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Thriving, not just surviving: 

Co-creating International 

Students’ Pathways to Success
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Who are we?
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Ale



What are we going to discuss today?
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• Getting to know you first

• International students are struggling

• Case study 1 - Belgium

• Case study 2 - UK

• Discussion and case analysis

• More polls…

• Q&A



EAIE-18796.CNF.IO

▸Navigate to https://eaie-18796.cnf.io/ and tap 
the session titled "Thriving, not just surviving: 
Co-creating international students' pathways 
to success (S10.01)"

▸OR just point your phone’s camera at the QR 
code to join directly
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Poll: I work in:
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Poll: My organisation is:
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Poll: My role is:
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Poll: My main interest in this session is (in one 
sentence) [max 20 words]: 



Not performing as well as we expect

They are failing

International students are struggling

Slide 9



Slide 10

are the students ‘wrong’?

Change our admission criteria 

to guarantee qualitative high intake

International students are struggling
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are we ‘wrong’?

Aim for ‘inclusive internalisation’ 

Enhance student well-being & student 

performance

International students are struggling
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are we ‘wrong’?

Aim for ‘inclusive internalisation’ 

Enhance student well-being & student 

performance

International students are struggling

Ask us what we 
need to succeed!



How did we gather data?
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One-to-one
interviews

with
international 

students

Points of action 
and

recommendations
for policy changes



What would you ask international 

students if conducting a one-to-

one interview?
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• How did you discover KU Leuven?

• Why choose KU Leuven? 

• How did Application and Admissions go?

• What info did you look for after admittance?

• How did you experience arrival & orientation? 

• What were your experiences during the first weeks of class?

• When did you start feeling ‘settled in’? 

• What helps you adjust to a new life?

• Did you experience any issues with exams?

• How did you experience graduation and what after graduation?

• What effect did COVID have?

• Did we meet your expectations and would you recommend KU Leuven?

Questions asked in the interviews
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What info do international students look for

after admittance?
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⮚ Info on visa and housing
⮚ Students are stressed: the admin, the cost and the fear of being scammed, it’s mentally taxing before

arrival

⮚ Students are looking for a community, a way to belong

⮚ Students want to imagine their new life

I found info via a 
Vietnamese association
on Facebook. I wanted
to know what to expect
in Belgium, particularly
as an Asian. 

I googled

‘how hard 

is KU 

Leuven’ 

I searched for groups

of Indonesian students 

in Belgium and

Brussels and

connected with them. 

They gave me info on 

living here.

I googled

pictures of 

the campus 

and watched

videos to see

how it was



How do students experience arrival & orientation?
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⮚ Students might have had several negative experiences just getting here

⮚ Frustration can have many different (and surprising) origins (everything is alien)

⮚ Students value orientation activities

⮚ More than expected miss orientation, catch-up orientation initiatives needed

⮚ Students want to network and prefer small groups

⮚ Students get lost, they need very clear signs on campus and people telling them where to go

⮚ Students get frustrated if they can’t participate in certain activities because they are full

⮚ Students ask for very specific info on life on and off campus

⮚ Students compare campuses and appreciate a visit/introduction to (facilities at) another campus

⮚ Students appreciate the buddy programme

⮚ Students need a physical space to meet each other
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I experienced culture shock when I 
arrived. I hate the weather, and I miss 
the sea. Brussels in winter is not nice, I 
come from Porto. I had allergies in 
spring, for the first time in my life!

I don’t like bikes! I needed to learn 
to ride a bike, my friends made 
fun of me. I didn’t like it; I decided 
to skip the bike and walk instead.

We need info on groceries, 

local recommendations, 

safe options, Asian options, 

a shop list we can print from 

a QR code. I had to adjust 

to the time difference, the 

languages, I had to make 

friends, and I had to study. I 

don’t have time to look for 

the right shops as well.

How do students experience arrival & orientation?

Your head is everywhere when you 

arrive. It is a confusing time. Your 

emotions are everywhere,



What are the experiences during the first weeks 

of class?
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⮚ Challenging transition period for many, extra help in finding the right way is needed. Students feel

stressed and tired

⮚ Better signs to classrooms on all campuses

⮚ Big groups are off-putting, reduce group size

⮚ Students need to see the immediate added value of going to class, otherwise they might decide not to

I had high expectations. I thought uni would be
more interesting than high school. But classes
were not interesting, the teaching style in big
classes doesn’t work, the professors weren’t
engaging. So I skipped classes and did it from
home. There was no added value to go to class, so
I watch the recordings.

The first few

classes were

very tiring, it’s

all in English.

Finding the building is
not the problem, but
finding the room is.

Understanding my schedule
took a long time and it was
chaos. I had to learn how to
study. Procrastinators
suffer here.



When do students start feeling ‘settled in’?
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⮚ It takes a long time! (over a semester usually, some even longer)

⮚ Creating opportunities for internationals to meet each other and to meet locals, through meeting

spaces, events (e.g. case competitions) or in class (e.g. group assignments)

⮚ Realising they have acquired local knowledge helps

⮚ Swift procedure for residence permits

⮚ Keep track of the students who fail at exams, feeling unsettled and out of control of their lives.

At the beginning I had a rush of emotions

and I thought that things are going to be

hard here. In my 2nd year I was more

accustomed to how the courses work.

But this was the first time I failed a

subject and first time not spending a

summer home. I thought if I want to

excel, I can’t go home, so I stayed here.

But I felt like I sacrificed my social life in

Egypt to succeed at my courses in

Belgium. Failing was not something I was

used to, it can be very depressing.

I felt settled in after my first group

assignment. It was around the time

of the Eurocup and I watched the

football with friends, that made me

feel good.

In the 2nd semester I felt 
like I can do this. This is 
my university. I have 
friends and I know people 
in the lectures. But I was 
like an alien in the 1st

semester. There was a 
case competition, I tried 
to push myself out of my 
comfort zone. I met lots 
of people there, it was a 
very positive experience.

I felt settled by December. My room was 

decorated and I had visitors over. I was their

tour guide and showed them the Grand 

Place. I felt like a local.



What helps the adjustment to a new life?
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⮚ Very detailed and specific Information before and at orientation about life in general (weather, shops,
bikes, etc.)

⮚ Promote language facilities and language classes

⮚ Promote a diverse range of student clubs to new students, tied to different interests

⮚ Promote inclusive activities: free, no alcohol, open to everyone, low threshold

⮚ Promote the sports offer

⮚ Campus should be an attractive space to meet people and to go to class

I joined the running club. When there is a
rhythm to life, it gets easier. Having a sport
can help. It is something I did at home too,
I feel connected through it.

I say ‘go to every class!’. You

need to get adjusted to the

food and the people and how

to study. You need to get 

yourself into a routine, being

responsible. I was in every

society, I did everything and I 

worked part-time. There are a 

lot of opportunities beside the

university, look for something

else too, you need to do 

something extra as an

international, you need to

learn the language, learn the

skill, get adjusted, lots of 

students think the uni will do it

for them, but that’s not so.

The student union is
too Dutch, their
communication is in
Dutch. I went to help
at an event and
everyone was
speaking Dutch. I now
attend activities by a
data science & AI
club. They are more
international.

You can live without French or Dutch but you lose out. 
Learning French improved my quality of life on a day to 
day basis. I can participate with things in the weekend, it 
allowed me to do things in Brussels, like order a coffee, go 
to concerts and social activities.



TESTIMONIAL
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• “The graduation ceremony was a negative experience. It was not 
what I expected. The VUB is not in the top 50 but has a ceremony 
on the Grand Place in cap and gown. Ours was really disappointing. 
They say ‘don’t applaud after each name’ No! I put all that effort in! I 
passed! I did a good job! That kind of stuff makes me feel like we 
don’t count.” 

• “The graduation ceremony is a bit sad, calling names on the stage is 
sad. I spent 3 years here! We need something to show our family! I 
want the feeling like I graduated and I want a certificate, not online, 
give it to me at the graduation, we worked hard for 3 years!” 

• “Give the Bachelor students a proper ceremony, it’s an important 
moment.” 

Implementation : co-create change
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Quick win:

Rethink graduation ceremony

o How do they feel appreciated?

o Finishing a degree IS important 

We made some changes…
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• “I want orientation activities just in my programme. It was nice 
meeting people from the MBA, but I don’t see those people again. 
It’s easier to make friends in your programme.” 

• “The official events like how to study in Belgium were informative but 
not good for meeting people.” 

• “We need more activities to let internationals know more about each 
other. Not just give us info. We are here to network.”

• “Orientation activities don’t need much, just speed dating or lunch or 
a coffee, the aim is to network anyway. I am here to network.”

• “Not everything was planned well, I need to queue for a ticket and 
missed out. I come all the way over here and now I can’t get a 
ticket?”

Implementation : co-create change
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Short term:

Rethink orientation

o Inclusive: free, no registration, no frustration

o Small group activities

o Clear instructions

o Connect with the right people/your people

o Students help students
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• “Everyone told me the university is very hard, but nothing can prepare you
for how hard it is! I would make the same decision again, it made me how I 
am today, it changed the way I see life. But I wouldn’t advise KU Leuven to
all of my friends. Belgium is a great country to live in, but you need to earn
the KU Leuven. My expectations were met and succeeded but graduating
took longer than I expected. I’m running late.”

• “I thought students who were successful in my programme had a magic
stick or something, to help them, it seemed impossible.” 

• “I would say ‘come if you can handle it'. It can be difficult to manage the
stress, it’s not for stress-sensitive people. It’s going to hurt you too much. I 
would make the same decision again, despite the problems and challenges, 
I don’t regret my choice coming here, I grew up very rapidly.”

Implementation : co-create change
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Long term:

New Study Advisor team

o Already well-established for the Dutch-speaking bachelor 

programmes on another campus 

o Help with the first-year courses (mathematics, accountancy, etc.)

o Takes: longer => different budgets, long-term project, responsibility

outside the International Office, hiring extra staff
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❖ Rationale

❖ Audit process

❖ Results

❖ Recommendations

❖ Actions

Northumbria University Audit
The international student experience and outcomes 
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• Enhancing the International Student Experience is critical to the success of the 

University Strategy 2030

• International Student success features across the Strategic Delivery Plans (International 

and Education)

• Focus on previous international Student Feedback (low and poor)

• Focus in four areas: Alumni, Teaching, Learner Support and Careers and Employability

• University Race Equality Charter commitments

• PGT students and their programmes and work experience while in the UK

Why did they need to do it?
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1. In Spring 2023 with immediate actions from 2024

KPMG – external auditor, as part of audit schedule

Focus on: 

1. The mechanisms that the University has in place to gather feedback from international students, 

how any key insights or trends are identified and how action plans are established to improve 

the University experience of international students.

2. International student employability, including how the University monitors graduate 

employability for international students and if action plans are established to support graduate 

outcomes for international students

3. How Alumni are engaged with to provide their prospective or case studies on what the 

University could do differently to support international student employability

How did it happen?
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What was good
✔ The University Alumni team engages with 

students during their graduation and 

request updated contact details- high with 

International Students. 

✔ Students are surveyed and offered further 

engagement- low with International 

Students

✔ Alumni& Philathropy Steering Group 

includes International Students as a sub-set 

of student body

What were the results? Alumni

Slide 35

What was not so good
❖ Alumni surveys have not included any specific 

details exclusively for international student 

feedback to understand and learn more about 

their respective experiences

❖ No previous interest in/requests for improving 

engagement with IS

❖ Without insights or data being collected specific to 

international students on their experience or 

employability, there is a risk that University could 

not identify areas for improvement or concerns 

that need rectifying



What was good
✔ GF mission: ‘To enhance the employability 

of our students, enable them to make a 

successful transition into employment and 

manage their future career and aspirations 

in a global environment.’

✔ All students receive support up to 5 years 

after graduation, incl. IS

✔ Tailored careers programmes for IS

✔ Platforms that support specific students: 

Global Careers

✔ Events are highly attended by IS

Results- Graduate Employability
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What was not so good
❖ Events do not provide data on attendance of 

home v/s international students; 

therefore, feedback cannot be segregated

❖ Feedback from surveys with international students 

is not shared with Education Committee

❖ REC feedback is required but low engagement 

with IS makes data not representative

❖ Graduate outcomes data focus on home students

❖ Careers online platform does not focus on IS 

journey



What was good
✔ The University has a student engagement 

plan in place and in line with Office for 
Student (OfS) University Conditions of 
Registration

✔ the University seeks feedback from the 
National Student Survey (NSS) and the 
Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey 
(PTES)

✔ Northumbria has the software Explorance 
Blue in place

✔ University’s student engagement plan has a 
principle of 'The University will ensure that 
all underrepresented groups, including 
international students, have an effective 
voice at all levels of the University',

Results- International Student Feedback
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What was not so good
❖ Questions included within these surveys are set 

externally and are not at the discretion of the 
University.

❖ There are no distinct methods currently in place to 
gather feedback exclusively from international 
students

❖ Engagement Plan does not cover wider student 
experience, therefore further complicates the 
University’s ability to not only achieve the principle 
of the engagement plan, but also the Race Quality 
Charter

❖ the listed Business Owner is out of date, as the 
listed individual is no longer with the University.



What was good

✔ Task and Finish group created in 2020 for 

PGT feedback

✔ In 2020/ 2021, NU participated in a Post 

Graduate Experience Survey (PTES) 

produced by Advanced HE

✔ The outcomes of the project informed the 

University’s new Education strategy

✔ Customer project was launched after the 

completion of the Task and Finish Group

Results- Postgraduate Taught (PGT) Project
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What was not so good
❖ TFG identified a number of key findings, with 

these being separated into seven key areas, such 
as induction, skills and employability, and 
international student experience.

❖ Ot of 88 HEIs, Northumbria ranked 88th overall, 
with some of its lowest scores being 88th for 
teaching, 81st for engagement, 84th for 
organisation and 86th for skills development

❖ Management is not entirely convinced that each of 
the outcomes have been appropriately mapped to 
the strategy

❖ Customer Project has been put on hold and that it 
is therefore not clear on the latest status of the 
actions



• Based on these issues, what recommendations would you provide?

Discussion
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• Alumni: Better surveys to identify positive experience and barriers for international students, 
including type, frequency, use of data, and better information for Steering Group.

• Careers and Employability: GF should work with Education Committee to where feedback from 
international students is captured and how it’s used for further improvement; Careers Online to 
develop an IS-specific pathway; Define clear plans for feedback based on REC commitments

• Student Feedback: Overall review of student feedback; inclusion of distinct international 
student feedback mechanisms; ownership for this should be clearly defined, with the respective 
owner then reviewing, managing and overseeing any action plans; the functionality of Explorance 
Blue should be investigated; review the WeAreInternational Student Charter.

• PGT Project: A mapping exercise should be performed on the key findings from the Task and 
Finish Group’s work; Management should review the latest status of each finding to identify key 
actions; Once the University begins to implement findings, feedback should be gathered to 
understand how/ if the action taken is making a positive difference on the PGT student 
experience; A review of the University’s student engagement website should be conducted.

Recommendations and next steps
Positive action
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✔ Alumni team established survey for IS experience: 
Actions and frequency of contact reviewed regularly

✔ Data used to review country-specific needs and 
changes

✔ A&P group reviewed its purpose, objectives and 
reporting

✔ Chair and deputy defined

✔ Feeback from group channelled to appropriate groups 
(Education Committee and Student Success Group)

Interventions- Alumni
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✔ Graduate Futures to propose protocols to Education Committee for agreement by December 

2024

✔ Redefine international status to be used when collecting feedback to ensure consistency across 

the University

✔ Include details of key events and format of collating feedback and how actions will be reported 

to Education Committee.

✔ Incorporate feedback mechanisms into the International Student Careers Programme- Feedback 

mechanisms to be operationalised by academic year 2025-26

✔ Extract key metrics from International Student Careers Programme; analyse and evaluate 

insights and recommendations identified for action to be agreed and implemented academic 

year 2025-26; Reporting on progress to Student Access and Success sub-committee in Spring 

of 2025.

✔ Head of Career Planning to develop and implement a feedback framework and toolkit for use 

across Graduate Futures; to be aligned with HR EDI Manager to ensure meet requirements of 

Race Equality Charter.

Interventions- Graduate Employability
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✔ Students Union- 50% of Sabbaticals are international students

✔ TFG recommendations to be formally considered by Education Committee in October 

2024. This allowed for updated Surveys Policy

✔ Education Committee to add international students-specific questions into MEQs/PLS in October 

2024 and process for implementation

✔ The student engagement plan, Student Charter and Teaching policy should all be updated to 

include the new respective Executive Owner/ Business Owner.

✔ Student Charter and Teaching policy to be updated and approved by Education Committee in 

September 2024

✔ The functionality of ExploranceBlue should be investigated to understand the system 

requirements that need to be in place to support the inclusion of further data fields and reports

✔ PVC (Education) and PVC (International) to review the WeAreInternational Student Charter, to 

determine if it is suitable for the University and how its principles can be utilised

Interventions- IS Feedback
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✔ PVC London and PVC Education to map recommendations of PGT Project to QED Strategic 

Delivery Plan in September 2024 to assure key areas are being addressed

✔ Quality Enhacement and Student Experience Operations Lead to review recommendations of 

PGT Project and identify any blockers (and mitigation) and include in Quality Enhacement 

operational plan in September 2024

✔ Quality Enhacement reporting, impact and governance process to be scoped as part of existing 

Programme Review processes, and as part of Student Development Programme.

✔ Training for staff on EDI, International Student Experience, and International classroom to be 

carried out yearly

Interventions- PGT Project
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• Every table has one case. There are 5 different 

cases.  

• What can you do to co-create change? 

And now your turn
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A student from China meets people from the KU Leuven welcome desk at Brussels 

airport on arrival. They give him directions to where he has to go. He gets on the 

(correct) train. The train stops in Brussels centre. He waits for the doors to open. 

They don’t. The train moves on. Someone comes over and explains he has to push 

the button next to the train door for the doors to open. He gets off at the next 

station. He is stressed. He has to figure out which train to take back to get to the 

correct station.

Case 1
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“In China everything is automatic.”



An Indian student’s connecting flight is delayed and he shows up very late 

for check-in at his student residence. Nobody is there to let him in. He can’t 

find the info to contact the correct person at the housing department. He 

walks around Leuven on a Sunday night; all the shops are closed and 

there is no one at hotel receptions. He books himself into a hostel for the 

night.

Case 2
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“There was so much info, I couldn’t find the 
essentials anymore. Why is everything closed? I 
am used to a 24/7 environment.”



Case 3
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A student from Albania complains that his grades are too low. 14/20 is 

considered a good result, 16/20 is very good, 20/20 is hardly ever 

granted. Student is worried about his results.

My mum looks at my grades and says ‘they are no good’, I get 15/20 
and you tell me I should be happy I passed, but someone needs to tell
me I’m doing good. 



An international student very quickly after arriving at their host realised 

that the cost of living was higher than anticipated. He had to take on 

more shifts at work to pay for his bills and food. At the end of the 

semester he failed 2 classes.

Case 4
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“The stress of not having a job distracts me more than having a job
would distract me from academia!”



A student from Vietnam finishing her Master's degree is preparing to apply 

for a post-study work visa. She has asked the university to secure a job for 

her. The university tells her it is her responsibility to do so but they help her 

prepare a CV and practice for the interview. She sued the university when 

she couldn't secure a professional job three months after graduation. 

Case 5
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“The recruitment agent told me 98% of students from this 
university get a job immediately after graduation”



• Self-reflection on processes in exams, grading, 
teaching, in student support

• Changes on campus 

• Re-assess what we think is ‘normal’
• And some things are out of our hands, but we need to be 

aware of these stress-factors, make colleagues aware of 
them and keep trying

Change is more than communication and 

expectation management alone
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Participant poll
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Questions?

Slide 53



Slide 54


	Dia 1:  
	Dia 2: Who are we?
	Dia 3: What are we going to discuss today?  
	Dia 4
	Dia 5
	Dia 6
	Dia 7
	Dia 8
	Dia 9: International students are struggling
	Dia 10: International students are struggling
	Dia 11: International students are struggling
	Dia 12: International students are struggling
	Dia 13: How did we gather data?
	Dia 14
	Dia 15: Questions asked in the interviews
	Dia 16: Questions asked in the interviews
	Dia 17: What info do international students look for after admittance?
	Dia 18: How do students experience arrival & orientation?
	Dia 19: How do students experience arrival & orientation?
	Dia 20: What are the experiences during the first weeks of class?
	Dia 21: When do students start feeling ‘settled in’?
	Dia 22: What helps the adjustment to a new life?
	Dia 23: TESTIMONIAL
	Dia 24
	Dia 25
	Dia 26: Implementation : co-create change
	Dia 27: We made some changes…
	Dia 28: Implementation : co-create change
	Dia 29
	Dia 30: Implementation : co-create change
	Dia 31
	Dia 32: Northumbria University Audit The international student experience and outcomes 
	Dia 33: Why did they need to do it?
	Dia 34: How did it happen?
	Dia 35: What were the results? Alumni
	Dia 36: Results- Graduate Employability
	Dia 37: Results- International Student Feedback
	Dia 38: Results- Postgraduate Taught (PGT) Project
	Dia 39: Discussion 
	Dia 40: Recommendations and next steps Positive action
	Dia 41: Interventions- Alumni
	Dia 42: Interventions- Graduate Employability
	Dia 43: Interventions- IS Feedback
	Dia 44: Interventions- PGT Project
	Dia 45: And now your turn
	Dia 46: Case 1
	Dia 47: Case 2
	Dia 48: Case 3
	Dia 49: Case 4
	Dia 50: Case 5
	Dia 51: Change is more than communication and expectation management alone
	Dia 52: Participant poll
	Dia 53: Questions?
	Dia 54

