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ABSTRACT

With the economic development of Indonesia in the recent years,
there has been a large number of Indonesian students continue their
higher education in overseas countries, particularly Australia. Hence,
examining their perceptions, challenges and experiences to adapt to
the Australian English learning environment becomes an interesting
attribute to explore. Drawing on this issue, the in-hand study explores
how Indonesian learners dealt with challenges and difficulties in
Australian education environment. Employing a qualitative research,
this study involved eight Indonesian learners enrolled in English
language programs in a number of Australian universities. Using
interview as the instrument, the findings showed that the participants
perceived a positive perception toward the communication activities
during the teaching and learning practices; however, they
encountered some difficulties related to grammar instruction within
communicative practice. The results of interview further revealed
that most of the learning difficulties they experienced were due to
their prior exposure and habit to Indonesian teaching and learning
styles. The participants further conveyed that enhancing English
ability and building confidence were two most possible ways to deal
with the difficulties. These results contribute as fruitful insights for
teachers to be aware of different learners’ styles and needs,
particularly those coming from various cultural backgrounds, so that
they could engage in more interactive teaching and learning activities.
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With the increase of economic development of Indonesia in the recent years, there

has been a growing number of Indonesian students pursuing their higher education in
overseas countries, particularly Western countries such as United States, the United
Kingdom, Germany, Australia, and New Zealand (Fenanlampir et al., 2019; Mulyana &
Murtiningsih, 2017). By the year goes, the number of Indonesian students in overseas
countries is continuously increasing with at least thirty-five thousands learners every
year (Efendi et al., 2020). According to the data of Quick Count Achievement SUN
Education in 2018 (de Britto, 2019), there were five favorite countries that become
destination for most Indonesian students, i.e. Australia, United States, England,
Singapore, and China. The result of quick count is interesting since Australia becomes
the most favorite country destination to study for Indonesian students overwhelming
the United States (de Britto, 2019). According to International Student Enrollment Data
(2016), Indonesia is among the top ten foreign countries having students in Melbourne,
Victoria, Australia.
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The growing number of Indonesian students continue their education in Australia
has attracted attention from a number of scholars (Nguyen, 2011; Yu & Wright, 2016;
Zulferdi, 2021). These studies have examined learning achievements and challenges of
Indonesian students when having engaged in Australian education environment. A lot of
Indonesian students spent time at Language centers to learn and practice language
before entering universities (Dewi, 2017). The cultural adaptation from traditional
background to a new environment in an English native country became a crucial issue
faced by most of Indonesian learners (Scarino, 2012). Indonesian students were found
to usually brought along their learning habits and styles from their original country when
they experience education in Australia (Zulferdi, 2021). This becomes an initial and
primary problem for Indonesian learners to deal with new teaching styles conducted in
Australian education environment. Hence, Indonesian learners’ perceptions, challenges,
and resilience becomes an interesting attribute to explore.

Research on international learners’ perspectives, challenges, and experiences in
other countries’ education systems has been conducted with various results. The
majority of these studies was conducted in the context of United States education system
(Mitchell Jr et al, 2017; Mukminin, 2012; Lopez & Bui, 2014) and European learning
contexts (Du et al,, 2017). The results of these studies revealed international students’
perceptions and experiences during studying in Western countries. The issue of cultural
differences and language efficacy was found to be the most frequently faced challenge by
international students including Indonesian (Mukminin, 2012). More recently, the study
of Mitchell Jr et al. (2017) further showed that international students were highly
influenced by their cultural and language origin having significantly different exposure
to the Western culture and language such as in United States and Europe.

Studies have also been conducted to examine international students’ perceptions
and challenges in Australian higher education context (Paton, 2007; Sawir, 2005; Sawir
et al, 2012). The results indicated that language-related issues was a primary difficulty
faced by international students. More precisely, the problem was likely associated with
students’ English language proficiency (Sawir et al., 2012). When it comes to Indonesian
students, the study of Novera (2004) found that they were difficult to adapt to Australian
learning environment due to linguistics and academic challenges. It was further
explained thatlearning experiences in their home country seemed to affect their learning
styles in the host country. Thus, it is highly necessary to explore their beliefs and
perceptions about learning experiences in other countries, particularly Australia where
most of Indonesian students go to.

Having reviewed previous literature about perceptions and experiences of
international students in their host countries, two research gaps are observable. First,
most of the precedent studies were conducted in the context of United States and Europe
learning environment; hence, slightly did we find the perceptions, experiences, and
challenges of Indonesian students in Australian education context. Second, the majority
of previous studies highly concerned on beliefs, challenges, and experiences of
International students having a study in the host country. Thus, to the best of the authors’
knowledge, research on their resilience and the ways they deal with the challenges of
studying abroad still remain a paucity of evidence. Examining their beliefs, experiences,
and resilience to deal with the challenges of studying abroad is crucial to identify the
students’ needs and interests so that they are able to involve in an effective teaching and
learning activities.

As an attempt to close the gaps, the present study aims to explore Indonesian
students’ perceptions, challenges, and resilience of having a study in Australian
university learning environment. By involving eight Indonesian students studying at
English language programs of several universities in Australia. Using interview, the
views and perspectives of the Indonesian students are scrutinized to reach the objective.
This study depicts an in-depth understanding of how Indonesian students deal with
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education environment in Australia. The results of this study contribute to providing
fruitful insights for educators to adopt better approach and design learning instructions
that suit the learners’ needs and interests. Indonesian students are stereotyped as
“passive learners” when studying in other countries in most of previous studies
(Ambrose et al,, 2017; Nguyen, 2011; Novera, 2004).

Method

Research context and participants

This study aims to explore International students’ perceptions, challenges, and
resilience of having study abroad in Australian education environment. Using convenient
sampling technique, this study recruited eight Indonesian students (namely P1-P8)
studying at English language programs of several universities I Australia. They came
from various regions in Indonesia and were pursuing higher education in the levels of
Master and doctoral degrees. Their age was between 25 and 40 with average age 32. The
English proficiency among the participants was varied ranging from 5.5 to 7.5. The
differences indicated that they might have various cultural and educational backgrounds
as well as English language abilities. Table 1 presents the demographic information of
the participants.

Table 1. Demographic Information of the Participants

Participant Gender Age Degre.e m.ajoring/ IELTS L.ength of study
applying in score (in months)

P1 F 32 Master of TESOL 6.0 18

P2 F 25 Master of TESOL 55 10

P3 M 36 Ph.D in Applied 7.5 35
Linguistics

P4 F 28 Master of Applied 7.3 24
Linguistics

P5 M 29 Master in TESOL 7.0 12

P6 F 40 Ph.D in TESOL 6.5 12

P7 M 29 Master in Applied 7.0 18
Linguistics

P8 M 30 Master in TESOL 6.5 16

Instrument and data collection

The data was gathered by means of semi-structured interviews to reach an in-
depth understanding of Indonesian learners’ perceptions, challenges, and resilience on
studying in Australian education environment. The interview consisted of two sections.
The first section dealt with participants’ personal information such as name, age, gender,
[ELTS score, study major, and length of the study in Australia. The second section
comprised main interview questions seeking the answers for the participants’
perceptions, challenges, and resilience of studying in Australian education context. The
interviews were conducted either in Bahasa Indonesia or English, depending on the
participants’ preferences so that they could freely express their views and ideas without
worrying their English. Each interview was last for about 30 - 40 minutes and was
conducted by face-to-face interaction or by phone because of the distance issue. The
whole interview process was audio-recorded and transcribed, and translated into
English for the purpose of data analysis and interpretation.

Data analysis

The data obtained from the interviews were analyzed by employing a bottom-up
(inductive) approach. The data were classified into three main categories based on the
theme of the research problems, i.e. perceptions, challenges, and resilience. In the
process of data analysis, the researchers performed coding toward the emerging
patterns and themes. Furthermore, the researchers classified, reviewed, and synthesized
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the emerging themes that further used as a basis of conclusion drawing. To ensure the
validity and reliability of the data and the whole research process, one of the researchers
developed the instrument and the other researcher checked and evaluated it. Moreover,
the two researchers performed transcription and coding of the data independently and
performed stages of discussion to reach the final agreement of the data conclusion.
Simultaneously, the data analysis process was also verified using a deductive approach
in which relevant literature was revisited then exploring the emerging themes as salient
to the topic of the research.

Results

This section highlights the results of data analysis with regards to the three
primary themes, i.e. perceptions, challenges, and resilience. The most representative
quotes from the participants’ utterances are presented to strengthen the description of
the findings. Interpretation and implication of the results and how the findings correlate
to current theories and previous results are also presented as a discussion.

Indonesian learners’ perceptions on Australian education environment

The first theme of the finding about Indonesian learners’ perception on studying
in Australian education environment was related to the learning aims and objectives.
The results showed that Indonesian learners considered that there were different
English learning aims and objectives between in Indonesia and Australia. Most of
Indonesian students felt that passing the exam was the primary goal of learning English.
On the contrary, they recognized that the ultimate goals of English teaching and learning
in Australia focused on how to use English as a means of communication rather than to
deal with exams. As P1 and P4 said:

“I experience learning English in Junior and Senior high schools and mostly my teachers
taught us about grammar and how to pass the exams. Therefore, our English
communication skills are less trained since the focus of the exams is on grammar and
language structure” (P1).

“Teaching and learning English in Australia emphasize on how to use English to
communicate to others. Therefore, developing learners’ autonomy to use the language is
the primary goal” (P4).

The second theme of the finding was about the learning environment. The result
suggested that Indonesian learners generally perceived positive impressions about the
learning environment in several Australian universities. Six out of the ten learners
described the learning atmosphere as open and interactive, while the other two
participants said that the learning environment was relaxed and enjoyable. In addition,
three of the participants mentioned that small number of students in a class helps them
to be focus and create a cooperative environment for discussion and practice. They
confessed that a lot of communication took place between teachers and students and it
could enhance their motivation to involve in learning activities. As P6 said:

“Overall, I feel that English learning here [in Australia] more concern on how to use the
language as communication vehicle. In the class, I experience a lot of practices and
exposures in the language because the instructors facilitate cooperative learning
activities” (P6).

The third theme of the finding was about teacher and learner roles. The result
indicated that the participants believed that the roles of teacher and learner were
different in Indonesian and Australian contexts. They further revealed that in Indonesia,
teachers were usually had full authorities over classroom and acted as transmitter of
knowledge. By this context, students were to be passive receptors. Meanwhile in
Australian classroom, teachers considered themselves as facilitators who provided
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exposures and support for their learners. Learners were granted role as active
participants and kept their own responsibility of learning. As P7 said:

“In Indonesia, teachers have full control of the class and act as the transmitter of
knowledge, so that we mostly learn about grammatical rules. While in Australia, students
are given a lot of exposures to practice English with teachers as the facilitators” (P7).

Indonesian learners’ challenges in Australian education environment

Although the participants believed that English learning activities in Australian
education setting were beneficial, they considered several challenges to deal with.
According to the interview data, some challenges raised such as dealing with high
pressure of academic writing, using grammar in context, complexity of the Australian
accent, oral communication, and demand for autonomy. The majority of the participants
mentioned that writing became the most challenging skill since they were demanded to
have good ability of English writing. As P3 said:

“I am poor at grammar and this is crucial skill when we have to write English. Most of
courses here need writing skill such as doing assignment, even when we have to present
in front of class, we should create the writing version before presenting” (P3)

Moreover, the Australian accent of English seemed to be a further problem for
Indonesian learners. One of the participant said that he often missed particular
information when having communication with native speakers both in campus
environment and in public places. As P5 said:

“During the English teaching and learning in Indonesia, we focus on grammar and
literacy skills so communicative competence of the language seems to be weak. While in
Australia, the English learning focus on how to use English for communication. Also,
because of the native speakers’ accent, I often misunderstand conversation with native
here both in campus and in other public places” (P5).

P1 and P8 added that sometimes they encountered difficulty when they had to
independently seek for particular materials or knowledge where originality and
creativity were highly necessary in Australian context. Being international learners in
Australia required competency to be an active and autonomous learner.

“Here [in Australia], we have to research on our own about materials and knowledge to
support the explanation or presentation given by the instructors. For me, it is challenging
and takes some time to deal with” (P1)

...... I think it [to be an autonomous learner] is also challenging when we must be aware
of independent learning. Most of learning activities in Australia should be done
independently to maximize the inputs” (P8).

Indonesian learners’ resilience toward the challenges in Australian education

Along with the challenges, the participants were also asked to explain about their
resilience to deal with these challenges. The interview data showed that practices and
building confidence were the alternative solution to enhance their English and adapted
to the Australian learning environment. The majority of the participants mentioned that
enhancing English ability was a must for them to actively participate in classroom
learning activities and to improve the efficacy of daily communication. To do so, they told
that building a confidence was highly necessary. As three of the participants said:

“

. and to deal with these difficulties we have to improve the ability of English
especially our communication skills” (P7)

“I think the possible solution that I will do is having practices English as much as
possible. It may be done with increasing communication with native speakers here
as well as building my confidence to speak in English” (P3)
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“We have proverb ‘the more the practices the better the knowledge’. I think it is
proper to deal with the difficulties about learning English. Practice is the most
effective way to enhance language proficiency and have a success as international
learners in this country [Australia]” (P6)

Discussion

This study has explored how Indonesian learners perceive English language
learning activities, challenges, and their resilience during studying abroad in Australia.
According to the findings, Indonesian learners hold positive perceptions toward
academic atmospheres in Australian learning environment. However, they find language
issue and autonomous learning as the most significant challenges. The findings also
illustrate that having more practices and building confidence in using English as a means
of communication are the possible solution offered by the Indonesian learners.

So, what do the findings imply for us? For sure, all learners might be affected by
what they have been experienced previously (Hembrough & Jordan, 2020; Nugroho &
Atmojo, 2020). In this case, Indonesian learners have to adapt to learning environment
in Australian context, but they seem to be greatly influenced by their learning styles in
Indonesia before continuing higher education in the host country. This finding confirms
the results of Dewi (2017) and Novera (2004) that Indonesian learners perceive positive
perceptions of studying in Australia, but encounter several challenges such as language
accent and learning autonomy. In a wider context, the result further supports what have
been found by Nguyen (2011) that south-east Asian students (Thailand, Vietnam, and
Indonesia) seem to consider the issue of language ability and cultural differences as the
primary challenges of studying abroad, not only in Australia but also in most of English
speaking countries. This findings are closely related to previous studies that explain
about the cultural influences into language learners’ acquisition (Lai et al., 2016;
Nugroho & Rekha, 2020).

With regards to the participants’ resilience toward these challenges, this study
found that having continuous practices and building self-confidence are the possible
solution that Indonesian learners can do. This finding is consistent to the results of
Naghdipour (2017) and Nugroho (2020) that language learners need to practice as much
as they can to obtain a lot of exposure of English. The finding is also in line with Alberth
(2018) that language learners have to be confident to use language especially in
communication without too much worry about grammar and language structure. This
findings further respond to gaps and suggestions given by Fan (2019) that identifying
the learners’ problems is not enough; thus, it is important to seek for the potential
solutions. This study has closed this gap by offering possible solution of the challenges
that International students encounter when studying abroad.

The results of this study provide several implications to the field of educational
efficacy of international students. First, by examining Indonesian students’ perceptions
in Australian educational environment, it provides insights for other international
learners that are going to study or having a study abroad. Second, other international
learners may look at how the participants of this study deal with the challenges and
difficulties they encounter during the study in overseas country. Third, educators or
teachers may use the results of this study as insights to provide particular treatment for
international students amidst the process of teaching and learning, despite of various
differences including cultural backgrounds, levels of language proficiency, and learning
styles.

Conclusion

The present study aims to explore Indonesian learners’ perceptions, challenges,
and resilience of having study abroad in Australia. Having eight Indonesian learners
studying at several universities in Australia as participants, the results depicted that
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most of them perceived positive perception toward learning in Australian education
context. They mentioned that language issue and learner autonomy became particular
challenges to adapt to the Australian learning environment. As for the alternative
solution, the participants mentioned that having English practices and building self-
confidence are highly necessary to do to deal with these challenges. These results
contribute to offering references for teachers and educators to create suitable design of
learning activities based on international students and interests. Apart from the
compelling results, this study acknowledges that the research participants could not
represent the whole population of international students in Australia. Therefore, further
inquiries are highly necessary to be conducted by involving greater number of
participants and various instruments of data collection, in addition to the interviews that
had been used in this study.
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