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National University of Singapore (NUS), a multicultural learning context, offers Graduate English Courses
(GEC), which are essentially English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses, to support its international
graduate students (IGS) in their English language learning needs. As a new coordinator of one of the GEC,
I decided to revisit the language needs of the IGS based on the following rationale.

Over the two decades that the GEC had been offered, there had been many changes at
faculties/departments. Thus, students’ English learning needs had evolved. Thus, a needs analysis would be
a step in the right direction to better support the IGS in transitioning to their new learning context in NUS.
Accordingly, I conducted a needs analysis with the following objectives:
(1) to analyse the English language needs of IGS in NUS
(2) to recommend enhancements to the GEC and similar courses for IGS in other higher education
contexts

A review of literature on international students indicate that they often face academic, linguistic and
sociocultural obstacles (Bamford, 2008; Byram & Feng, 2006; Forland, 2006; Huang, 2012; Norton, 2000).
More recent studies on IGS, however, suggest that those who have undergone EAP modules are better
equipped to discuss their learning strategy use, seem more confident with written assignments, and appear
to have a better grasp of the requirements of their graduate courses (Terraschke & Wahid, 2011). Moreover,
factors other than linguistic skills also seem to have a strong impact on IGS in their learning journeys, such as
motivation, academic and research cultures, supervisor-supervisee engagement, and family issues (Son &
Park, 2014).

For my study, I invited IGS from two consecutive semesters to participate in a needs analysis via a
questionnaire survey. The participants ranked a list of academic tasks (categorised according to the four
language skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening) in order of importance for their graduate
programmes. In addition, they ranked a list of factors, such as motivation, intercultural communication, and
academic and research cultures that impacted their studies. These responses were analysed to surface the
academic tasks and language skills perceived by the IGS as highly important and the areas of concern that
impacted them most.
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Based on the results, I made recommendations to provide greater support to the IGS in their learning needs.
These recommendations are as follows: incorporate more writing tasks such as book/article reviews and
presentation slides into the GEC; incorporate more aural-oral tasks such as discussions and presentations;
tap on NUS’s Writing and Communication Hub and local/competent conversational partners; and consider
offering a new module with more speaking and listening components. Besides their language needs, the study
shows that the IGS were affected in their learning process by their motivation, NUS’s academic and research
cultures, and intercultural communication. In this respect, the support of the NUS community will certainly
enhance the learning journeys of these IGS. While this study was conducted in NUS, the results and
recommendations may apply to other (international) Higher Education contexts so that our ELT practices can
better support our students to manage their language learning needs.
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