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International psychology students use multiple strengths to enhance their learning and 

performance on work placements 

Abstract 

Objective:  Despite increasing emphasis on work placements in higher education, there has 

been limited research into international students’ experiences in undertaking work 

placements, particularly for psychology postgraduate students.  Moreover, much research on 

international students emphasises the difficulties they experience.  We argue a shift to 

acknowledging and building on the strengths of international students may bring benefits to 

both students and workplaces.  Our project examined the strengths international postgraduate 

psychology students brought to their work placements, and the benefits of those strengths for 

both the students and the workplaces.  

Method: Semi-structured interviews with eleven international students and six supervisors.  

Data were analysed using thematic analysis, as part of a qualitative research paradigm. 

Results:  We identified four key strengths international students used to enhance their 

learning and performance on work placements: intercultural competencies, personal 

attributes, transition skills, and situation awareness.  The use of effective reflection and 

supervisory practices facilitated the use of these skills.   

Conclusion:  We discuss the implications of our findings for higher education providers 

using a strengths-based approach to support international psychology students on work 

placements. We outline suggested changes to student orientation and professional 

development for supervisors that higher education providers can make to enhance the training 

and preparation of both students and their supervisors.  Further, we suggest that some of these 

changes would also improve the experience of domestic students. 
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What is already known about this topic 

1.  International students experience a range of difficulties, both in general and on work 

placements. 

2. There are specific challenges for international psychology students. 

3. International students can use their previous experience and knowledge as a resource. 

What this paper adds 

1. We provide rich descriptions of strengths that international psychology students bring 

to their work placements, and the benefits their strengths bring to the student and their 

placement organisation, in both learning and performance. 

2. Students’ strengths come from their cultural background and their experience of 

transitioning between cultures. 

3. We identify the training needs for both international psychology students and their 

placement supervisors. 
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International psychology students use multiple strengths to enhance their learning and 

performance on work placements 

Internationalisation of curriculums and the enrolment of international students in 

higher education institutions have increased remarkably over the past decade. There are 

currently over 270,000 international students undertaking study in higher education in 

Australia (Department of Education and Training, 2017).  At the same time, there has been an 

increased emphasis on work placements. There has however been limited research into the 

experiences of international students in undertaking work placements in psychology, and 

limited research taking a strengths-based approach.     

Much research on international students acknowledges the many challenges these 

students face when undertaking study in another country, as they seek to both live and study 

in a different, and initially unfamiliar, culture (O’Reilly & Milner, 2015; Russell, Rosenthal, 

& Thomson, 2010; Spooner-Lane, Tangen, & Campbell, 2009). The problems experienced by 

international students are many and varied, including homesickness, establishing a new social 

network, learning sociocultural norms, loneliness, culture shock, perceived discrimination, 

language difficulties, unfamiliar academic approaches and overload, unrealistic family and 

self-expectations, and practical challenges (finance, accommodation, and transport), which 

can be exacerbated by difficulties at home in their own country (Araujo, 2011; Lee, Koeske, 

& Sales, 2004; Mori, 2000; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; SukYeom & Bae, 2010). In response to 

these multiple stressors international students may experience depression, helplessness, 

anxiety, irritability, as well as physical correlates such as sleep disturbances, loss of appetite, 

low energy, greater susceptibility to illnesses, and chronic somatic complaints (Mori, 2000). 

While domestic students experience many of these difficulties, there is evidence that 

international students have more numerous, and more severe university adjustment problems 
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than domestic students (Koch, Everett, Phillips, & Davidson, 2015; Lee et al., 2004; Mori, 

2000).  

International students face many of these same issues when undertaking work 

placements, including: language difficulties, lack of understanding of the context, differences 

in approaches to discipline learning, difficulties with their supervisors, and the strain of being 

different (Facchinetti, 2010; Mikkonen, Elo, Kuivila, Tuomikoski & Kaariainen, 2016; 

Spooner-Lane et al., 2009).  Individuals on work placements need to learn ‘to adopt the 

values, skills, attitudes, norms and knowledge needed for membership in a given society, 

group or organisation’ (Gardner & Barnes, 2007, p. 3). For any tertiary student, negotiating 

and understanding the workplace, its expectations, and its organisational structure (including 

relationships) takes time, and can be difficult. For international students, these aspects are 

magnified by the diversity of their prior life experience; they may find both the new cultural 

context and work practices difficult, due to the oftentimes greater diversity between the 

practices in their home country and those of the workplace. Of course, we acknowledge that 

international students will vary in the extent to which they experience difficulties. As noted 

by Carroll and Ryan (2005) students identified as ‘international’ are a diverse group in their 

previous educational mobility, pedagogic variation, and their English proficiency.   

While international psychology students share many of the same experiences as other 

international students (Lau & Ng, 2012; Ng, 2006; Smith & Ng, 2009), they also experience 

stressors unique to, or more pronounced by their program of study.  For example, Wedding, 

McCartney and Currey (2009) argue that psychology requires more sensitivity to the nuances 

and subtleties of language, and others argue many Western psychological constructs are less 

relevant or contradictory to the culture of international students (Killian, 2001; Lau & Ng, 

2012; Smith & Ng, 2009).  International students may also be uncomfortable in supervision, 

with its emphasis on self-disclosure and self-awareness, the equality of the supervisory 
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relationship and the expectation of expressing opinions and seeking help (Delgado-Romero & 

Wu, 2010; Killian, 2001; Ng & Smith, 2012). 

However, while international students experience difficulties, we join others (e.g., 

Attrill, Lincoln, & McAllister, 2016) in arguing that research on international students overly 

focuses on difficulties they experience, with less research identifying the strengths and 

resources of international students. This gap concerning international student strengths exists 

partly because of a focus on alleviating distress (Moores & Popadiuk, 2011).  Yoon and 

Portman (2004) note research identifying the strengths and resources of international students 

would benefit students and the host university, by emphasising a developmental rather than 

pathological perspective to international students’ transition and adjustment, with 

international students potentially enriching the local educational environment (Attrill et al., 

2016).  For example, Moores and Popadiuk (2011) found international students reported 

using previous experiences or knowledge as a resource for negotiating their new culture, and 

Yakunina, Weigold, Weigold, Hercegovac, and Elsayed (2013) found greater levels of 

personal and multicultural strengths predicted reduced stress in adjusting to a new culture and 

increased psychological adjustment.  More relevant to psychology, Ng (2006) argues there 

may also be benefits for clients, with international students bringing different perspectives to 

counselling. However, research to date on international students undertaking work 

placements (both in general and in psychology) has given limited attention to identifying 

international students’ strengths and resources for work placements, the focus of the current 

study.   

Workplace learning 

To explore international psychology students’ strengths we invoke Billett’s (2004) 

model of workplace learning. One criticism of much research into work placements is that it 

positions learners (including students) as somewhat passive recipients of workplace 
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experiences.  Billett argues the important role of human agency in workplace learning.  Billett 

proposes that, on the one hand, workplace learning is shaped by the activities and interactions 

the workplace affords learners.  On the other hand, Billett argues that workplace learning is 

shaped by the agency and life history of the learner, albeit moderated by the cultural norms as 

well as what is afforded by the workplace (see Figure 1).  Thus, international students choose 

the extent to which they engage in the process of learning and how; their own agency and 

intentionalities come into play.  Moreover, and important for international students, their life 

histories engender particular identities and subjectivities, that incite particular ways of 

knowing and engaging with the social world of a placement (Billett, 2004).  In part, their life 

histories are shaped by their different cultural backgrounds. Their life histories then affect 

how international students engage in, and learn through work placements, as their identities 

and life histories intersect with the norms and practices of organisations.  Of course, all 

students (international or domestic) are shaped by their identities and life history, however, 

we argue that for international students their cultural identities will be more salient when on 

placement compared to a domestic student, who is either a member of the dominant culture, 

or has had significant experience interacting within it. The participation of international 

students in the workplace also potentially influences other workers in the organisation.  We 

were interested in the extent to which their identity and personal history may provide them 

with strengths and resources to draw on, to counteract the more pronounced difficulties they 

experience relative to local students.  These strengths may not only influence their own 

workplace learning and achievements, but also others within the organisation.   

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

While Billett (2004) acknowledges the role of workplace interactions in contributing 

to an individual’s learning, a key difference between students and other workplace learners is 

that students normally have a dedicated supervisor while undertaking their work placements.  
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Postgraduate psychology students have a particularly high rate of supervision (1 hour for 

every 7.5 hours of practice). Supervision is a process enabling students the opportunity to 

reflect on their activities, experiences and interactions in the workplace, with the intention of 

increasing students’ learning from their experiences. Supervision provides the student with 

the opportunity to engage with the 4Rs, as described by Ryan and Ryan (2013).  Specifically, 

students are supported to relive the events that have occurred (report), make links to past 

experiences (relate), explore the events from theoretical, professional or ethical contexts 

(related), and construct new learnings from their actions and the intended/unintended 

consequences (reconstruct). In this regard, reflective practice is integral to psychology 

training and the supervision process, and provides a detailed process for enacting Billett’s 

argument that individuals need to actively engage and learn from their experiences. We 

propose that the process of reflection is potentially important for students gaining an 

awareness and understanding of their strengths, as well as how their strengths affect their 

performance and learning. 

Our primary research questions were:  

Research Question 1. What strengths/resources do international postgraduate 

psychology students bring to their work placements?  

Research Question 2. How do international postgraduate psychology students’ 

strengths influence their learning and performance on work placements?  

Research Question 3.  What is the role of reflection and supervision in enabling 

international students to use their strengths to facilitate their learning and performance. 

Given the limited research to date on international students’ strengths we used a qualitative 

approach to explore in-depth international students’ experiences from the perspective of both 

students and supervisors. 

Method 
Background 
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We focused on one discipline (our own), because the nature of work placements 

varies considerably across disciplines.  Postgraduate psychology Masters degrees in Australia 

are two year degrees, with placements comprising 25-30% of the program.  Students 

undertake 1000 hours of supervised practice, across a minimum of three settings.  Some 

universities also offer the Masters program embedded in a four-year PhD program or a three-

year Doctor of Psychology degree, requiring 1500 hours of supervised practice. .  Supervisors 

are required to have practiced for a minimum of two years, be endorsed in the specialty area 

of practice (e.g., clinical, organisational, developmental) and have undertaken an approved 

supervisor training course.  Supervisors can be internal to or external to the organisation 

where the student is undertaking the placement.   

Participants 

 Psychology students and their placement supervisors from two Queensland 

universities were recruited over a 15-month period to participate in the study.  Eleven 

students who were completing a postgraduate psychology degree (Clinical, Counselling, or 

Organisational) participated in an interview.  Students were from a range of countries 

including Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, West Tahiti, Thailand, 

Indonesia, and England.  Nine of the eleven students spoke English as a second language.  

Seven completed their undergraduate education in Australia.  The students ranged in age 

from 23 to 28 years.  The small number of international students studying postgraduate 

psychology means that to protect the anonymity of the students we are unable to provide 

more specific information about the participants, nor link their country of origin to their 

interview comments.  Six supervisors (Clinical, Counselling, or Organisational) participated 

in an interview.  They had been supervising students for six to 25 years, had supervised 

multiple international students and had supervised at least one of the students interviewed.  

Two supervisors were born overseas in English speaking countries.   
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Procedure 

Prior to data collection ethical approval was obtained from XXX University Human 

Research Ethics Committee. We approached all international students undertaking 

postgraduate degrees at XXX University and one program at the University of XXX, and 

those within six months of completing their degree, with 78% agreeing to participate.  We 

also approached placement supervisors who were either currently supervising or had recently 

supervised an international student, with 50% agreeing to participate.  Recruitment continued 

until we reached saturation.   

A qualitative experiential approach was used in this study, where the focus is on 

participants’ interpretations of their experiences (Braun & Clark, 2013).  Semi-structured 

interviews were used to elicit detailed descriptions of participants’ experiences of being an 

international psychology student on placement, or supervising an international psychology 

student.   

Individual interviews were conducted at the university or a quiet café. Interviews 

lasted approximately 30-60 minutes and all but one were audio-recorded. One recording 

device failed, however the interviewer took notes during the interview.  Two members of the 

research team conducted all interviews, both of whom are psychologists, with training and 

extensive experience in conducting semi-structured interviews. The interviews were part of a 

larger study on the experiences of international students, from a number of disciplines, on 

work placements (see XXX, 2017, which presents a model of international psychology 

students’ work placement experiences). A standardised interview protocol was used for this 

larger project, which asked students to describe their different placements; how their 

placements went; their experience of supervision; any issues or advantages to being an 

international student; and whether the university could prepare them better for placements. 

Three students also participated in an interview prior to commencing their placement.  The 
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interviewer asked supervisors about their supervision experience, including why they 

supervise students; how they encourage students on placement; how well universities prepare 

students for placement; whether international students have special needs; whether 

international students bring advantageous skills or perspectives; and any changes they would 

recommend to managing international students.  The complete interview protocol is provided 

in Appendix A and further information about the larger project is available at https://wisp-

project.weebly.com/. 

Analysis 

The interviews were professionally transcribed. The two interviewers checked the 

accuracy of the transcription. We used thematic analysis to generate the key descriptive 

themes in the participants’ stories, using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-phase guidelines and 

checklist. We generated the descriptive themes inductively rather than being imposed a priori 

or deductively.  However, as acknowledged by Bazeley (2009), not all themes were truly 

‘emergent’, as our analysis was guided by the research questions and our adaptation of 

Billett’s (2004) conceptual framework (see XXX, 2017 for the full model). The focus in the 

current study was on their responses to the question about the advantages of being an 

international student, although responses to all questions were examined for any material 

addressing international students’ strengths.  The first author began by reading all the 

transcripts and highlighting all references to strengths in international students.  The analytic 

process commenced with sentence by sentence coding, with excerpts of the participant’s 

transcript recorded to ensure it adequately represented the code recorded. Each interview was 

analysed in its entirety before moving to the next interview.   Like codes or concepts were 

then clustered together to form tentative themes, using a semantic approach, underpinned by 

an essentialist paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Our focus was on the commonalities in 

students’ strengths, rather than interrogating how students from different cultural 
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backgrounds differed in their strengths.  Once we had identified the strengths, we 

interrogated the data as to the relationships between these strengths and students’ learning 

and placement performance, as perceived by students and supervisors.   Initially, we kept our 

analysis of students and supervisors separate, but as our analysis was revealing the same 

themes we combined the analyses.  Regular discussions took place with both the other 

interviewer and the 2nd author to ensure consistency in coding and labelling of the themes and 

their interconnections. Once the data had been coded, the entire data set was reviewed to 

ensure that all responses were adequately represented by the themes.  Moreover, findings 

were verified through subsequent interviews with a small group of students and supervisors, 

where we provided them with a summary of the themes and asked them for feedback about 

the extent to which the themes were consistent with their experience. Interviewees agreed our 

analysis captured their perceptions.  We use pseudonyms for both students and supervisors, 

with international students identified as IS and supervisors as SUP. 

Findings 

We begin by describing the (potential) strengths we identified that international 

students in psychology brought to their placements.  Our focus is on the strengths that came 

specifically from their life history as international students (i.e., identifying the strengths 

within the agency box of Figure 1), rather than strengths shared by all psychology students. 

We label them as ‘potential strengths’ as our interviews demonstrated how some strengths 

can also become weaknesses in some circumstances. Not all students described having all of 

the strengths, but each described some of them.  The extent to which students used their 

strengths was related to their own awareness of their strengths, the awareness of their 

supervisors of their strengths, and the opportunities afforded them by workplaces.  We then 

outline how international students used these strengths to accrue benefits in terms of their 

learning from, and performance on placement.  Our analysis also identified two interrelated 
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contextual themes: the processes of reflection and supervision.  We outline how these cyclical 

processes of reflection and supervision enhanced students’ awareness of their strengths, and 

hence how students used their strengths to increase their learning and performance.  

RQ1 The Strengths of International Students 

The life history of the international students meant they had a range of strengths they 

could bring to their work placements, which, through the application of Billett’s Model 

would necessarily influence their workplace learning, albeit moderated by the affordances of 

the workplace.  We identified four themes that encompassed the strengths described by the 

majority of students and/or supervisors1: 

1. Personal qualities; 

2. Transition knowledge and skills;  

3. Situation awareness; and 

4. Intercultural competencies (including knowledge of a different culture, and 

competencies in interacting with people from different cultures)  

We describe briefly each in turn, as well as the interdependencies identified between some 

strengths, and then highlight how these related to learning and performance outcomes for the 

international student and/or the workplace.  As described below, students talked about some 

strengths more than supervisors did, whereas supervisors spoke more about other strengths. 

Moreover, there was variability between students in their awareness of having strengths, as 

well as their individual life history shaping the extent to which students acquired strengths. 

1. Personal qualities.  Students and, particularly, supervisors described a range of 

personal qualities that international students possessed, that were potential strengths for 

international students to use in work placements.  These qualities came from their cultural 

background or other aspects of their life history, and in the interviews included terms such as 

being resilient, motivated, hardworking, and independent. 
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…the international students that I’ve had close contact with probably conformed to 

those national culture assumptions in that they’ve tended to be very hard working and 

conscientious… very motivated to work really hard and go the extra mile and do a 

really good job. (Mary SUP) 

Supervisors also talked about how the motivation of international students meant they could 

be more open to feedback, particularly when related to their practice. 

…so feedback for them is more highly valued. They don’t shrink back from it they 

want more, you can’t give them enough feedback because they’re really seeking to 

learn. (Louise SUP) 

…sort of being very open to feedback and really seeking input from others and trying to 

follow that almost to the letter kind of thing.  (Mary SUP) 

2. Transition knowledge and skills.  A salient aspect of all international students’ life 

histories was that they had been through the transition process of coming to Australia, and 

some had previous transition experiences between other countries.  These transitions gave the 

students skills and knowledge of strategies about how to adapt and socialize into new 

environments.  They recognized “the way things are done is quite different” meaning they 

were “adapting to that whilst juggling uni” (Debbie IS).  They understood that transitions 

required cognitive flexibility and would be challenging and uncertain, but had strategies for 

coping such as “you were conscious you just had to ask a few more questions” (Robyn IS).  

Kate (SUP) similarly talked about international students as being “more flexible” and “their 

openness to experience” compared to domestic students.  Students talked about transition 

skills more than supervisors did.  For many, the personal qualities described above were 

enhanced through their transition to Australia.   

I think as international student here I think you just in the sense as a person I think you 

learn a lot of life skill that otherwise you won’t learn in your country, like you’re more 

independent. (Julie IS) 
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 …because they’re away from home, they have to have greater levels of self-reliance. 

(Louise SUP) 

3. Situation awareness.  An unexpected finding related to situation awareness, defined 

as a person ‘knowing what is going on around you’ (Endsley, 2000, p.5).  There are three 

inherent levels of situation awareness: perception, comprehension, and projection (Endsley, 

1995), where perception is the direction of attention to the status of the attributes within in 

the environment.  A number of comments demonstrated international students were attuned 

to their environment; very aware of what was occurring around them, particularly 

interactions, but also institutional norms and practices.  Indeed, both students (“I was going 

from internship to externship, I had to be really aware,” Paula IS) and supervisors (“I think 

the international student’s greater awareness of things” Louise SUP) frequently used the term 

aware.  Supervisors similarly described international students as more aware than domestic 

students of “not being an expert”. As a consequence, supervisors believed that the 

international students were more responsive to changes in the environment. 

This awareness filtered through to enhanced comprehension (level 2 situation 

awareness), where students integrated their perceptions into a meaningful representation, 

whereby the life history of the international student influenced how they understood the 

information they perceived from their environment. For example, Cathy (IS) talks about the 

biggest difference for her as  “parent-child interactions”, where what was taught as being 

effective parent-child interactions was taken for granted by local students.  She goes on to 

describe how she reflected on wishing her “parents knew that…. but what they did was 

completely in line with the culture”.  She then described how that shaped her interactions 

with culturally and linguistically diverse clients, whereby she could discuss with them 

cultural differences in parenting practices in a way that local students could not, given 

parenting practices were taken for granted. There was less evidence of projection to the future 



  International students’ placement strengths 
 

15 
 

(level 3), although Julie (IS), for example, talked about thinking about how she would apply 

what she was seeing on placement in her home country. 

4. Intercultural competencies.  International students brought to placements both 

knowledge and skills from their particular country of origin, and knowledge and skills in 

interacting with people from different cultures.  Students spoke about the value of “knowing 

how to speak another language”, and having “more cultural awareness”- this was not just 

about differences between cultures, but also “we shouldn’t impose our own ideas on people”. 

These intercultural competencies were both general and more specific to psychological 

practice, such as understanding cultural differences in parenting or different ways of doing 

business.  For example, Harry (IS) talks about Ï understand what the cultural differences are 

but in the workplace unless you sit down and (sic) they’re not going to know”. ”.  Students 

who had lived in more than one country prior to Australia described a wider range of 

intercultural competencies.  Supervisors similarly identified international students’ 

intercultural competencies, with Mary (SUP) saying “the fact that you speak several other 

languages and that you have had this cross- cultural exposure… that’s an advantage.”.  In this 

regard international students may have a strength not possessed by many domestic students in 

their ability to recognise, acknowledge, and integrate cultural differences to adapt and 

influence their workplace learning.  

RQ2 Link between strengths, and their perceived learning and performance 

International students perceived that they used their strengths alone or together to 

enhance their learning from, or performance in, their work placements.  We provide examples 

of both.  Students who talked more about their strengths were also able to better describe how 

their strengths affected their learning and performance.   

Of the strengths identified, international students’ transition knowledge and skills, as 

well as their situation awareness helped them manage the uncertainty around starting 
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placements, assisting with the professional and organisational socialization processes at a 

placement.  Students in particular, but also supervisors, talked about how international 

students’ transition knowledge and skills could enable them to learn faster than domestic 

students, helping them overcome the disadvantage of their lack of knowledge about 

Australian culture and workplaces. Students described their ability to manage the transition 

into new placement settings by using the same skills and strategies they had developed, or 

practiced through the transition to living in Australia. 

… being an international student I think that prepares you for it (placement) ‘cause when 

you first come here the way things are taught, the way things are done are quite different, 

so kind of adapting to that whilst juggling that uni stuff really does put a lot of pressure 

on you, getting used to grading systems here and marking … adapting how you were 

writing … and things like that kind of helped with placements.  (Debbie, IS) 

Supervisors similarly spoke about how international students were often more aware of both 

being a learner and  “the influence of culture” (Janet SUP), and were more realistic than local 

students in their assessment of their skills and knowledge going into placements. 

International students also used their situation awareness in their work placements in 

both interactions, as well as learning organisational norms and practices.  Both supervisors 

and students talked about international students having enhanced awareness at the perception 

and comprehension levels.  While international students had enhanced situation awareness 

more generally, students were particularly aware of the potential for communication 

difficulties and were conscious that they needed to be monitoring the reaction of others to 

minimise miscommunication. 

… I’m well aware of my accent and my English skill, so if I can sense there’s some 

kind of you know discomfort around it I can just bring it to the picture and then just like 

discuss it openly. (Julie IS) 

Those students who expressed greater situation awareness also described their learning from 

placements in a manner suggestive of deeper learning than other international students in our 
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study.  In addition, supervisors spoke about how this situation awareness could enhance 

learning for other students and members of the workplace.   

…just creating more awareness in their peers. And so I think the cohort that gets them, 

I think they’re really lucky to get that experience and awareness. (Louise SUP) 

The strengths of international students were importantly also of benefit to their 

placement organisations.  Most students and all supervisors spoke about how international 

students, because of their own diversity, were more adept at working with clients who were 

culturally or linguistically diverse, including working with people from their own culture and 

other cultural backgrounds.   

I speak Thai and they [the placement workplace] had some Thai clients they’re mixing 

with at [workplace], and a couple of times they had to ask me to translate the things that 

they couldn’t get the Thai translator over the phone, so I was quite helpful ‘cause they 

really need to get some paperwork done and the client couldn’t understand what was 

being asked of her.  (Robyn IS) 

So there’s that cultural sensitivity and also I guess extended understanding or additional 

empathy that they may be able to display. (Sarah SUP) 

Identifying and understanding the barriers and challenges of interacting with clients from 

diverse backgrounds was enhanced for international students. 

Advantages of being [an] international student, you have more culture awareness, and 

there’s a lot of people from different country living in Australia and they come across a 

lot of different challenges that you experience yourself, so you actually understand 

what they’re talking about yeah.  So it [is] kind of helpful when you actually work with 

clients from different cultural backgrounds. (Julie IS) 

This included students adapting the therapeutic processes.  

I was a bit more open minded about a few things, and...a bit more willing to accept like 

limitations to therapy when there were different cultures involved… (Debbie IS) 

Supervisors similarly spoke about how international students can assist organisations in 

working with a diverse clientele, including increasing their awareness of how cultures differ.   
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Someone that's not from a different cultural background would be maybe less cognizant 

of that [cross-cultural considerations], so international students might be aware of 

factors that might affect people that are immigrants or have different cultural 

considerations. (Sarah SUP) 

In addition, some of the students brought new ideas to the organisation about how to deliver 

services or work with clients, from their previous experiences with organisations in their 

home country specifically, or through their diverse cultural background more generally. 

…we learn more from the international multicultural students because they’re giving 

you new information about your client base in context. (Louise SUP) 

It should be noted that despite recognition by supervisors of the range of benefits 

international students could bring to the organisation, supervisors did not talk about 

specifically selecting an international student for this benefit.  Moreover, there was variability 

in the extent to which workplaces afforded students opportunities to use their intercultural 

knowledge and skills.   Two key processes that enhanced the relationship between 

international students’ strengths and their learning and/or performance were reflection and 

supervision.   

Reflection  

While all students in our study described engaging in reflection on their placements, 

the extent to which international students reported using their strengths was strongly related 

to their reported level of skills in, and enactment of reflection, and the skills of the 

supervisors to facilitate this reflection (described below).  Of importance, was the student’s 

ability to reflect and notice their own reactions both in the action (active engagement) as well 

as after (or ‘on’) the action (later learnings).  

Reflection occurred across the lifecycle of a placement.  Some students engaged in 

anticipatory reflection, which prepared them for their placements, and enhanced their 

awareness of their potential strengths prior to commencing their work placement.  
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Anticipatory reflection was most often linked to students considering how they would use 

their transition skills and knowledge, and particular personal strengths in their placements.  

For example, Wendy (IS) described how prior to placement she was thinking about how her 

cultural awareness would be an advantage as she was “aware that everyone is different and 

we shouldn’t impose our own ideas on people”. 

Once on placement their situation awareness was linked to reporting and relating 

(comparing the current experience to past experience), the first steps in reflection, but only 

some students talked about using their cultural background to explore in-depth their 

placement experiences.  The deepest learning from their situation awareness that our 

participants talked about was for those students who described engaging in reasoning 

(contextualizing the reflection with academic or professional perspectives) and reconstruction 

(explicitly declaring what was learned and what a student would do in the future in similar 

situations) (Ryan & Ryan, 2013).  A key way these students learnt was from reflecting on 

how placement learnings would apply in their home culture as compared to Australia.    

These students commented that while these reflections generated more questions, they had a 

willingness to explore this with some comfort around the uncertainty.  These reflections also 

deepened their understanding of their home culture.  For example, Cathy (IS) talked about 

That kind of little voice going oh this is a really different background or even 

sometimes um I think about when I was working in [home country] and I kind of go, oh 

this would never work there, you know, just thinking about that if I was to, bring this 

practice and work there again, would this work the same way and I think often it 

wouldn’t….. just gives you more ideas.  

 …it just comes up, yeah, a reminder, oh what if I went back and did that, would that 

work well? Or would it be completely unacceptable?  

There was significant variability in the extent to which students used their reflective 

skills.  Some students appeared to be more intrinsically motivated or more skilled initially, 

whereas for others their supervisors encouraged their reflections.   
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Supervision 

We identified four sub-themes regarding supervision that link to the students’ 

strengths. These themes also provide a possible framework for supervisor support of an 

international student during placement: 

1. Preparation for the journey 

2. Building on strengths 

3. Integrating cultural background 

4. Relational processes 

1. Preparation for the journey.  This theme describes how supervisors prepared 

students for a placement ‘journey’ that was about both skill development and personal 

development.  Supervisors oriented students to the supervision process, including establishing 

their roles and responsibilities, a process which students had some control over, and 

encouraging students to bring topics to their supervision session, where Louise (SUP) says 

students are “happy to tell me the good, the bad and the ugly”.  Supervisors described 

assisting students to develop realistic expectations about work placements, including 

increasing confidence where appropriate or “bringing them down”.  Supervisors could 

increase students’ awareness of their strengths prior to placements commencing, “what it is 

about themselves that has brought them into the profession and how they going to use those 

qualities” (Alison SUP).   

2.  Building on strengths. As already discussed, supervisors varied in their approach 

to providing supervision, with some focused on student weaknesses, and others focused on 

identifying and building on the student’s strengths. The findings suggest that while students 

still wanted honest feedback and discussion about areas where they needed to improve (e.g., 

English language problems in report writing), they but did not want this to be the only focus 

in supervision.  Supervisors spoke more than the international students about the strengths of 
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personal qualities and intercultural competencies; however, supervisors varied in the extent to 

which they identified international students as having strengths, as well as the extent to which 

they encouraged students to use their strengths.   

 For example, Mary described actively encouraging international students to value and 

use their international student background in placements.   

I always have the conversation with them about the different choices around looking for 

internal (working within an organisation rather than as an external consultant) psych 

roles versus a multicultural role, and I think it is important for them to understand that 

the differences that are involved. (Mary SUP)  

For supervisors, this could extend beyond the current placement to thinking about the 

student’s future employment. 

3. Integrating cultural background. Students valued supervisors who discussed with 

them and helped them to integrate into their practice their past experiences and their different 

perspectives from their cultural background.  Students wanted to explore in supervision ‘who 

am I?’ and ‘how do I deal with conflicts between my culture and Australian norms and 

practices?’  There was evidence in both the student and supervisor interviews of variability in 

the extent to which supervisors were aware of cultural differences, and the importance they 

placed on discussing cultural differences, with supervisors from different cultural 

backgrounds more aware.  

Most supervisors spend some time getting to know you where you’ve come from … 

what cultural background, and I would be comfortable discussing ‘oh in my culture 

we’ve done it this way and I was just wondering if it would be useful for me to share 

this information with my clients in a helpful way’ or even just being like ‘oh I can see 

where this client’s coming from’.. , whereas with this supervisor I wasn’t very 

comfortable sharing that ‘cause I wasn’t sure if she was if she saw me as coming from 

a different cultural background. (Paula IS) 

Some supervisors struggled to identify differences between the strengths, weaknesses, and 

needs of international students compared with other students 
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Yeah so international student, there’s sort of an assumption that they’re different to an 

Australian student, so an international student, the only difference I see in a general 

sense is that they happen to have a residence overseas. (Louise SUP) 

4. Relational processes.  The relational processes that occur between students and their 

placement supervisors particularly influenced students’ learning on their placements. 

Students (and many supervisors) talked about the importance of supervisors being both caring 

and honest, giving both autonomy and support.   For example, Harry (IS) describes his 

supervisor as “extremely helpful, always very approachable…. At times she directed and then 

at a certain time she pushed me into my own project … She genuinely cares about the 

students.…She wants the best… She’s very honest and she tries to help you. “If these key 

relational processes were in place an effective supervisory relationship existed, which meant 

the other elements of reflection and supervision described above worked most effectively. 

This type of relationship has been reported in research in psychology with a general 

population of postgraduate students (e.g., O'Donovan, Dyck, & Bain, 2001), as well as in 

other disciplines (e.g., Dale, Leland, & Dale, 2013). 

Discussion 

Much has been written about the challenges experienced by international students.  

Our findings show that international students (at least within postgraduate psychology) also 

have many strengths they bring to their work placements, benefitting both the students and 

the organisations where they were undertaking their placements.  These strengths, which 

entail particular ways of knowing, understanding and engaging with their work placements, 

are derived from what Billett (2004) terms the life history of the students; their cultural and 

personal backgrounds, including their experience transitioning between cultures.  Some 

strengths are unique to international students (personal qualities associated with their cultural 

background and their transition skills), whereas others are enhanced in international students 

as compared to domestic students (intercultural competencies skills and situation awareness).  
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The strengths we identified are also not specific to a particular culture, except that some 

personal qualities are more normative in some cultures, such as the focus in Chinese cultures 

on being hardworking.  However, students’ agency in using these skills is influenced by their 

capacity and motivation to engage in reflection.  Moreover, as argued by Billett (2004), 

learning and performance are also affected by workplace affordances (or opportunities for 

learning).  In our study, placement supervisors were an additional and important affordance, 

who enhanced students’ learning both prior to and during placements. 

Our findings were, in part, consistent with previous research on the experiences of 

international students more generally.  Moores and Popadiuk (2011) also found international 

students reported using previous experiences or knowledge as a resource for negotiating their 

new culture.  Our case study demonstrates how students used these same skills to negotiate 

work placements and enhance their workplace learning.  Ng (2006) described how 

international students might bring different perspectives to counselling – we demonstrated the 

breadth of placement settings, across multiple areas of psychological practice, and the 

multiple ways that international psychology students used their intercultural skills to benefit 

clients and organisations, as well as their peers. Our findings were also similar to those of Ho 

(2016), who studied culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) psychology students on 

placement.  Ho found that CALD students also talked about being mindful and flexible, as 

well as having specific skills for working with CALD clients.  This demonstrates the 

strengths we identified were in part the result of international students coming from a 

different cultural background.  However, domestic CALD students did not share all the 

strengths of international students, including the transition skills of international students.  

These transition skills included “the capability to navigate change” (Gale & Parker, 2014, p. 

737) and the resources to engage with changes.  Thus, similar to Billett (2004), transition for 
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international students implicates agency in them to develop and benefit from their 

experiences, in an additional way to domestic CALD students.   

Our findings also identified additional strengths that international psychology students 

brought to their work placements - their enhanced situation awareness and their personal 

qualities - as well as showing how they could combine these with their transition skills on 

their work placements.  A number of supervisors and international students commented on 

the tendency of international students to have enhanced situation awareness, specifically 

more attuned perception of the environmental surroundings, which participants stated in turn 

meant international students were potentially more likely than domestic students to notice 

changes arising in the workplace, (e.g., a client being uncomfortable with parenting advice). 

Consequently, supervisors stated that international students were more responsive to these 

changes (e.g., address the client’s concerns), influencing their performance while on 

placement. International students described then using their transition skills to respond to 

what they were observing (e.g., talking about cultural differences). These skills are 

particularly useful in higher risk settings (Endsley, 1995).  Conversely, this heightened 

perception may also result in higher levels of fatigue for international students, or feeling 

overwhelmed with information, while they are on placement, which in turn will reduce 

situation awareness (Endsley, 1995).  We argue that by identifying the way in which 

international students develop their situation awareness, we are able to better identify ways to 

enhance their workplace experiences by tailoring learning to enhance their perception or 

comprehension of the workplace.  

At the same time our participants identified that international students varied in their 

awareness and enactment of their strengths.  We identified two key processes that in work 

placements enhanced students’ awareness and enactment of strengths: reflection and 

supervision.  Reflection is increasingly recognised as integral to student learning in 
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psychology, including improved understanding of self and of the therapies themselves (for 

example Bennett-Levy, Turner, Beaty, Smith, Paterson, & Farmer, 2001; Bennett-Levy, 

2006). This type of learning through reflection is also evident in the Australian registration 

board’s requirement for all psychologists to engage in ongoing reflection and peer 

consultation (Psychology Board Australia, 2015), and reflected in the core foundational 

competencies recommended by Fouad et al (2009).     

Our interviews also demonstrated the key role supervisors played in enabling students 

to recognise and use their latent strengths. Applying Billett’s (2004) model to the placements 

of postgraduate psychology students, supervisors appear to have a moderating effect on 

workplace learning. Many of the supervisory processes we identified are consistent with 

those recommended for all psychology students (see, for example, Falender & Shafranske, 

2017). 

A key difference for international students, relative to domestic students, is assisting 

them to integrate their cultural background with their experiences on placements.  Tsui, 

O’Donoghue, and Ng (2014) described how cultural competence in supervision requires 

supervisors to be aware of both their own cultural background, as well as different cultural 

practices and worldviews, have skills interacting with people from different cultures, and an 

attitude that is sensitive and inclusive.  Such skills are consistent with Hammer’s (2011) 

acceptance (where a person recognizes and appreciates patterns of cultural difference) or 

adaptation cultural orientation (where a person is capable of changing behavior in culturally 

appropriate ways). We argue that in our study, supervisors who built on students’ strengths, 

and enabled students to integrate their cultural background into their practice and reflection 

had an acceptance or adaptation orientation.  However, in our study both supervisors we 

interviewed, as well as students’ descriptions of their supervisors, indicated some supervisors 

had a minimalist orientation (international students are just students with an overseas 
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address).  Indeed, consistent with Falender and Shafranske’s (2017) argument about the lack 

of multicultural competencies in supervisors, the supervisors in our study generally exhibited 

less multicultural competence (such as awareness of their worldview and cultural biases, and 

modelling respect for different cultures) than the students, with the two supervisors 

demonstrating most competence being themselves (Western) migrants. In this regard, the 

development of any guidance materials for supervisors should be prepared by supervisors 

who are competent to identify and enhance supervisor multicultural competencies, for the 

ultimate advantage of the students. 

Implications 

Our findings have a number of implications for practice, for the discipline of 

psychology specifically, and other disciplines.  First, there needs to be more emphasis on 

creating awareness in both students (international and domestic) and their supervisors of the 

strengths or resources international students bring to placements, as there was variability in 

our participants in their awareness.  This should start with ensuring orientation for students 

and supervisors identifying students’ work style and strengths, which should result in greater 

self-confidence when they enter a work placement.  For example, we have developed videos 

of students’ stories and workbooks that can be used in orientation.  While a generic process 

for all students may provide some benefits, we argue for the role of an additional process for 

international students, that acknowledges their uniqueness and the opportunity that studying 

in another country provides, to quote one student “because in Australia you can be anyone” 

(Wendy).  A focus on international students’ strengths may enable them to approach 

placements with a challenge appraisal (where the student focuses on the potential for positive 

gain or growth), rather than a stress or threat appraisal.  This in turn may buffer international 

students from the effects of the stressors of being an international student, and encourage 
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more adaptive coping strategies (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Supervisors have a key role in 

influencing the appraisals international students (and, indeed, domestic students) make.   

Similarly, we argue supervisors could benefit from professional development that 

increases their awareness of the unique strengths of international students, and how to 

integrate students’ cultural background into supervision. Training supervisors on the four 

areas of focus for international students (preparation for the journey, building on strengths, 

integrating cultural backgrounds, and relational processes) may also enhance the influence of 

supervision on workplace learning. Falender and Shafranske (2017) argue that we need to 

develop a competency-based supervision process that addresses multicultural and global 

factors.  Such a process should include recognition of the value of the multicultural strengths 

that the students bring to their supervision and practice, and the benefits that this can bring to 

clients or placement organisations. This in turn may encourage placement organisations to 

provide experiences that use international students’ strengths.  For example, we have 

developed workbooks that may assist in supervisor training, that can be integrated with our 

videos of students’ stories (https:xxx.com/).  

There are a number of limitations to our case study.  Our participants were a small 

sample of postgraduate psychology students and their supervisors from one state in Australia.  

Thus, our results are not necessarily generalizable to other disciplines, particularly as our 

students, as postgraduate students, were more mature and many had studied abroad for a 

number of years (although others had recently arrived in Australia).  Moreover, different 

strengths may be more important in other professions or disciplines compared to psychology. 

Work placements also have a lifecycle; although we identified the importance of how 

students were preparing for placements through reflection and supervision, we have not 

examined how the importance of different strengths changes across the lifecycle of their work 

placements.  There is also a need to test rigorously interventions to support international 
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students on their work placements. Our findings provide some ideas for what might be 

included in such interventions. 

Future research should also seek to collect quantitative data to validate the theoretical 

model proposed by Billett (2004) and applied within the present study. This would include 

testing how reflection and supervision relationships moderate workplace learning for 

international psychology students, as well as enabling a systematic comparison with domestic 

students.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, much research on international students focuses on their deficits and 

the challenges they experience.  Our case study of postgraduate psychology students has 

identified that international students possess a range of strengths that they can bring to their 

work placements, which in turn can enhance their performance and workplace learning in 

their placements.  However, actualizing these strengths requires both students and their 

supervisors to be aware of, and harness these strengths, through effective reflection and 

supervisory processes.   
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Appendix A.  Interview protocols. 

Student protocol 

Q1.  Where did you complete your work placement?  

Q2.  Overall, how did you work placement go?  (probed for things that went well and 

problems) 

Q3.  What was your supervior like? (probed for did they help, understand you, quality of 

feedback) 

Q4.  Where there any issues or advantages to being an international student in this 

workplace? (probed for benefits, discrimination) 

Q5.  What would you do differently if you had to do this work placement again? (probed for 

preparation for placement) 

 

Supervisor protocol 

Q1.  Tell me about your previous supervision experience.  Why do you take on this role? 

Q2.  How can supervisors encourage university students to learn on their work placement? 

Q3.  Are their particular ways you encourage or expect your students to relect on their 

experiences? 

Q4.  How well do universities prepare their students for work placement? 

Q5.  Do you think international students have special needs compared with domestic 

students? (probed for how international students approach feedback and reflection) 

Q6.  Do international students bring advantageous skills or perspectives to the workplace? 

Q7.  What changes in the way international students are handled would you like to see? 


