78 67 .001*
TS1-TS2 0.34 67 13
SI1-SI2 0.39 67 .70
IV1-1V2 0.22 67 .83
TO1-TO2 -0.44 67 .66
CO1-CO2 -0.43 67 97
EQ1-EQ2 0.26 67 .79

*p<.0b
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There was a significant difference in the students’ evaluation of student
cohesiveness in CLE with international students (A = 3.59, SD = 0.61) and CLE
without international students (M= 3.85, SD = 0.56), {67) = 3.78, p = .001. These
values suggest that student cohesiveness in CLE without international students

(SC1) was perceived better than in CLE with international students (SC2).

Paired samples T-test results for the remaining factors of both CLEs,
namely teacher support, student involvement, investigation, task orientation,

cooperation, and equity showed no significant differences.

4.3 Interview Results

4.3.1 Assessment of CLE without International Students

Quantitative data analysis demonstrates consistency with results from
qualitative analysis. All interviewed students and teachers expressed a highly
positive assessment of traditional CLE (without international students) of the

studied school.

Student cohesiveness—all Interviewees highly rated their relationships with
other students in the class as well as the relationships among their classmates.
One of the reasons for this, in student C’s opinion, was the idiosyncratic feature of
the EFL classroom which was its small size, “Actually, | like the environment in this
school. The class size is small, about 25-26 students, and we are very close-

knitted.”

Teacher support—Interviewees demonstrated a positive attitude towards
the teachers’ level of support and care. Learning activities were reported to be
implemented and closely supervised by the teacher, “I always receive timely
responses and feedback. | am very happy as | feel the environment here is very
intimating and my progress from the first year to third year is very clear” (Student
C). Teacher’s support and care are consistent and equal, “The teacher’s interaction

and care for my classmates and me are the same” (Student B).
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Student involvement—This was also considered positive by both teachers
and students interviewed. Some interviewees believed that active participation in
learning activities had positive influences on learning outcomes, “I myself do
interact a lot with my classmates and teachers. Then my learning outcomes are

very good” (Student B).

Investigation—This was rated highly by the participants. Teacher A believed
that her students were proactive in searching for information to solve the assigned
problems; however, the level of proactivity varied according to classes. From the
students’ perspective, student B thought the reason was “in university
environment, autonomous learning is the most important.” Regardless of the
differences in the level of students’ proactivity in investigation, this factor was

considered a requirement of CLE at university level.

Task Orientation—Interviewed students reported their willingness to study
the course requirements, have a sound learning plan, and make efforts to realize
such a plan. The teacher interviewees also agreed, “my students often go to class
in time, being active in their learning and asking the teacher whenever they don’t
understand anything. They are quite proactive in completing the assigned task”

(Teacher B).

Cooperation—Positive attitudes towards the above factors had led to a
positive assessment of cooperation, which was rated highly by all students
interviewed. Teacher C believed that students’ willingness to cooperate with other

students and teachers was due to “the small class size.”
Equity—Equity was the highest rated factor in the survey, and it was

positively evaluated by the interviewees. This was achieved by the teachers’ effort

in treating all students equally as claimed by Teacher B.
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The interview results showed that all CLE factors in the school were highly
evaluated by both teachers and students. Teacher support, interaction, and
relationship between teachers-students and students-students were considered

major contributors to the satisfaction with the classroom environment.

4.3.2 Assessment of CLE with International Students

Overall, the participants claimed no significant difference between CLE with
international students and CLE without this group of learners. The attitudes of
interviewees towards the presence of international students in the classroom were
generally positive. In some cases, international students’ integration created a

congenial learning environment without discrimination:

| find that with the presence of international students, Vietnamese students are
very active and friendly. They are proactive in involving international students in
the class activities such as groupwork. In general, there is no discrimination

between Vietnamese and international students in my class” (Teacher A).

Teacher C believed that having international students in a foreign language
classroom is preferable, “the presence of any foreign elements, either from
students’ or teacher’s perspectives, is encouraging and conducive to language
students.” Some interviewed students even considered being in a CLE with
international students a privilege; thus, despite some drawbacks, international
students’ presence in EFL classrooms brought about significant benefits, “the
students in other classes [:-:] are very jealous of us, as we have international
students in our class while they do not. [---] | think it [international student’s

presence] creates more benefits than disadvantages (Student B).

Seven CLE elements were all rated positively, which also resonated with

results from quantitative data analysis.

Student cohesiveness—The respondents thought that international

students’ presence reduced the class cohesiveness to a certain extent; notably,
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such influences were evident in the beginning and then faded, “well, in the
beginning, we were rather shy. But after one or two weeks, as we got accustomed
to their presence, we got to know them, the international students--- well--- the
groupwork went smoothly ---” (Student B). This finding somehow explained why
student cohesiveness in CLE with international students was evaluated lower than

in CLE without international students.

The first reason for international students’ influence on CLE cohesiveness

was the language barrier which created an isolated feeling:

In the class, they spoke English, but during break time, they spoke Korean, just as
we spoke Vietnamese with one another. | found this kind of unfriendly. | mean they

spoke Korean and we spoke Vietnamese. It does not sound cohesive” (Student A).

The use of native tongue led to “the interactions among us became awkward
and reduced in frequency” (Student B). Both interviewed teachers and students
agreed that this was due to the international students’ level of English proficiency,
“These international students, their English is generally not good. Even when they
want to express something, they could not do it due to their limited English. They
are also shy by nature” (Teacher C) and “Their English is not good so they are

reluctant to communicate with us” (Student E).

Besides language, in terms of communication, the participants believed that
the presence of “the stranger” in any environment could make certain impacts in
the beginning. As this was a natural phenomenon in communication, most students
were quite open about this influence, “I find it natural. When there is someone
new, we always try to build a good image of ourselves; after a few classes,

everything will be normal” (Student E).

International students’ personalities were also considered a factor

influencing student cohesiveness in the CLE with this group of learners. As shared
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by Teacher C, “despite my students’ effort to involve them [international students]
in class activities, we invited them to join our class activities, and Vietnamese
students tried to encourage them, but they are shy,” or by Student E, “it is partly
due to their lack of confidence, (-:-) the cultural differences might be the hurdle.”
Notably, some interviewees considered the reason was from both sides, “| think it
is due to both parties. None of us reach out to one another first; thus, there was a
lack of interaction” (Student C). Giving an account for this lack of interaction,
Teacher C thought that the relative short duration of time (one semester, in one or
two courses), the rather big sizes of some classes and online learning (in the onset

of Covid pandemic) were the reasons.

As for investigation, this factor was considered positive in CLE with
international students, “I find that he [the international student] was very active in
searching information; we cooperated to complete the task well” (Student C).
However, as believed by Student B, “the international students’ learning attitudes
also affected me;” thus, the evaluation of Vietnamese students on this factor of
CLE was somehow influenced by international students’ attitudes towards

investigation.

Similar to other factors, task orientation in CLE with international students
were positive, “when there are international students in the class, | feel more
excited going to school and come to the class early to have time talking with them”
(Student D). Supporting international students became a learning goal and

motivation for completing learning task for some students.

In contrast, some participants experienced negative influences on their task
orientation, such as learning interruption, “negative influences are minor; for
instance, when | was listening to the teachers, | had to turn to him and explained
what the teachers were talking about so he could follow” (Student C) or failure to
meet their expectations, “--- if | was with a more active student, the result would

have been better” (Student E). Again, the international students’ attitudes toward
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learning were considered a detrimental factor for task orientation, “One
international student was often absent, then | found that their learning attitudes
did have some impact on me” (Student B). Student E explained this impact with
quite an interesting reason, which was the frustration due to their expectation

about international students’ presence in the class and the reality:

| don’'t know how to say it, as they are accustomed to the learning styles in their
country when they come here, there are a lot of problems, and they need help. But
-+ | think it's me who also need help. | want to be helped rather than being the

helper.

As stated by Student D, inadequate levels of English proficiency of some
local students also caused negative feelings about task completion, “as there were
international students, we used English more. Less proficient students could not
participate in such activities nor understand the lecture, thus feeling bored and

discouraged” (Student D).

Finally, both students and teachers evaluated the factor of equity positive
in CLE with the presence of international students despite their admitting that
there were changes in the teachers’ care of students. To be specific, the teachers
were observed to care for and interact with international students more than local
ones. As an explanation for this paradox, both teacher and student interviewees
believed that their acceptance of the special care for international students rooted

from their sympathy and empathy with the international students:

| just felt | should not let him be alone when in an alien country. Simply as
it is, | used to live abroad, and | know that being away from your home means a
lack of care and loneliness --- if there is someone supporting us, we will feel

confident overcoming the difficulties (Teacher B).
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5. Discussion

5.1 Evaluation of CLE

The results from qualitative and quantitative data analysis showed that the
CLE at this university was rated positive in seven factors, namely student
cohesiveness, teacher support, student involvement, investigation, task
orientation, cooperation, and equity. Specifically, equity and cooperation were the
two highest-rated factors. This finding is different from some research on CLE in
other parts of the world, such as Chua et al. (2009) study which examined the
relationship between high school students’ evaluation of CLE in Chinese language
classrooms and their learning motivation using the WIHIC questionnaire. Findings
from this study revealed the three most important factors in a CLE, namely student
involvement, teacher support, and task orientation. This can be explained by the
differences between high school and university learning and teaching. For
instance, the former emphasizes mastery of basic knowledge to prepare students
for college matriculation, thus being more teacher-centered in many contexts and
placing more attention to disciplines, while university CLE is more student-
centered, encouraging more communication and collaborative learning (Song &

Vermunt, 2021).

Such positive evaluation found in the context of this study can be
attributable to the teachers’ quality, care, and equity and humane treatment for
their students. Besides, such idiosyncratic features of the EFL classroom as
diverse learning activities and the small classroom size encourage students’
participation as an individual and as a team member and allow more

communication among learners as well as between teachers and learners.

5.2 Differences Between CLE with and without International Students
Overall, EFL CLE with international students was rated positive by the
participants, especially the factor of equity which was highly appreciated despite

the students’ acknowledgment of their teachers’ support leaning toward
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international students. This finding can be explained by the students’ and

teachers’ openness and sympathy for international students.

The most apparent difference reported by both groups of students
(participating in CLE with and without international students) was that the
presence of international students had certain impacts on the cohesiveness among
the class members. This finding can be justified in the light of social cohesion
theory. Veerman et al. (2021) documented Schiefer and Van der Noll’s
multidimensional social cohesion model to propose seven components of school
social cohesion, namely: social networks, trust, mutual tolerance, participation,
belonging, solidarity, and compliance with social rules and norms. Changes made
to any of these components lead to changes in cohesion. In the light of this model,
the presence of international students in the studied context had certain impacts
on networks, tolerance with foreign students, participation, and compliance to
school rules and norms. Specifically, networks were an indicator of the quality and
degree of relationships between members in the classroom environment, namely
student-student, student-teacher, and parent-school relationships (Veerman et
al., 2021). Despite the positive attitudes of both students and teachers studied
towards the presence of international students, such presence changed the quality
of the relationships between students and students and students and teachers,
which could account for such factors as the international students’ participation
for a relatively short period (i.e. one semester), the students’ personalities,
language barrier, and cultural differences. Furthermore, the participation of the
students in a CLE included taking part in both inside and outside classroom
activities. In general, active participation of learners contributes to a positive
learning environment and act as a catalyst to improve cohesion. The findings of
this study revealed that such hurdles as language, cultural barriers, and
personalities were a major source of influence on international students’
involvement in learning activities. International students’ participation in activities

outsides the classroom was evident yet inadequate.
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The last component justifying why cohesiveness in CLE with international
students was lower than in CLE without this group of learners is the compliance
of school rules and norms. The adherence to CLE rules and norms and the
importance of being able to maintain these regulations create discipline, which is
a key factor in social cohesion. In this study, the participants’ sharing of
international students’ negative learning activities such as being late or absent for
personal recreational purposes reflected their low evaluation of discipline in CLE

with international students.

International students’ influences on networks, level of participation, and
discipline in CLE helped explain the low evaluation of the participation on student
cohesiveness in CLE with international students. However, despite being rated
lower, the evaluation of student cohesiveness in CLE with international students
was generally positive, which was an effect of the tolerance for foreign students.
Qualitative data reflected an open and sympathetic attitude towards international

students.

Qualitative data analysis also showed a lower evaluation of task orientation
and investigation in CLE with international students, which can be understood by
considering factors idiosyncratic to EFL such as local students’ expectation of
international students’ presence in the classroom, international students’ learning
attitudes, and language proficiency. Local students’ expectation of international
students’ presence in the classroom might disappoint them instead of being a
source of help for English practice and cultural learning. In fact, international
students with low English proficiency turned out to be a learning distractor in some
cases. This finding is also discussed and explained by some researchers (Kwon,
2013) who argue that international students when working with non-English
speaking students from the host country would need support for their interactional
and social needs with local students. At the same time, the need for academic
support of local students who identify themselves as EFL learners is also

recognized by extant literature (Kim et al., 2014).
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The presence of international students in the studied CLE brought about
both opportunities and challenges. Findings from this study have suggested efforts
to be made at both institutional and classroom levels. To be specific, a transparent
and fair process of recruiting international students with requirement of English
language proficiency should be developed to avoid prioritizing quantity over quality.
The assigning of international students into EFL courses should be made while
considering the needs, language proficiency, and ability of both international and
local students. At classroom level, learning activities should fit international
students’ English proficiency to encourage their involvement. The presence of
international students should also be considered a source for integrating cultural
elements into language teaching to enhance both local and international students’
linguistic and intercultural competency. Even attention and fair treatment should
be given to all students, not just international ones, to engage all students,

especially less competent ones.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, findings of this study have shown a positive evaluation of EFL
classroom environment in the studied context regardless of the presence of
international students. The participants highly appreciated the opportunities for
cooperation in learning activities as well as the equal treatment of their teachers.
The presence of international students reduced Vietnamese student cohesiveness
in CLE as well as their task orientation, which were attributable to communication
barriers and challenges in organizing learning activities in CLE with international

students.

This research aimed to evaluate CLE through the lenses of students and
teachers from the host institutes, which made it different from the majority of
existing research focusing on international students. The findings from this

research, hence, have contributed to the literature of CLE with international
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students from the perspectives of host institutes which remains uncharted

territory.

The mixed methods allowed the researcher to gain an extensive amount of
data from different sources, thus fortifying the study’s rigor and trustworthiness.
However, there remain some methodological limitations that should be considered
through future research. First, the sample was quite modest in number (136
students), thus the findings might not be highly representative nor generalized.
Second, the study may miss valuable insights from participants who had not
experienced CLE with international students as this group of participants was not
selected for interviews due to constraints in recruiting interviewees. Furthermore,
one outstanding issue of CLE research in the EFL environment is the lack of an
instrument tailored specifically for this environment. This limitation has not been
addressed by this research. However, to ensure validity and rigor of the research,
data were collected using a popular instrument, which was employed across

contexts.

Given the aforementioned findings and limitations, the researcher proposes
some recommendations for future research on this topic. First, a comprehensive
study collecting data from all stakeholders such as international students, home
institutes, and host institutes (e.g. admin staff, teachers, students, support staff,
etc.) is essential to delineate a panoramic picture of a CLE featuring international
students. Second, concerning research methods, employing multiple instruments
(e.g. observation, survey, interviews, etc.) with a large sample will help ensure the
research’s representativeness and reliability. Furthermore, developing a specific
instrument for evaluating the EFL classroom learning environment is imperative.
Last but not least, the current research just managed to embrace CLE in EFL

classes, other CLEs with international students also need to be investigated.
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