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Chapter  65

Expectations, Dispositions, and 
Experiences of International 

Graduate Students

ABSTRACT

This chapter seeks to examine the expectations, dispositions, and experiences of international gradu-
ate students in a publicly funded university in Singapore. Using a qualitative research design, a total 
of 4 focus groups involving some 33 graduate international students from 8 countries were conducted. 
It was found that their expectations were set mainly in economic dimensions. These included good job 
opportunities, attractive salaries, and good career development prospects in Singapore. In terms of 
dispositions, participants’ considerations for studying overseas were tied closely to the aspiration for 
graduate education as well as the perceived appeal of an educational qualification from Singapore. In 
terms of experiences, participants enjoyed pleasant encounters both on-campus and off-campus. Most 
felt welcomed and could cope well with their studies. This chapter paints a number of future trends 
before it concludes with a few implications for policy makers as well as suggestions for future research.

INTRODUCTION

The graduate education landscape has shifted over 
the years from being domestically oriented to one 
which embraces internationalization. In particular, 
it is not uncommon in many universities around 
the world to count international students as a sig-
nificant percentage among their student bodies. 
For example, international students in Australian 
universities make up approximately 24% of the 
total student population (Khawaja & Dempsey, 

2008). Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the share 
of international students stands approximately at 
15% (UKCISA, 2010).

In fact, OECD (2009) data show that in 2007, 
some three million tertiary students were enrolled 
outside their country of citizenship, of whom 2.5 
million (83.5%) studied in the OECD area. The 
report also indicates that economically devel-
oped Anglophone countries with Anglo-Saxon 
education systems, such as the United States, the 
United Kingdom, Australia, Canada and New 
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Zealand are the core destinations of international 
students seeking higher education abroad. Among 
the compelling factors which attract international 
students to these traditional destinations include 
the use of the English language, the variety of 
academic programs, excessive capacity, quality 
of academic offerings, and the prospect of staying 
in the host country upon graduation (Marginson, 
2006; Ziguras & Law, 2006). However, recently 
some other economically developed but non-
Anglophone countries such as Singapore have 
emerged as equally attractive destinations for 
international students.

Graduate education involves adjustment to 
new academic and social environments. The 
demands of these new environments are often 
more complex for international students who 
need to grapple not only with foreign academic 
and social environments but also the culture and 
language of the host country (Mori, 2000). The 
notable presence of international students, along 
with the attendant issues and challenges have 
attracted much scholarly attention, including 
works related to students’ individual experiences 
in a new educational setting (Lee & Rice, 2007), 
how students chose where to study abroad (Li & 
Bray, 2007) and what their career aspirations were 
(Reynolds & Constantine, 2007).

To enrich extant literature, this chapter repre-
sents a preliminary effort to examine the expecta-
tions, dispositions and experiences of international 
graduate students in a publicly-funded university 
in Singapore. Expectations refer to what students 
hope to gain from their time in Singapore. Dis-
positions pertain to students’ general approach 
towards their studies and incoming factors such 
as degree-seeking intention and attractiveness of 
Singapore while experiences refer to both percep-
tion and actual encounter within the social and 
academic frames in Singapore.

The significance of this chapter stems from 
two counts. First, the three research foci, namely, 
expectations, dispositions and experiences of 
international students represent salient themes 

within the international education literature. These 
issues hold implications for students themselves 
in terms of their academic success, health and 
psychological well-being as well as for univer-
sity administration and research communities 
(Glennon & MacLachlan, 2000). Next, Singapore 
serves as an interesting context for investigation. 
Although official numbers at the graduate level 
are unavailable, the rapid growth of international 
students as a whole is telling. The number rose 
from 86,000 in 2007 to 97,000 a year later. In fact, 
a government economic review panel recommends 
a target of 150,000 foreign students by 2012, more 
than double the 2005 figure of 66,000 (Yeoh, 
2007). Even as Singapore is poised as a global 
education hub, research done on international 
students in Singapore pales in comparison to 
those undertaken elsewhere in countries such as 
Australia (Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008), Canada 
(Chrikov et al., 2008) and United States (Lee & 
Rice, 2007).

BACKGROUND

The forces of globalization have brought about a 
change in the way international students are being 
perceived by host countries and institutions. From 
being typically viewed in the past as beneficiaries 
of development aid (Barber et al. 1984), interna-
tional students are increasingly seen as a means 
of income generation (Lee et al., 2006), a poten-
tial source of skilled migration upon completion 
of studies (Tremblay, 2005) as well as a factor 
of intellectual capital enhancement for the host 
country and institution (Chellaraj et al., 2008). For 
these reasons, attracting international students has 
become an important agenda for many universities 
particularly those in Europe, North America and 
Australasia. For example, in the United Kingdom, 
the government shows a remarkably high level of 
commitment to international education through 
a number of initiatives such as the Department 
for Education and Skills’ (DfES) international 
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