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Introduction

This article describes an innovative skills‑based, practice‑focused program that has recently become available in Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom, to help international students develop culturally effective social skills for quick adjustment to the foreign university campus. The EXCELL (Excellence in Cultural Experiential Learning and Leadership) Training Program is a theory‑driven and evidence‑based social effectiveness program designed to enhance international students' confidence and skills in academic and other interpersonal contexts. The increased behavioural competence is expected to lessen perceptions of cross‑cultural encounters as stressful, and to encourage social contact with rather than avoidance from host nationals. This way, the EXCELL program can strengthen the coping resources available to international students, bring out an adaptive pattern of problem‑focussed coping responses, facilitate students' psychosocial adjustment, and enhance their opportunities for educational and social successes in a foreign country. The EXCELL program can thus enable students to derive additional benefits from an international education.

Background

In recent years, the significant increase in numbers of international students on campuses in English‑speaking countries has paralleled an overall trend towards globalisation, and makes cross‑cultural encounters an inevitable part of the educational and employment experiences of professionals, administrators, and business people. In Australia alone, there were over 63,000 higher education students undertaking onshore international education in 1999 (Fell, 1999).

Intercultural social interactions can potentially enhance personal development and provide excellent opportunities for building global professional networks, and sometimes constitute the most fruitful aspect of exchange students' experiences (Clyne & Rizvi, 1998; Pittaway, Ferguson, & Breen, 1998). Nevertheless, they can also impose significant challenges for international students from a linguistic and cultural background very different from that of the host country. In Australia, over 85 per cent of the international students in 1996 were from Asian countries (Dobson, Sharma, & Calderon, 1998).

Challenges for Culturally Different Students

According to recent Australian research, Asia‑born international and migrant students tend to report less confidence and more social difficulties in a range of academic and general social situations involving interactions with host nationals, compared to Australia‑born students (Barker, Child, Gallois, Jones, & Callan, 1991; Choi, 1997; Edmond, 1996; Fan & Mak, 1998; Pe‑Pua, 1994).
In a recent study of non‑English‑speaking background nursing students on two Australian university campuses, Gorman (1999) identified various cultural disadvantages in the students' experiences, including adaptations required in asking questions, dealing with status, speaking up and giving presentations in class, grappling with gender, family roles, and financial security issues, mixing with other students, and understanding the values underpinning nursing and allied health disciplines. The faculty members and nursing staff in Gorman's study believed that the non‑English‑ speaking background student was stereotyped as "non‑assertive, retiring, overly respectful of authority figures and reluctant to engage with others by disclosing personal information and sharing experiences ... all these were seen as faulty interpersonal skills which can result in the student being seen as incapable of functioning competently as a nurse".

Ward (1996) has emphasised that the sociocultural adjustment of sojourners (such as international students) pertains to culture‑specific skills, the ability to negotiate the host culture, and general behavioural competence. Moreover, sociocultural adjustment can best be understood within a social learning context, and is influenced by knowledge about the new culture, amount of contact with host nationals, length of residence in a new culture, cultural identity, and cultural distance. Culture‑specific knowledge may come from previous cross‑cultural experience and/or training.

Nevertheless, newcomers receiving cross‑cultural training tend to be expatriate workers, such as diplomats, business executives, and peace-keeping workers, but not international students or migrants. Where training is available to international students, it is likely to be in the form of a cross‑cultural awareness program rather than a skill‑based, practice ​oriented, experiential program that is more in line with a social learning approach.

The EXCELL Program

An intercultural social effectiveness training program called EXCELL (Excellence in Experiential Learning and Leadership) has recently become available to fill this gap in training for international and migrant students. It has resulted from collaboration between the author and Dr. Michelle Barker at Griffith University in Australia, and Professors Marvin Westwood and Ishu Ishiyama at the University of British Columbia in Canada. EXCELL provides systematic social effectiveness training to groups of 10 to 20 newcomers to a culture, in four to six, three‑hour sessions, with homework activities prescribed between sessions. The homework is incorporated in a participant's manual specifically prepared for international and new migrant students.

EXCELL is different from existing programs in that it recognises various potential psychosocial barriers that may impede the development of sociocultural competence in recently arrived international students. These barriers include limited opportunities for receiving coaching and corrective feedback, feelings of being overwhelmed by the number of adjustments to make in a foreign country, interpersonal anxiety in relating to host nationals, and threats to newcomers' original identity (Mak, Westwood, Ishiyama, & Barker, 1999).

Unlike cross‑cultural information‑giving and sensitivity training programs, EXCELL focuses on behavioural competence training derived from established learning paradigms, particularly Bandura's (1986) social cognitive learning model that emphasises the development of both behavioural skills and domain‑specific self‑efficacy through observational learning involving the use of credible and similar role models. According to Bandura (1997), self‑efficacy expectancy enables individuals to produce the desired outcome by motivating them to try out the requisite behaviour, setting appropriate goals, and devoting continuous effort to it until task mastery is finally achieved. A detailed account of the program's conceptual basis is given in Mak et al.'s (1999) recent article in the International Journal of Intercultural Relations.

EXCELL aims to provide optimal conditions for adults to acquire the requisite knowledge and skills for successful social interactions with host nationals while maintaining their original cultural identity, through incorporating various special features. They include (a) using a co‑facilitation model, with a trainer from a minority cultural background to provide a credible role model, and a trainer from the dominant cultural background for authentic explanation of the host cultural code, (b) teaching sociocultural competencies in six commonly occurring social situations (examples include participation in a group setting, seeking help, making social contact, and expressing disagreement), (c) facilitating the rehearsal and retention of each competency through the schematic method of using a "cultural map", which provides a succinct description of one effective way of behaving in a specific social context using a sequence of precise and concrete micro‑skills, and (d) replacing intercultural social anxiety by increasing amounts of social confidence developed through actual skills mastery.

Detailed information on the EXCELL process and guidelines for implementation of the program can be found in an article in the Journal of International Education by Mak, Westwood, Barker,  and Ishiyama (1998). An illustration of the EXCELL process, originally published in the Journal of International Education article, is reproduced below.

Illustration of the EXCELL Method (reproduced from Mak et al., 1998)

The following is an illustration of a sequence of steps how the key sociocultural competency of seeking help from lecturers in England or Australia can be taught to a group of Asian international students within the EXCELL program.

1.
Introduction: After reviewing how the students went with trying out the key competency taught in the last session and providing the appropriate corrective feedback and encouragement, the trainers now proceed to introduce the topic of seeking help and information as a commonly needed competency. Trainers will encourage participants to discuss the importance of effectively seeking help, e.g., from authority figures such as their lecturers, for their academic and social success.

2.
Alliance building and assessment: Participants are encouraged to explain how they would seek help in their original culture and the underlying values for such behaviours (e.g., showing respect towards teachers, demonstrating hard work on the part of the students). They are then encouraged to share their observations of how local students appear to seek help in the host culture (e.g., being very direct), and how the international students think of such approaches (e.g., apparently rude, little opportunity for warming up to the request). Within a safe and supportive group environment, international students can share difficulties they may have experienced in effectively obtaining help in the new culture and identify individual goals in effectively seeking help, say, within a specific academic context.

3.
Cultural mapping: The trainers can then produce a generic cultural map on seeking help from lecturers, as an overhead transparency or a handout or on a sheet on a large flip chart. The cultural map is laid out in four stages of interactions.

The first stage is to approach the lecturer. The tasks involved in this stage include: choosing an appropriate time to see the lecturer (e.g., during the lecturer's consultation time), knocking on the office door and waiting for a "come in" response before moving into the office, making eye contact, facing the lecturer, and maintaining an open body gesture.

The bridging stage comes next. It links the initial approach stage to the next stage of making the request to the lecturer. Appropriate bridging word phrases and short questions include, saying in a normal clear voice, "Excuse me...", "Do you have a minute?", "Is this a good time for me to ask you and I would like some help with ... ".

The third stage is the commenting stage where the request is clearly explained. The task here is to state the request or issue clearly, directly, and succinctly, and supporting the request with relevant documents if appropriate. The student may check if the meaning is clear.

The fourth stage is the developing/closure stage where the dialogue may continue around the responses to the request and eventually lead to a closure of the social encounter. At closure, the student can briefly thank the lecturer for his/her time and advice before leaving the room. For example, the student could say 1 really appreciate your help with this", or "Thank you, 1 will see you at the next class".

4.
Demonstration and coaching: The trainers then model the competency in a practice scenario (one adopting the role of the lecturer, and the other that of a student), demonstrating the sequence of micro‑skills represented in the cultural map. Subsequent simulations are then encouraged from the participants, with the trainers providing corrective feedback and conducting re‑teaching where appropriate. Emphasis is on identifying the micro‑skills that have already been mastered by the trainees, including feedback about specific verbal and non-verbal behaviours. The feedback provides reinforcement and shaping of desirable behaviours.

The specific facilitator skills in coaching and the subsequent contracting stage are discussed in Westwood, Mak, Barker, and Ishiyama (in press).

EXCELL Trainer Courses

The EXCELL method and group facilitation skills are demonstrated and taught by the developers in EXCELL Train‑the‑Trainer workshops. The trainer courses provide professional development opportunities for international educators, counsellors, and academics teaching international students and special "transition" student groups, such as first year students from rural background, indigenous students, and mature‑age students returning to their studies.

At the time of writing of this article, staff members at 44 educational institutions, government departments, and organisations from the private sector in Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom, have already completed three‑day intensive EXCELL trainer courses held in various major cities.

Information on training opportunities can be obtained by contacting the author of this article.

EXCELL Program Effectiveness in Canada and the United Kingdom

An evaluation of EXCELL with mixed groups of migrant and Canadian‑born students (N = 36) in a community college in Vancouver, Canada was reported in Shergill's (1997) doctoral dissertation in counselling psychology at the University of British Columbia. The sample of his study consisted of 14 Caucasians, 9 Indo‑Canadians, 7 Phillipinos, 3 Europeans, 2 Hispanics, and 1 Chinese. The research design included an experimental and a delayed experimental group (which doubled as a control group), and used both "blind" observers' judgements of behavioural skills in simulated role‑play, and participants' self‑reports. Data were taken prior to training, at completion of training, and at four months' follow‑up. The results obtained have indicated the program's effectiveness in bringing about significant improvement in social skills valued in Canada and in encouraging participants to apply the competencies acquired in the program to real life situations beyond the period of training.

Two recent pilot studies on the effectiveness of the EXCELL program were conducted at two British universities. In the first evaluation, 10 postgraduate international students (from Asian and African countries) enrolled in a course on Hospital Management at Leeds University, completed surveys on interaction skills and social avoidance tendency prior to and on completion of training. The results indicated a significant increase in interaction skills as well as a significant reduction of social avoidance tendency. The second evaluation was conducted in Southbank University, London, with 8 international students (7 Europeans and one Asian). Self‑reports on intercultural social self‑efficacy in interacting with British people were collected before and after training. The data showed a significant increase in intercultural social self‑efficacy on completion of the training program.

EXCELL Program Effectiveness in Australia

Evaluations of the EXCELL program with two Australian university student samples have recently been reported by Mak, Barker, Logan, and Millman (1999). The first sample comprised 45 overseas‑born, primarily recently arrived Asian international, students, who were enrolled in the program as a personal development course at the University of Melbourne and the University of Southern Queensland.

The second sample consisted of 30 participants who received the EXCELL training in mixed groups of Australia‑ and overseas‑born at the University of Southern Queensland. Twenty students completed the training as part of the academic requirements of one of two academic units (one in cultural studies and the other in communication), whereas the remaining ten students attended the training as a personal development course offered in the university residences.

Participants in both samples completed pre‑ and post‑training questionnaires, which surveyed their levels of social confidence and interaction skills, as well as their evaluation of different aspects of the program. Qualitative feedback on what constituted the most and the least useful aspects of the program was also obtained.

Subsequent results indicate that both local and international students were found to benefit significantly from the program in social confidence and various domains of interaction skills. They also perceived very favourably various aspects of the program, including demonstrations by trainers, practice and coaching, talk by trainers, group discussion, and homework practice.

Most of the qualitative feedback focussed on the effective aspects of the program, including the acquisition of cultural knowledge, the cultural mapping process, English language development, participation in role play, "discovery" and action‑orientated learning, opportunities to deal with personal difficulties, safety in having practice sessions prior to real‑life implementation, fostering of friendships, and confidence gains.

Offering EXCELL to Mixed Student Groups

The evaluation results with the mixed student groups in Canada and Australia suggest that EXCELL is essentially a social effectiveness training program that may also be beneficial to local students. Moreover, overseas‑born students in a mixed group would have opportunities for cross‑cultural contact with host nationals and have shared goals regarding the improvement of social competencies. If the inter‑group contact primarily involves co-operation, provides opportunities for personal acquaintance between participants from different cultural groups, accords cultural in‑group and out‑group members with equal status, and is supported by norms for egalitarian inter‑group interaction within and outside of the contact setting, then the conditions are conducive to the formation of a common in‑group identity, as well as reduction in inter‑group bias and ethnic prejudice (Gaertner, Dovidio, & Bachman, 1996; Hewstone, 1996).

The positive finding with mixed student groups further shows that it is a useful option to offer EXCELL as an integral part of academic subjects, such as communication, interpersonal skills, professional development, or cultural studies. Such an arrangement ensures that there is a committed time to the training in an educational setting where students may be too overloaded or shy to sign up for a stand alone 18‑hour intercultural training course. Trials with an abridged EXCELL program offered in 4 sessions of 3 hours each are currently under way.

Coping with the Stress of Crossing Cultures: Resources and Coping Effectiveness

The effectiveness of the EXCELL program in enhancing international and migrant students' generic social skills has implications for buffering the frustrations and confusion often experienced by newcomers to a culture. Students who are unfamiliar with the host cultural code may experience a high level of stress in social encounters, and suffer from interpersonal anxiety and self‑doubt (Gudykunst & Hammer, 1988; Zaharna, 1989). Those lacking in intercultural social self‑efficacy or confidence may opt for social withdrawal from hosts, preferring the comfort zone of interacting only with co‑ethnic members (Fan & Mak, 1998).

However, research on stress and coping has demonstrated that avoidance constitutes a maladaptive coping response pattern and is likely to be linked with poor mental and physical health (Zeidner & Saklofske, 1996). In contrast, problem‑focused coping responses (including active coping and planning that enables the individual to meet the challenges head on) are likely to mediate the adverse effects of stress on health outcomes (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989).

Moreover, according to Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) cognitive‑phenomenological theory of stress, individuals possessing greater coping resources (such as higher levels of social problem‑solving ability and generalised self‑efficacy) tend to appraise a potentially stressful situation as less threatening, utilise problem‑focused coping responses, and achieve better health outcomes. Therefore, compared to international students with satisfactory intercultural social skills and confidence, those who lack the requisite social problem‑solving skills and self‑efficacy are more likely to perceive cross‑cultural encounters to be stressful, respond by avoiding rather than seeking out social contact with host nationals, and suffer from greater degrees of physical symptoms and psychological distress.

Conclusion

Evaluations of the EXCELL program in Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia have consistently indicated the utility of the EXCELL program in enhancing international and migrant students' intercultural social skills and confidence. The empirical evidence is consistent with Ward's (1996) assertion that the social learning approach is particularly useful for understanding sojourners' sociocultural adaptation. The investment in a 12 to 18‑hour skills‑based program is relatively minor when seen in the context of the very substantial gains in confidence and behavioural skills attained by the trainees. These gains can represent significant increases in the coping resources available to international students in meeting the challenges of intercultural social encounters, and to prepare them for adopting a problem‑focussed rather than an avoidant approach (such as social withdrawal from contact with host nationals).

An enhancement of sociocultural competence can trigger off a positive feedback loop, including increased cross‑cultural contact that will provide increased opportunities for honing foreign language and intercultural skills, building international professional networks, and fostering rewarding relationships with staff members as well as local‑born fellow students. The enhanced social connectedness will increase the sources of social support available to international students and pose a direct challenge to negative cultural stereotypes.

At a personal level, intercultural social effectiveness can contribute to international students' well being as well as maximise their chances for educational success. For individuals aspiring to be successful professionals and managers, the ability to be socially flexible in a culturally diverse context is clearly an important asset for future career development amidst the modern trend towards globalisation. This represents an area of lifelong learning that can begin with an international education incorporating intercultural social effectiveness training.
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