Episode 5-International student experiences- Interview with Professor Catherine Gomes

0:00
Welcome to RMIT University Libraries podcast, that aims to provide a space for teachers, researchers, and students to share their thoughts on the latest issues that matter to the university community and the library.

0:15
Today's episode is part of a series where we explore the experiences of international students at universities.

0:21
In this episode, we talk with Professor Catherine Gomes, an ethnographer whose research explores 3 interrelated areas, communication, culture and identity, international student well being, and transient migrations.

0:36
Talking with Learning, Teaching and Research Librarian Michelle Matheson, Professor Gomes tells us about some of the complexities of experiences that are typically challenging for international students, some of the misconceptions about this cohort of students, and approaches for supporting international students that are or could be undertaken at universities.

0:56
This conversation explores some of the nuance and complexity of the experience of international students at Australian universities.

1:03
We acknowledge the people of the Woiwurrung and Boonwurrung language groups of the Eastern Kulin Nation on whose unceded lands we're broadcasting from.

1:13
So welcome, Catherine to the University Library Podcast, and we're delighted to talk to you today about the topic of supporting international students and also how we might reflect on that in the library as well, which is be really good for us to hear.

1:29
But before I start, can I just ask if you could give us a brief description of what your current role here at RMIT is?

1:36
Oh, thank you, Michelle, for having me.

1:39
I'm Catherine Gomes.

1:39
I'm a professor at the School of Media and Communication at RMIT and I teach Asian media and culture, but my research is about culture and communication.

1:52
I specialised in international student well-being and I'm really interested in cultural and linguistically diverse communities.

2:00
My latest research is on food legacy, so I'm really interested in how multicultural societies use food as a cultural conduit.

2:11
And I've been doing this research even in Singapore.

2:14
And when I go back to Singapore, it's kind of fun because I should go into people's houses and they feed me.

2:20
What a good gig!

2:22
That sounds exceptionally good.

2:24
I've just been to Singapore myself recently.

2:26
I imagine that that's pretty exciting.

2:28
I have to jog a lot now.

2:32
OK, thank you for for sharing that with us.

2:35
I look forward to hearing more about that maybe in another podcast.

2:40
So Catherine, much of your research has been on investigating international students' experience, so can I ask you what drew you to focus on this as a major area of research for you?

2:47
So can I ask you what drew you to focus on this is a major area of research for you?

2:54
I was an international student in my past life.

2:57
So I did my undergraduate at UWA and then my postgraduate, my PhD in Melbourne Uni and my PhD interesting and has nothing to do international students.

3:10
It was about strong warrior women in Chinese cinema,

3:15
so completely different from what I do now.

3:19
But then again, you know, whatever we do in our PhDs don't necessarily define who we are as researchers later on.

3:28
So, I was really lucky to get an ARC DECRA early in my career and what I was looking at was temporary migrants and that allowed me to also create a journal which I founded called Transients Journal of Transient Migration.

3:43
I also have a book series about migrants and culture and communication, which is now with Routledge.

3:51
So, you know, for me it was a bit of unpacking my own identity and also, you know, as a researcher, you also want to give back to community.

4:02
And for me, yeah, Australia educated me.

4:05
And in a way I'm giving back to Australia because, you know, this is where I found myself.

4:12
This is where I also, you know, developed my professional, well, I won't say legacy yet, but my professional profile.

4:20
And I enjoy what I do.

4:22
And I always find this whole idea of people moving around globally really exciting because of the impact they have on, you know, the places that they, they, they settle in or they move through and also the impact place has on them.

4:38
So if you talk to any international student who goes back to their home countries, Australia or their international education experience has a profound impact on them for the rest of their lives.

4:49
And I find that completely fascinating.

4:53
You know, I was going to ask you a question about some of the common stereotypes or misconceptions that we might have about international students that kind of might be need to be dispelled a little bit.

5:06
And I'm just hearing from you a bit about the sort of really positive aspects.

5:11
So could you reflect on that a bit?

5:13
Are there some stereotypes that we really need to rethink?

5:17
We can talk about this for the next 24 hours in part because you we are seeing the stereotypes in played out in populist nationalism.

5:26
So one of the things that I get very annoyed about is international students are all PR hunters.

5:33
In 2018, there was a report that was out by the Treasury that said that only 16% of international students who applied for permanent residency actually got permanent residency.

5:44
And that kind of like shook up even researchers who are investigating about that student migrant. To me, you know, if you're an international student, you spend 3-4 years, which is a huge part of your life.

5:58
When you're 20 years old, you know, it's about, you know, a good like 1/4 of your life, you get used to that place and what you want to do is you want to stay a little bit longer.

6:07
So for me, while a lot of international students after a few years, May want, permanent residency, but but that's actually an about opportunities, the opportunity to work, the opportunity to gain experience.

6:18
But that does not mean that they're going to settle.

6:21
So some of my research talks about how international students here, they tell me, yeah, yeah, permanent residency, yes, maybe my life will get better.

6:31
But then I still want to go back home.

6:33
I or I still want to travel the world because the world is my oyster.

6:39
So students are actually much more complex than what we think that they are because, you know, I love SBS.

6:47
One of SBS's tag lines, you know, $6 billion, six billion stories and more and.

6:53
And that's it, right?

6:54
You know, everyone has a different story.

6:56
The other stereotype I get very annoyed about is that international students bring down the level of English language.

7:04
I'm an international or I was an international student.

7:07
English was my first language because I'm, you know, Singaporean by birth.

7:10
And I get really annoyed when people tell me that because I'll be like, actually I'm an international student.

7:16
I don't think my English is that bad.

7:19
So, you know, these are kind of like those, those stereotypes. When I was an international student, as an undergraduate, the stereotype was that all international students were rich.

7:29
I came, you know, I come from a comfortable family where my father is working class.

7:36
I had to pay my way through my undergraduate, even my postgraduate. I work 3 jobs at any one time.

7:43
But at the same time, you, I still kept up with my studies and it was such an interesting balancing act, but it also teaches you about how to manage your time.

7:55
So for me, it was never about coming from a well-to-do family.

7:59
I think I'm privileged.

8:00
I'm privileged by the fact that I actually have a PhD.

8:03
I'm educated.

8:05
I live in a comfortable, you know, house where, you know, we have a dog, we have a cat here who all sleep on the bed with us.

8:15
But I'm imagining even though international students experience, it's not homogeneous obviously, but are there some key social and cultural challenges that international students do face when coming to somewhere like Australia and in the Australian university environment?

8:36
What do you see as some of the challenges that they as a group might face or individually do face?

8:43
We always hear about language barriers and that's actually really quite true.

8:47
I think part of the problem is that because we sometimes have a lot of international students from certain nationalities where you find comfort with people who are similar to you, but that then creates an echo chamber.

9:00
And so what then happens is that students are not actually practicing language, for example, or even getting to know other people.

9:07
So one of the things that my research tells me is that international students who have friends who are not from their home countries, who are other international students or even better, domestic students, are much more grounded in terms of that feeling of the belonging because they start to know the place around them.

9:27
It is very, very easy to get into your national bloc because it's about comfort, right?

9:32
You know, there's research by others who talk about how international students feel that, especially Chinese international students that, you know, they're in the middle of Melbourne, but they feel as if they're still back in China because of social media, because they're so connected to their social media devices.

9:51
Which is completely understandable because, you know, it's about trying to find anchoring when you are in a very ephemeral state, right?

10:01
You know, literally in another country, which is not a place that you're familiar with, which is a place which is linguistically, culturally, physically, you know, environmentally very different from your own.

10:12
So one of the things I always encourage, even in my undergraduate classes is I tell my students, you know, this is an opportunity for you to make friends after class, go and have coffee together.

10:24
Yeah, develop the social connections.

10:26
You can also complain about my teaching that if that binds you together, that's fine, completely fine.

10:33
But I don't want to know about that.

10:35
I just want to know that you're actually, you're getting to know each other.

10:38
So those are kind of like the things.

10:40
So those language barriers and then, you know, link to those language barriers or those cultural barriers.

10:45
I remember when I first came to Australia what to do my PhD, so I was in Melbourne Airport and the customs officer actually questioned me about my PhD. I got really excited because I was thinking, gosh, this guy is actually interested in what I was doing.

11:02
Two o'clock in the morning, going through Melbourne Airport, I has a bit of a step, you know, a happy step as I walked towards the luggage area because I felt that this person actually was interested.

11:17
Of course, years later I found out that this was profiling. But because of that, in my perspective, positive experience that kind of set me off on this kind of experience of oh, I want to get to know other people who don't look like me, who don't sound like me, who are local.

11:33
But if your first experience is terrible, that sometimes for any young international student sets you up, sets you up on a path or three years of isolation.

11:43
So that first experience is really important.

11:46
And some of my research always tells me that the people that international students first meet are their lifelong friends during that three years or four years that they're in Australia because it's about being able to connect with someone.

11:59
Yeah.

12:00
So I think that's really important.

12:02
Melbourne, Melbourne Airport used to have, I'm not sure now, but they used to have a desk where international students who come into Australia are welcomed by other international students.

12:15
And those are the friends that they make for the next three years.

12:19
Because it's about, you know, having that familiar face.

12:23
It's about having that friendly face that people who are genuinely interested in your well-being.

12:30
And I think that's really important.

12:32
You've touched on a couple of examples of what you see as might be really helpful for international students in this regard.

12:40
Are there other things that you've come across that you've found are being kind of like very practical examples of things that can help establish connections for international students?

12:52
I'm lucky I teach a course where it's called Asian Mobilities and I'm also lucky that it's also based a lot on my research.

13:03
And so what I do is in my assignments, I actually write into my assignments that students need to form groups where they get to know each other.

13:15
So domestic and international students, without actually making them form groups for assignments, which tells where I tell them very blatantly, you know, make sure that it's a mixed group.

13:28
So I find that the domestic students actually search out for international students and that I think is really quite interesting.

13:36
And you know, and again, for international students, you know, it's about sharing their experiences with people that they would have not thought who will be interested in their experiences.

13:46
So that becomes part of the not just the assignments, but even group work activities that I have in class.

13:52
So I always have that that international experience in there.

13:57
So students are literally finding each other in order to learn from each other without realising that they're actually learning from each other.

14:06
That sounds like a really kind of really practical way to try and get some of that happening.

14:12
I've got two other follow up questions from what you've said.

14:15
The first one is about those negative experiences that some students might encounter fairly early on.

14:23
Have you had any conversations with students about how they've positively overcome those experiences? So it's as or how they've managed to sort of overcome those experiences or built in some resilience around those experiences.

14:40
That's actually a really good question.

14:42
And I think for a lot of international students where who or who come to Australia or go anywhere for international education, if they don't find or they don't have a support group, A support network, then it becomes really difficult for them.

15:00
So what happens with a lot of international students is that, and this is only I've written about, is that they form this parallel society, right?

15:08
And it's a parallel society.

15:10
Even when I was an international student a few years ago, we're talking decades here, so I'll leave it at that.

15:19
We, yeah.

15:20
Even as an international student, we were all part of this parallel society because we just, I won't say, automatically formed it.

15:27
But when you have groups of people who are different from the place that they are already in, these kind of formations become organic.

15:37
And, you know, and it does not.

15:41
It's not about nationality or ethnicity or different cultures or languages.

15:46
Is that shared experience that we are different and that shared experience of difference creates a sense of community, which is really fascinating because that that community is very diverse as well, right?

15:59
Yeah.

15:59
So that's why I see happen.

16:01
So for me, what international students do is any negative experiences that they they have, they then go back to that community of support in order to have not just reaffirmation, but the sense of belonging, the sense of identity, the sense of comfort.

16:20
So when I interview international students, they tell me my friends are my family.

16:24
And sometimes the friends who are here who are the family are better than the family back home.

16:29
Because for students, right when they call back home every week and tell their parents or their siblings or even their friends back in their home countries, these are my experiences.

16:38
Like for example, you know, $15.00 for laksa, 15 Australian dollars for laksa is really expensive.

16:48
You know, and coming from Asia myself, you know, if I go to a Hawker centre in Singapore, it will not cost $15.

16:56
And so when the students explain to their parents or their, or friends back home that they're having financial precarity, that because their parents don't understand, because they don't have the same experiences, they'll tell their, you know, their children.

17:11
Oh, you know why?

17:12
You know, why is it so expensive?

17:14
You're clearly not going to a cheap place when that's actually not the case.

17:18
It's because they don't have the same same experiences.

17:21
So then students turn to their friends in Australia.

17:24
There are other international student friends because they're the ones who share those experiences, that commonality, you know, and that's where they find comfort.

17:32
I have another question that just occurred to me before as well.

17:37
We were talking about a little bit how international students experience is evolving, you know, from over the decades where students have been coming to Australia it's and also a little bit about the digital environment.

17:51
So I'm wondering if you could talk a little bit more about that and how that's impacting on international students experiences.

18:00
So international students go on not just a physical journey, but a digital journey as well.

18:06
So a few years ago, my research partner in Melbourne Union and myself, we came out with a concept called the digital journeys of international students.

18:16
So what we basically talk about is how international students, even despite the fact that they share common platforms to Australian students, like, OK, I'm an old person here, Facebook or TikTok, Twitter or now it's called X Instagram, you know, the whole meta universe.

18:38
But the thing is that the way that they use these platforms, these social map plat, social media platforms, it's actually different from the way that the Australian students use those social media platforms.

18:50
And I'll give you an example.

18:51
like one day I was typing away or I was looking on Facebook and my husband who is Australian, walked behind me and he could not understand a single thing.

19:03
My Facebook friends in Singapore were writing because they're writing in Singapore English.

19:08
So language becomes you know has a certain play in everything as well.

19:16
It's also about personalities.

19:18
It's about your own identities, the way that you use social media, the way that you engage in social media in Vietnam, it's very different from the way you do so in Australia.

19:30
So sometimes, you know, a few years ago, I remember, you know, in we are told or, you know, use Facebook to communicate with your students, encourage them to use this in order to form groups.

19:45
A lot of my Chinese students had problems with that because Facebook is banned in China and it takes them a long time to actually then adapt to the way that social media is actually used in Australia.

19:59
So students don't just make that physical journey, they also make this digital journey.

20:04
So the silver bullet for us as researchers is finding out when that happens because part of that.

20:11
Adapting to the digital, it's actually also adapting to the Australian environment when you think about it, right, Our whole world is so digitalised.

20:20
We're not just living in a mediated world, we're living in a very digital world where everything we we do is very digital.

20:28
You go on a tram or train, no one's reading a book or newspaper.

20:32
Everyone's staring at their phones.

20:34
And when we think about universities, universities put all the information online so that we that's something what we call is a digital campus.

20:43
But the thing is that putting everything online does not mean that international students are able to comprehend what's online because they have very different ways of also engaging with a digital campus.

20:58
You know, when we think about even staff who are from culturally and linguistically diverse communities as well, the way that they also navigate the digital campus would be based on the ways that they do that from their experiences, from their home countries.

21:14
So the way that we also create information or place information in the digital campus needs to have that in mind as well.

21:23
So the digital campus or the digital in general, is not a place that is full of equity and equality.

21:31
In fact, it is such a complicated, complex ecosystem which we need to actually understand because the way that people navigate that ecosystem is like wise, as complicated and complex as the way that people navigate the real world.

21:49
So that's something that we always need to bear in mind.

21:51
So that's this is why, you know, I think the way that even international students engage with our universities, we need to create a diverse and interesting environment as well in that digital campus.

22:07
I can see there's some parallels in what you're saying to the digital environment that the library predominantly now is.

22:17
Do you think, and I know it, this is putting you on the spot. Do you think what you've just said would impact greatly in that space as well, given that libraries are resources, are online websites that students need to navigate and to learn how to use it,

22:36
It's, it's, as you said, it's own ecosystem.

22:40
Is there anything that you'd like to say about that?

22:43
Absolutely.

22:43
I think the wonderful thing about library university libraries is that they always have learning courses for students

22:50
and I think that's really important.

22:51
I'm that evil lecturer who does not provide the readings directly to students.

22:57
I actually give them the citation and tell them to look in the library.

23:02
But then if their first years, usually in the first, usually in the second week, I teach them how to use the library, how to navigate because most of the time they, they, they can't.

23:12
So for me, that's also teaching there about how to do research as well.

23:17
And for me, I think what's for students, you know, we always have to think about our minds as students.

23:22
You know, if you're a student who's trying to balance, you know, multiple courses, you're trying to balance, sometimes even work as well, oddly enough, if you just add in the extra bit where you're trying to teach them or provide them with this skill in order to look for things, that's actually a real good benefit.

23:42
And to me, I think AI right now is also challenging.

23:46
We're actually not really doing research.

23:48
We don't know how to do research.

23:50
So when we think about AI, we think about all the search engines.

23:54
They always have a summary.

23:56
The generative AI gives you a summary on the first page and research about how people actually look or find for things on on the Internet always tells us that they don't actually Scroll down.

24:08
They look at what's in front of them.

24:10
They don't go into the next page, right.

24:13
So what happens now is we need to at the university level, teach students or give them those lifelong skills about how to actually look for things yourself without actually trusting what is seen, what you see before you.

24:27
On the train this morning, I was reading this really interesting article from the BBC where apparently, and this is a thing where people are looking or people are using generative AI to plan their travel itinerary, only to find out that the generative AI creates fictitious places for them to go to.

24:50
And then when they finally go there, they're wondering, Oh my gosh, where is, you know, yeah, where is the Eiffel Tower Tower?

24:58
And I'm in Shanghai.

24:59
So creates a sense of misinformation and university level, we need to actually teach student those back to basics because those back to basics create this life, the foundations for lifelong learning and lifelong research, you know?

25:12
And, you know, at the same time we hear populist podcasters telling people, oh, go do your own research.

25:20
But guess what?

25:21
Now no one knows how to do their own research.

25:24
So, you know, I think for the library, you're going back to those basics.

25:28
Teaching students and even staff how to look for stuff is actually really important because you put that, you know, that becomes a skill that becomes innate and part of you.

25:40
While the library is predominantly digital and online, it still has a physical presence in the university and on the university campus that's often quite busy and quite full of people.

25:53
Do you think the library and spaces like that are still really important for the student experience and anything specifically around international students?

26:05
I think the library is such is core to any institution.

26:11
I think the library has changed in purpose, but that physical space is still really important.

26:18
The physical space provides the opportunity for people to, to look for stuff and for look to look for stuff.

26:25
You don't know what you're looking for.

26:27
So for me, even as a postgraduate student back in the day, going to the library was so fun because I'll look for for things.

26:34
I have my list, but then I find that the books next to my, the stuff that I was looking for was actually more important to what I was researching.

26:45
And I used to bring, I always have a book bag and every time, every trip to the library, it's like 10 books back home, right?

26:52
And you get so excited, I think.

26:56
And I think that's still important, especially for research students.

26:59
I think having even that space for students, especially international students who are undergraduates to meet with each other, you know, those rooms to work in with each other is also contributing to the sense of belonging.

27:16
So space is still important, is as important or something even more important than having that digital presence.

27:23
So just looking forward, what do you think the implications of your research is for future policy development in higher education?

27:33
Do you think it has any input in that, in that area in policy or do you have any emerging trends that you're seeing perhaps with international student mobility?

27:45
That's actually a really good question, especially when we're recording at a time where international education is being questioned worldwide, right?

27:56
You know, we're recording at a time where in the US there's a crackdown on immigrants and, you know, a student is still a temporary migrant as well.

28:10
We're also recording a time where even in Australia, you know, we talk, we've been talking about caps for international students.

28:20
So to answer that question, we have to unpack all that.

28:24
And I don't think there's actually any, any straightforward answer.

28:29
But I think for me, what's important is, you know, is how we communicate with students.

28:36
So I look at the US and this morning I was looking at Twitter or X, and it was so fascinating because President Trump has talked about how movies are going to be text 100%.

28:53
So yes, in order to create more jobs for Hollywood, which is really interesting because we live in a very global world.

29:03
So I'm not quite sure how that's going or work out.

29:06
But I think with in terms of international students in Australia or anywhere else, I think for I think creating or getting back to what's really important for international students, your study and your well being and to me well being impacts on study.

29:27
So in terms of policy, we still and Australia is really good at this actually we are good at actually looking after our international students.

29:38
Sometimes we may not as a researcher and also as a former international student, I may struggle to figure that out, but there is that institutions play a part.

29:49
The issue really is how we can communicate back to students that we are looking after you.

29:55
And this is where we're understanding how international students navigate the cultural, the linguistic ecosystem, not just the digital, but also in the physical realm, especially on a campus is so important.

30:10
You know, we can have so many services for students.

30:15
Our students don't know about that.

30:17
So it's about how to actually reach out and engage the students because, yeah, when you're an international student, especially in your first year, it's very confusing.

30:28
Things are very confusing.

30:29
You don't, you know, you sometimes don't know your left hand from your right hand because even the way that you look at things is different because you know, and that's been researched that talks about how even landscape play such a different role in a sense of belonging as well.

30:48
So students come from places that are so different.

30:51
So it's about trying to actually engage with them on a level which they actually can understand.

30:56
It's not a lower level, it's just a different level.

30:59
And that's the whole joy of diversity where we are actually trying to understand each other and how we can actually communicate to each other.

31:07
So that goes again back to my, to to my background, you know, in communication and culture where you again, you know, we can develop so many wonderful things, but if it's not actually going to students, then that's where we have that problem.

31:27
Remembering back to something I heard you talk about previously where you were talking about information that's available to students.

31:34
And I know you were involved in a project that built a web kind of information hub.

31:41
Can you tell us a little bit about how that came about and and what role that's playing?

31:46
Thank you for asking me that question because I was going to talk about that too.

31:49
So what colleagues and myself did was we created this website called Contact Points and it's contactpoints.org.

32:00
So if anyone wants to search for it and the Contact Points website is is evidence based.

32:09
So what we did was we created a website where you have social media tiles and these social media tiles which are in both English as well as simplified Chinese, take you to places where you are on a journey in Australia.

32:23
And that journey is about looking after your health, looking after your well being, looking after your finances.

32:31
So scams here.

32:34
And so that journey takes us from pre arrival right up to graduation.

32:39
And what we do with that website is we actually also advise users to use that website and especially, you know, if your student services staff, you know, to tell your students, all right, you know, this is week four, week 4 is when you're feeling stressed.

32:58
And so there's actually tiles that actually tell you if you're feeling stressed, go and call this number like, you know, for example, Beyond Blue.

33:07
And what we did was we actually, so I'll tell you how that whole started.

33:13
That whole project started a few years ago.

33:17
A young man, an international student, he got into a fight and unfortunately he was injured quite badly.

33:25
But rather than taking him to the hospital, his friends took him to a hotel room.

33:31
He died one week later because they took him to a hotel room and only took him to the doctor's or to a hospital the next day.

33:39
So at the, you know, the coroner basically said that if he had been taken to the hospital straight away, his life would have been saved.

33:47
So that kind of triggered off this project where we realised that the students didn't know what to do because they're also frightened that if they go to the police, then their visas will be revoked.

33:59
So, you know, so we created this website where we then when the first phase was going to emergency services to ask them, why is it that you wanted international students to know?

34:13
And so we, you know, did workshops with them.

34:15
And then we, we had 20 messages that we got from them.

34:19
So being researchers and former international students ourselves, we took these to international students and asked them, you know, does this all make sense to you?

34:27
And all the messages we had to rewrite because the way that we wrote it, thinking we knew better, which clearly didn't, we had to rewrite it because the students felt that they knew better how their peers will understand, which is completely correct.

34:45
So, yeah, so we developed these messages based on that evidence, the way that students wanted us to write it.

34:53
And we're talking about things like where to put the period you where to put the commas here.

34:58
And it's also about context.

35:00
Like, for example, swim between the flags.

35:03
So many international students don't know what swimming between the flags means.

35:08
Australian students would.

35:10
So when we interview international students, you know, do you understand this message?

35:16
They're like, what flags?

35:17
You mean the Australian flags at the beach?

35:20
So they actually thought swimming between the flags was looking for Australian flags and then swimming between those.

35:27
They did not understand what swimming between the flags meant.

35:31
And So what we then had to do with each message, which we then created into a social media talk, was to explain the context.

35:39
So those are actually really important things that we actually need to do where we need to.

35:44
We think we know better, but we never do.

35:47
So we always need to actually ask students, do you understand this?

35:51
Yeah.

35:52
And then communicate that and make that into something.

35:55
And so I think for me, you know, when it comes to policy and practise, what's really important is understanding how to actually communicate with students within the ecosystem that are digital and communication ecosystems that they inhabit.

36:11
Yeah, Yeah, that's really important and it just reflecting on what a valuable resource that is that you've, you've created.

36:20
So we, we'll just get that again, it was contact points, contact contactpoints.org.

36:25
Cool.

36:25
And we can share that in the description of the of this podcast audio as well.

36:32
I know we touched on it a little bit, but are there any other new areas of research that you're currently exploring or planning to pursue?

36:42
Well, I've got a few little project ideas.

36:50
1 is on research students because there's actually not much done about research students and well being.

37:00
And I've published a little bit about this as well.

37:03
And I think research students are really interesting because they're older and also they bring their families with them.

37:08
So they're actually quite different from undergraduate students.

37:12
Another one that I'm in the process of like writing a grant application for is actually looking at international students in terms of back to those digital journeys.

37:26
I want to understand even more so you know what, what are the triggers that create this ability for them to adapt to the digital journeys that they actually have in Australia?

37:38
And then that has policy and practise implications as well.

37:41
Another fun one that I'm doing, which I've, you know, put in a grant application for is creating a sense of belonging to Australia through food.

37:53
So through food events and through volunteerism.

37:57
So I partnered with a volunteer group who's look who who creates meals for homeless people.

38:09
And the thing about the Australian experience or the international education experience is not just about, you know, making friends or the study, but it's also giving back.

38:20
And a lot of international students actually do.

38:24
I mean, when I was an international student, I used to do volunteer work as well.

38:28
And it's actually creating the sense of, you know, volunteerism in people so that they actually feel connected to community, part of being part of a community.

38:37
It's not just about absorbing what comes to you, it's also about giving back.

38:41
So those are some of my little side gigs at the moment.

38:45
I look forward to hearing more about that, particularly the food one.

38:48
That sounds really, really interesting.

38:52
Look, Catherine, I really want to thank you for for this great conversation that we've had today.

38:58
I've really enjoyed it.

38:59
But I also want to give the opportunity just to open the floor.

39:03
If there's anything else that you think you'd like to share about the topic of international students and supporting them in the institution, that's actually a really good question.

39:16
And again, we can stay here for a few hours, but I think, I think really within, I think it's about how we actually treat international students without actually thinking that they are international students.

39:36
And I think for a lot of international students, that's, that's what they appreciate.

39:41
Yeah, while they and and that becomes a skill, right, where we are aware that they are different, but yet we also treat them as if they are the same as everyone else.

39:53
You know, part of that sense of belonging is also being able to feel as if you are being treated in an equal.

40:04
Manner as everyone else and I think for a lot of international students that's also what they actually want to want to see.

40:11
I mean, I think we sometimes universities, you know we we are so good at trying to get international students together.

40:20
So for example, during orientation, we have separate orientation, you know sessions for them.

40:26
But then what then happens is that, remember what I said earlier on about the first people that you meet become your lifelong friends, especially those three or four years.

40:36
So these kids are meeting only other international students.

40:39
They're not actually meeting students who are also domestic, right?

40:43
So then what happens is that, you know, these wonderful things that universities do then become a little bit, a little bit challenging later on for students because after they've had their orientation, they go into the groups that they already made friends with and they're not actually integrating.

41:04
Well, I, I teach, you know, Asian studies and sometimes for my third year students, I get very upset when I see international students and domestic students sitting separately.

41:13
I'm, and I'm like, what of you are Asian studies students?

41:16
I expect all of you to be engaging with each other because you want to learn from each other, you know.

41:22
And students tell me how much much they want to go to Asia as your New Colombo Plan scholars.

41:30
And this is where the owners becomes that of the domestic student because for domestic student, you've got nothing to lose, right?

41:40
But for an international student, if a domestic student you doesn't say hello to you, that becomes a huge issue where OK, if the first time someone that I said hello to doesn't want to say hello to me, I'm not going to do that with everyone else.

41:57
So we always, you know, even in research, the onus has always been, oh, how can we help international students?

42:03
How about we flip the switch?

42:05
How can we help domestic students become aware of the joys that they can, they can learn, you know, and the life skills they can learn from international students?

42:19
And on that note, I'd just like to thank you again, Catherine.

42:23
That's been such a wonderful conversation.

42:26
I feel like I've learnt a lot and looking forward to hearing feedback on this episode as well.

42:32
So thanks so much Again, a pleasure.

42:34
Thank you so much, Michelle.

42:37
We hope you enjoyed this thought provoking conversation about the complexities of experiences of international students at Australian universities.

42:45
We'd like to thank Professor Catherine Gomez for making this episode possible today.

42:49
We'd also like to acknowledge the people who worked on this episode, Sam Stalkey, Michelle Matheson, Sophie Langley and myself.

42:57
Steve Tapping, you've been listening to RMIT University Library podcast.

43:01
Thanks for tuning in.
