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Abstract
With the internationalisation of higher education, students from culturally and lin-
guistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds represent a significant proportion of the 
university student body in Australia. Research literature indicates that the unique cul-
tural and linguistic challenges experienced by these students may adversely impact 
their academic performance and social integration in university settings. However, 
less is known about how the socio-emotional competencies of undergraduate CALD 
and non-CALD domestic English-speaking students compare. This cross-sectional 
quantitative study compares the emotional and social competencies in a cohort of 
CALD and non-CALD occupational therapy undergraduates. Data were collected at 
one Australian university from a group of 360 students enrolled in the Bachelor of 
Occupational Therapy (Honours) course. Participants completed the Emotional and 
Social Competency Inventory– University edition (ESCI-U). Multivariate regression 
analyses were used to compare between CALD and non-CALD students, control-
ling for students’ year level of study, age, and gender. Key findings from the regres-
sion analysis included the observation of indicate that non-CALD students having 
significant higher scores than CALD students on all the ESCI-U socio-emotional 
subscales, especially the Emotional Self-control, Achievement Orientation, Empa-
thy and Teamwork from western perspectives. No difference was found between 
CALD and non-CALD student on two cognitive competencies- systems thinking 
and pattern recognition. These findings should be interpreted with caution consider-
ing CALD students may interpret the questions differently and demonstrate the com-
petencies in different ways. Specific emotional and social competencies that need to 
be strengthened in students are discussed and recommendations are made to inform 
the preparation of evidence-based curricula.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, internationalisation has emerged as a core mission for 
higher education institutions across the globe. Prior to COVID-19 pandemic, the 
United States (US), United Kingdom (UK), China, Canada, and Australia were 
ranked the top five host destinations of choice for international students in 2019 
(Duffin, 2020). The total number of international students in the US increased 
from 671,616 students in 2008 to 1,095,299 students in the 2018/2019 academic 
year (Institution of International Education, 2019). This made up 5.5% of total 
US higher education body in 2019, with students from China accounting for the 
largest proportion of overseas enrolments (Institution of International Education, 
2019). The UK hosted approximately 460,000 international students in 2019 (The 
Government of United Kingdom, 2019). Data from the Australia Government 
Department of Education (2019) indicate that the value of international educa-
tion in Australia alone increased by 22% to $32.2 billion between 2016 and 2018. 
The 2019 intake of 703,500 international students from 190 countries enrolled 
in academic programs within Australia represents a further 10% increase from 
2018. Of these students, the majority are enrolled within the higher education 
and vocational education and training (VET) sectors. Chinese nationals comprise 
the largest proportion of international students at 28%, followed by India, Nepal 
and Brazil at 15%, 7% and 4% respectively (Australia Government Department of 
Education, 2019). While there has been a decline in the number of international 
students in 2010–2021 due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, countries 
offering international education recognise the consequential negative economic 
impact and have formulated strategic plans to attract international students back to 
their university campuses (Greenland et al., 2021; Yilmazoglu, 2021). For exam-
ple, in the US, a renewed commitment to international education was announced 
in 2021 to strengthen the American higher education system (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2021). The Australian government is also developing a new Australian 
strategy for international education 2021–2030 in response to the changing envi-
ronment under COVID-19 (Group of Eight Australia, 2021). This indicates that 
the international student numbers are expected to resume gradually and increase. 
Therefore, it is imperative to be proactive and continue to develop quality inter-
cultural education in preparation for the return of international students.

Health professional courses are traditionally in the top ten higher education 
fields that attract international students, sharing 8% of the total number of inter-
national student enrolments within Australia (IEAC, 2013). Increased student 
diversity is reflected in the number of international students enrolled in Austral-
ian occupational therapy programs. While many international students enrolling 
in Australian occupational therapy courses chose to return to their home countries 
at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, most of them continued with their studies 
online from overseas. It is estimated that the number of overseas students enroll-
ing in Australian occupational therapy programs varies between 5 and 40% of 
total student numbers. Most of this group of students originate from non-English-
speaking countries and/or non-Western cultures, such as mainland China, Hong 
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Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam, South Korea, Thailand, Malaysia, India, Pakistan, Bru-
nei, Oman, United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia (Yu et al., 2017).

There has been a perceptible shift towards universities recognising the need for 
institutional, curriculum and pedagogical changes that strengthen intercultural edu-
cation (Jain, 2019; Mitchell & Paras, 2018). Put another way, rather than just con-
tinuing with the earlier practices of simply expecting overseas students to adjust and 
adapt (Arthur, 2017; Wang et al., 2015), the Australian higher education system is 
now more actively accommodating the needs of overseas students. Education sys-
tems are now expected to create learning environments that facilitate and uphold 
interculturality, respectful debate, cultural awareness and intercultural competence. 
In turn, this promotes academic achievement and well-being for all students through 
processes that develop their sense of belonging at university campuses, satisfaction 
with life, the reduction of anxiety while studying at university and motivating them 
to achieve (Beagan & Chacala, 2012).

While acknowledging the positive benefits of cultural enrichment associated 
with the globalisation of higher education, it is also important to recognise that the 
internationalisation of education has also generated increased complexities and chal-
lenges in those countries hosting overseas students. Cultural dissonance, the sense 
of confusion and disagreement that can be experienced by individuals in the process 
of adapting to a novel cultural environment, is reported to be experienced by cultur-
ally and linguistically diverse (CALD) students (Hart & Sriprakash, 2018; Lim et al, 
2016). This is due to the discrepancies among CALD students’ inherent cultural val-
ues, beliefs and behaviours with pedagogy used in the host countries and impact-
ing academic performance (Hart & Sriprakash, 2018; Lim et  al, 2016). Students 
can come from various cultural backgrounds, present with different learning styles 
and language proficiency levels and can have different expectations on how teach-
ing should be delivered, all of which can be very different from local students in the 
host countries (Bickel & Jenson, 2012). The important competencies for educators 
in those host countries are the knowledge of the cultures of both local and CALD 
students and the ability to manage the complex diversity of learning styles and needs 
within the student cohorts they engage with (Grant et al., 2014; Malau-Aduli et al., 
2019). This supports the importance of intercultural education and cultural compe-
tence training in today’s higher education sector, particularly within the health pro-
fession courses which attract a high proportion of international and CALD students 
(Malau-Aduli et al., 2019; Richards & Doorenbos, 2016).

According to a recent Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) report (2018), the factors that link to CALD students’ cultural dissonance 
and its influence on their successful adjustment to and engagement with unfamiliar 
educational and social environments are multidimensional. This incorporates aca-
demic (reading and writing proficiencies), social (sense of belonging), emotional 
(life satisfaction and levels of anxiety associated with studies) and motivational (the 
desire to achieve) variables (Organization for Economic Cooperation & Develop-
ment, 2018). Competencies in these areas need to be closely relevant to students’ 
experiences in academic and workplace learning environments. For example, Eng-
lish language proficiency can impact communication with classmates, academic 
staff, and fieldwork education supervisors (Lim et  al., 2016); cultural shock may 
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result in students struggling to adapt to and meet social and academic expectations 
(Contreras-Aguirre & Gonzalez, 2017); and financial and cultural factors can place 
significant family pressure on students to succeed (Edgecombe et al., 2013).

Lim et  al. (2016) refer to cultural dissonance experienced by students transfer-
ring from Asian-Pacific countries with teacher-centred education systems that do 
not encourage students to voice their own opinions or challenge accepted knowl-
edge and conventions. This can lead to students experiencing difficulties adjusting 
to Western pedagogical systems in which they are required to contribute to group 
discussions, think critically, learn independently and engage with supervisors (Wang 
et al., 2015). The impact of culture and language as determining factors in the aca-
demic pathways of overseas health professional students, where difficulties adapting 
to unfamiliar academic and social environments are encountered, is widely reflected 
in the medical, nursing and allied health literature (Crawford & Candlin, 2013; Gil-
ligan & Outram, 2012; Jeong et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2017).

Research in the nursing and occupational therapy arenas suggests that interna-
tional students for whom English is a second language frequently encounter com-
munication, language and cultural barriers that impact their performance in both 
the university classroom and field placement (also referred to as practice education) 
environments (Edgecombe et  al., 2013; Lim et  al., 2016). Challenges experienced 
include issues forging effective social interactions in the local community, difficul-
ties understanding local accents, the use of colloquialisms and metaphors, and the 
application of Confucian philosophical ideas that educators are highly respected 
and should not be challenged in an unfamiliar pedagogical environment that values 
discussion, debate and questioning (Abu-Arab & Parry, 2015; Li et al., 2017; Lim 
et al., 2016; Young, 2017). These are shown to create anxiety and stress in students, 
as well as feelings of low self-confidence and loneliness with adverse consequences 
for academic performance and students’ capacity to learn core practice skills and 
develop professional competencies (Edgecombe et al., 2013).

For CALD students enrolled in health professional courses, practice education 
placements (also referred to as fieldwork, internships, and clinical practicums) can 
be especially challenging, as students encounter new and unfamiliar environments, 
learning expectations (e.g. communication with clients and supervisors) and modes 
and nuances of professional and social interactions that can create obstacles for them 
(Attrill et al., 2015). The evidence is that for CALD students embarking on practice 
education placements, the integration process is particularly stressful in the early 
stages due to linguistic, social and cultural differences (Mikkonen et al., 2016). The 
academic resilience of Asian students as a result of their experiences of striving to 
succeed and get ahead within highly competitive Confucian education systems has 
been reported; however, this can act as a barrier to engaging in the collegiate work-
ing practices expected within Western pedagogies (Li, 2017).

Lim et al.’s (2016) study of students from Hong Kong, Malaysia and Singapore 
enrolled in an Australian occupational therapy program describes how international 
students often felt less competent than domestic students in terms of language pro-
ficiency, confidence and ability to express themselves. Expectations to be more 
assertive, show initiative and participate in activities were particularly stressful for 
students who were acutely aware that failure to demonstrate these behaviours could 
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result in course failure (Lim et al., 2016). This serves to highlight the importance 
of initiatives and supportive supervision for CALD students that mitigate stress, 
facilitate the learning process in the classroom and also promote and ensure positive 
social and interpersonal interactions with colleagues and clients when undertaking 
practice education placements. Examples of targeted programs include pre-place-
ment induction programs, cultural and language courses allowing additional time 
for CALD students to settle, and faculty support for both students and academic/
fieldwork staff (Mikkonen et al., 2016).

While the ‘lived’ experiences of international students are relatively well under-
stood (Lalor et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2016), less is known about how the self-reported 
socio-emotional competencies of native English-speaking and CALD students 
enrolled in health professional education programs compare. It is recognised that 
a wide range of cultural factors influences socio-emotional competencies in higher 
education including cultural expectations, language, race, class and gender (Hecht 
& Chin, 2015). Emotional intelligence (EI) and social competency are learned capa-
bilities that contribute to success in all facets of life. For students enrolled in health 
training programs, emotional and social intelligence represent an array of non-cog-
nitive skills and capacities such as professionalism, empathy and integrity that influ-
ence a person’s ability to cope with environmental demands and pressures (Talarico 
et  al., 2013). Emotional intelligence includes self-awareness of emotions which 
facilitates deeper understanding of the client’s/patient’s feelings and concerns, and 
assists in establishing a respectful therapeutic relationship between patient and prac-
titioner (Di Lorenzo et al., 2019).

However, what are perceived as being socio-emotional competencies can vary 
across different cultures. Asian culture, which emphasises social order, conformity 
to group cultural norms, and hierarchy tends to encourage emotional suppression, 
whereas Western culture emphasises egalitarianism, favours emotional expression 
and direct communication, and promotes individualism (Min et  al., 2018). These 
factors influence how students manage personal and professional relationships. 
Hence, CALD students may report a different set of socio-emotion competencies 
compared to native English-speaking students. However, how important is it to 
understand CALD students’ self-reported socio-emotional competencies in the con-
text of the existing expectations within the environment where they engage in learn-
ing activities and to explore the possibility for promoting intercultural education?

The aim of this study therefore was to explore differences in the self-reported 
levels of emotional and social competencies in CALD and non-CALD occupational 
therapy undergraduate students. This study is significant in that it is the first of its 
kind to compare the self-reported socio-emotion competencies of CALD and non-
CALD students enrolled in an undergraduate health professional course. This makes 
a direct and needed contribution to the relevant body of empirical evidence as well 
as contributing to inclusive and culturally sensitive health professional higher educa-
tion that considers students’ well-being. Being the first study that specifically exam-
ines the self-reported socio-emotion competencies of CALD students within the 
western education context will add knowledge about the challenges that CALD stu-
dents may encounter and guide the development and implementation of informed, 
evidence-based educational support. The findings will establish a baseline of 
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occupational therapy students’ emotional and social skills that will inform the prepa-
ration of intercultural-focussed, evidence-based undergraduate curricula, learning 
and teaching methods used and help identify key emotional and social competencies 
that need to be strengthened in CALD and non-CALD occupational therapy under-
graduate students.

Methods

Design

This cross-sessional study used a survey design to collect data and recruited par-
ticipants using convenience sampling. A cut-off of p < 0.05 was used to determine 
whether findings were statistically significant.

Participants

A minimum sample size of 129 participants is required based on multiple regres-
sion analysis with a medium effect of ρ = 0.15, alpha set at 0.05, and power set at 
0.95. Using a convenience sampling method, a total of 455 first-, second-, third- and 
fourth-year students, enrolled in a four-year accredited Bachelor of Occupational 
Therapy (Honours) course at one university in Australia were invited to participate 
in this study. Inclusion criteria for the study were: i) being enrolled in an accredited 
undergraduate occupational therapy course at XXXX University; and ii) providing 
consent to take part in the study. A total of 360 students (79% response rate) con-
sented to participate in the study.

Instrumentation

A paper-based survey that contained demographic questions regarding year level, 
type of enrolment (full time or part time), age, gender and status (domestic or inter-
national) and the Emotional and Social Competency Inventory – University edition 
(ESCI-U) (Korn Ferry, 2017) was used in this study.

The ESCI-U (Korn Ferry, 2017) measures participants’ intrapersonal recogni-
tion and management of their own and others’ emotions and how these influence 
interpersonal interactions with other people (Boyatzis, 2016). Likewise, the ESCI-
U generates outcomes for assessment and development purposes and improved 
understanding of the role of emotional and social intelligence in learning and per-
formance. The ESCI-U is a standardised 70 item self-report scale that measures 12 
emotional and social competencies of undergraduate and graduate university stu-
dents. These competencies are categorised into four broad areas: Self-Awareness, 
Social Awareness, Self-Management and Relationship Management. The ESCI-U 
also measures two cognitive competencies, Systems Thinking and Pattern Recogni-
tion. Each item in the ESCI-U was scored using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never, 
2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = consistently) representative of the frequency 
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range in which the student self-rates a behaviour. A competency score is calculated 
by taking the mean of the total score of all items clustered under each competency, 
and a higher competency score on the scale demonstrates higher social and emo-
tional competence (Korn Ferry, 2017).

The ESCI-U is reported to have acceptable to good internal consistencies (Cron-
bach’s alpha = 0.71 to 0.86) among the competencies. Appropriate convergent valid-
ity has been reported (composite reliabilities = 0.80 to 0.90; and the average variance 
extracted = 0.52 to 0.69). As well, confirmatory factor analyses have demonstrated 
appropriate model fit of each scale ( �2(1398, 1921) = 6,606; RMSEA = 0.04; 
PCLOSE = 1.00; CFI = 0.87; PCFI = 0.81; GFI = 0.86; SRMR = 0.47) (Boyatzis, 
2016).

Data collection

Students were invited to participate in the study in March 2019. Students were pro-
vided the survey forms with the study information by a non-teaching staff at the end 
of a lecture in the university where the research was conducted. Students partici-
pated on a voluntary basis and gave informed consent by self-completing and return-
ing the survey to a survey return box located in the study university during March 
and April 2019.

Data management and analysis

The data from the returned survey forms with no missing information were entered 
onto the Stata 14.2 (StataCorp LLC, College Station, Texas) for analysis. Chi-
square was used to compare the demographic between the CALD and non-CALD 
student participant groups. Each of the 12 ESCI-U competencies were utilised as 
the dependent variables. Multivariate regression analyses were used to compare 
between CALD students and non-CALD students, controlling for students’ year 
level of study, age, and gender. Regression analyses having a p-value smaller than 
0.05 are considered to be statistically significant.

Procedures

Ethics approval for the project was obtained from the Monash University Human 
Research Ethics Committee (Project Number: 17590). Student participants were 
informed of the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation and 
the procedures to ensure their anonymity in all published outputs. Student partici-
pants were asked to complete a questionnaire containing demographic questions and 
the ESCI-U instrument. The questionnaire took approximately 20 min to complete, 
and consent on the part of the student participants was implied by its completion and 
return. No data were identifiable.
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Results

Demographic results

The full demographic findings for the 360 student participants are reported in 
Table 1. Given that occupational therapy has been traditionally a female-dominant 
profession, the salient features of the sample were the predominance of female stu-
dents under the age of 24 years, undertaking their first or second year of study and 
enrolled on a full-time basis.

Emotional and social competency scores

The full mean scores are provided in Table 2. Higher scores across all ESCI-U sub-
scales were noted for non-CALD students compared to their CALD student peers. 
On measures of emotional awareness and management, both groups of students 
recorded their highest scores on the Achievement Orientation (CALD x = 3.81, 

Table 1  Demographic data (n = 360)

a Demographic comparison between CALD and Non-CALD students using Chi-square; n number of 
participants, CALD Culturally and linguistically diverse, �2 Chi-square, df degree of freedom, p p-value 
(*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001)

All students
(n = 360, 100%)

CALD students
(n = 150, 
41.67%)

Non-CALD 
students
(n = 210, 
51.33%)

Chi-square 
 Comparisona

Demographic variable n % n % n % �2(df) p

Study year level 3.46 (2) 0.32
 Year 1 137 38.06 56 37.33 81 38.57
 Year 2 99 27.50 48 32.00 51 24.29
 Year 3 87 24.17 34 22.67 53 25.24
 Year 4 37 10.28 12 8.00 25 11.90

Enrolment 0,93 (1) 0.33
 Full time 352 97.78 148 98.67 204 97.14
 Part time 8 2.22 2 1.33 6 2.86

Age 3.52 (2) 0.17
 17–19 years old 152 42.22 66 44.00 86 40.95
 20–24 years old 177 49.17 76 50.67 101 48.10
 25 + years old 31 8.61 8 5.33 23 10.95

Gender 3.03 (1) 0.08
 Female 278 77.22 109 72.67 169 80.48
 Male 82 22.78 41 27.33 41 19.52

International students 282.93 (1) 0.001***
 Yes 138 38.33 134 89.33 4 1.90
 No 222 61.67 16 10.67 206 98.10
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SE = 0.04; non-CALD x  = 4.02, SE = 0.04), Emotional Self-Awareness (CALD x 
= 3.67, SE = 0.42; non-CALD x = 3.85, SE = 0.05) and Positive Outlook (CALD x 
= 3.66, SE = 0.05; non-CALD x = 3.85, SE = 0.04) subscales, which correspond to 
occasional demonstration of emotional competencies.

In relation to social awareness and relationship management, non-CALD students 
performed best on the Teamwork ( x = 4.27, SE = 0.04), Empathy ( x = 4.11, SE = 
0.04) and Organisational Awareness ( x = 4.07, SE = 0.04) subscales, with scores 

Table 2  Emotional and Social Competencies Inventory comparative mean scores (n = 360)

a Mean score: 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = consistently; ESCI Emotional and Social 
Competencies Inventory, CALD culturally and linguistically diverse; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
aRegression results controlled for students’ year level of study, age and gender

ESCI subscales Meana (SE)
CALD students

Meana (SE)
Non-CALD 
students

B SE p 95% CI R2

Self-Awareness
 Emotional Self-

Awareness
3.67 (0.42) 3.85 (0.05) − 0.17 0.07 0.016* − 0.31, − 0.03 0.03

Self-Manage-
ment

 Achievement 
Orientation

3.81 (0.04) 4.02 (0.04) − 0.20 0.06 0.002** − 0.33, − 0.07 0.04

 Adaptability 3.56 (0.04) 3.68 (0.04) − 0.12 0.06 0.037* − 0.24, − 0.01 0.04
 Emotional Self-

control
3.52 (0.38) 3.78 (0.05) − 0.27 0.07 0.001*** − 0.41, − 0.14 0.05

 Positive Out-
look

3.66 (0.05) 3.85 (0.04) − 0.20 0.07 0.002** − 0.34, − 0.07 0.05

Social Awareness
 Empathy 3.87 (0.04) 4.11 (0.04) − 0.24 0.06 0.001*** − 0.36, − 0.12 0.05
 Organisational 

Awareness
3.76 (0.04) 4.07 (0.04) − 0.32 0.06 0.001*** − 0.44, − 0.20 0.08

Relationship 
Management

 Conflict Man-
agement

3.46 (0.04) 3.74 (0.04) − 0.29 0.06 0.001*** − 0.40, − 0.17 0.07

 Coach and 
Monitor

3.37 (0.04) 3.62 (0.05) − 0.25 0.07 0.001*** − 0.39, − 0.11 0.05

 Influence 3.53 (0.04) 3.68 (0.04) − 0.18 0.06 0.004** − 0.30, − 0.06 0.06
 Inspirational 

Leadership
3.37 (0.04) 3.63 (0.05) − 0.27 0.07 0.001p*** − 0.30, − 0.14 0.07

 Teamwork 3.75 (0.04) 4.27 (0.04) − 0.53 0.06 0.001*** − 0.64, − 0.41 0.21
Cognitive Com-

petencies
 Systems Think-

ing
3.50 (0.04) 3.51 (0.04) − 0.01 0.06 0.82 − 0.13, 0.11 0.02

 Pattern Recog-
nition

3.51 (0.04) 3.57 (0.05) − 0.08 0.07 0.20 − 0.21, 0.04 0.05
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indicating consistent demonstration of competencies. CALD students recorded their 
highest scores in the same domains (Empathy x = 3.87, SE = 0.04; Organisational 
Awareness x = 3.76, SE = 0.04; Teamwork x = 3.75, SE = 0.04); however, their 
lower scores were indicative of less consistent demonstration of social competencies.

Regression analysis results

Regression analysis revealed statistically significant differences in CALD and non-
CALD student scores across all ESCI subscales, except for the two cognitive com-
petencies domain, after controlling for students’ year level of study, age, and gender. 
On measures of competencies in social awareness and relationship management, 
key findings were observations at the p < 0.001 level of statistically significant dif-
ferences. In that, CALD students’ scores on the Empathy (β = −  0.24, p < 0.001), 
Organisational Awareness (β = − 0.32, p < 0.001), Teamwork (β = − 0.53, p < 0.001), 
Conflict Management (β = −  0.32, p < 0.001), Coach and Monitor (β = −  0.25, 
p < 0.001) and Inspirational Leadership (β = − 0.27, p < 0.001) subscales were sig-
nificantly lower than non-CALD students. Analysis of students’ comparative scores 
in emotional awareness and management revealed that CALD students’ scores on 
the subscales measuring Emotional self-control (β = −  0.27, p < 0.001), Achieve-
ment Orientation (β = − 0.20, p < 0.01), Positive Outlook (β = − 0.20, p < 0.01) and 
Emotional Self-Awareness (β = −  0.17, p < 0.016) were significantly lower than 
non-CALD students. No difference was found for the two cognitive competencies, 
those being systems thinking and pattern recognition (see Table 2 for full regression 
statistics).

Discussion

Exploration of the regression analysis results revealed statistically significant dif-
ferences between CALD and non-CALD students’ scores across all emotional and 
social competencies ESCI-U subscales, except the cognitive competencies domain. 
This indicates that international and domestic students report similar cognitive abili-
ties and suggests the differences observed on measures of emotional and social com-
petencies are accounted for by environmental factors. The most notable findings 
relate to the results observed across the emotional self-management, social aware-
ness and relationship management subscales, as they provide further evidence of the 
cultural and linguistic challenges faced by CALD students as reported in the empiri-
cal literature.

It is important to note however that both CALD and non-CALD students self-
reported scores across all subscales that fell in the mid-score range, which equated 
to occasional demonstration of the competencies measured by the ESCI-U. This 
reflects the composition of the current sample in which first- and second-year stu-
dents under the age of 24 predominated. As younger students, it might be expected 
that their social and emotional competencies are still at a formative stage in contrast 
to older students completing their final years of study whose social and emotional 



611

1 3

Exploring emotional and social competencies in undergraduate…

capabilities are more developed and nuanced as a result of their greater experience 
and maturity (Rai, 2017). For non-CALD students, their scores approach a level of 
frequent demonstration of competencies in two areas only: Teamwork and Empathy, 
both components of social capability. CALD students reported their highest scores 
in Empathy and Achievement Orientation, which represents an encouraging finding 
for educators as it is consistent with levels of motivation and a desire to succeed that 
has previously been observed in CALD students enrolled in health science programs 
(Edgecombe et al., 2013). This indicated the emergence of a baseline of empathic 
skills in CALD students that can be built upon as students’ theoretical and practical 
discipline-specific knowledge progresses in the later years of study. Other than hav-
ing different strengths, CALD and non-CALD students also demonstrate difference 
in each individual emotional and social competence.

Emotional competencies

Emotional self‑awareness and self‑control

Awareness of one’s own and others’ emotions to enable control over disruptive 
feelings, impulses and thoughts, and to maintain effectiveness under stressful con-
ditions are desirable professional behaviours in healthcare professionals (Beagan, 
2015). Studies have demonstrated that the traits of emotional intelligence such as 
self-expression and the emotional management of others are also associated with 
positive professional behaviours in academic settings (Brown et al., 2016). There-
fore, establishing significant differences in self-reported CALD and non-CALD stu-
dents’ emotional competencies represents an important and challenging finding for 
educators and institutions intending to promote intercultural education development. 
This is particularly in the context of research that suggests CALD undergraduates’ 
interactions with academic staff and domestic students are often characterised by 
negative emotions, such as feelings of uncertainty, awkwardness and embarrassment 
(God & Hongzhi, 2019; Lalor et al., 2019).

Studies from the nursing arena have established that CALD international stu-
dents’ difficulties are further compounded by clinical educators’ perception of 
them as ‘needful’ students in terms of support required and CALD students’ expe-
riences of unmet needs and expectations (Abu-Arab & Parry, 2015; Edgecombe 
et al., 2013). The low scores reported by CALD students in the current study across 
measures of emotional self-awareness and self-control align with previous research 
evidence. Studies indicate that CALD students’ emotional self-esteem can be nega-
tively impacted by their perception that domestic students represent an ‘ideal’ and 
thus possess desirable attributes such as the ability to fully express themselves and 
proficiency in English language skills that generate confidence in their academic 
endeavours and social interactions (Lim et al., 2016). These highlight the urgency 
and necessity to promote the development of intercultural education beyond the uni-
versity’s academic teaching environment to practice education in clinical settings for 
health professional courses.
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The statistically significant differences observed on these key aspects of emo-
tional intelligence may also reflect cultural, financial and linguistic barriers which 
carry judgmental and affective consequences for individuals in cross-cultural situ-
ations (Edgecombe et  al., 2013; Mak et  al., 2014). A distinct cultural factor that 
has been shown to influence emotional self-awareness and impact CALD students’ 
integration in the academic environments of host countries is a lack of familiarity 
with Western-style pedagogies (Hecht & Chin, 2015). CALD students from overseas 
are often financially dependent on their family and under financial stress needing 
to pay high tuition fees plus living and accommodation costs. This stress and sense 
of financial dependence can have a negative impact on CALD students’ from over-
seas health and emotional well-being (Banjong, 2015). Domestic students are more 
likely to have experience with typical teaching formats that emphasise the need to 
learn independently, contribute to group discussions and apply critical and reflec-
tive learning, which combine to facilitate easier navigation through the university 
system, including practice education, for domestic students compared to their inter-
national counterparts (Wang et al., 2015).

CALD students originating from Asian societies with strong rules and expecta-
tions regarding cultural conformity and the expression of emotions are likely to be 
unfamiliar with new methods of learning, which are allied to linguistic challenges 
and can restrict their capacity to meet educators’ expectations and course require-
ments (Lim et  al., 2016; Young, 2017). In the context of emotional capabilities, 
Asian societies instil a broader perspective that emphasise the importance of get-
ting along with others and keeping emotions in check for the greater good (Young, 
2017). The emphasis on self-criticism in Asian culture can also impact students’ 
perspectives, resulting in their being harsh on themselves when self-evaluating their 
social-emotional competencies (Boyraz et al., 2020).

This contrasts to domestic students who are brought up in a culture where the 
prevailing norm is a belief of self-enhancement over self-criticism, that the self is an 
autonomous, self-sufficient entity, the voicing of opinions is valued and encouraged, 
and beliefs and emotions are markers of one’s identity (Boyraz et al., 2020; Hecht 
& Chin, 2015). International students arriving from societies that adhere to social 
order and longer-term perspectives can therefore experience significant challenges 
and additional stress when transitioning to academic environments in host countries 
with different cultural norms, values and roles (Chang, 2015; Young, 2017).

Achievement orientation

Achievement orientation refers to students’ capabilities in striving to meet or exceed 
standards of excellence, looking for ways to do things better, setting challenging 
goals and taking calculated risks. Non-CALD students reported approaching fre-
quent demonstration of these attributes; however, CALD students reported a signifi-
cantly lower score. In the context of studies that characterise international students 
undertaking higher education in host countries as being of high intellectual ability 
and greater than average motivation (Lillyman & Bennett, 2014), it is possible to 
surmise that personal and situational factors are inhibiting CALD students’ capaci-
ties in this area. The findings in the current study link to previous research reporting 
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significant differences on measures of self-perception and pressure to perform in 
international and domestic health professional students. This confirms that CALD 
students are subject to greater stresses derived from parental expectations and their 
experiences of highly competitive academic environments (Brown et al., 2018).

Martirosyan et al. (2015) cited language proficiency as a primary cause of con-
cern for international students that adversely affects their academic performance 
inside and outside the University classroom. English as an additional language is a 
recognised risk factor of poor academic performance outcomes in CALD students 
(Attrill et al., 2015). Within higher education in Australia, language barriers are a 
significant source of stress for overseas students who may experience difficulties 
in understanding Australian accents, feel challenged by domestic students’ use of 
Australian English vernacular, miss non-verbal nuances and have limited cognisance 
of accepted social norms (Jeong et al., 2011; O’Neill, 2011). In the health profes-
sional arena, studies of international nursing students in Australia reveal that fewer 
communication difficulties are reported when students are motivated to continually 
improve their language skills by incorporating local dialects and colloquialisms into 
their daily spoken and written language (Newton et al., 2016).

CALD students enrolled in health professional courses, which have medical and 
anatomical terminology embedded in them, may struggle to conform to the disci-
pline-specific language requirements in their chosen subject (Velliaris & Breen, 
2016). Strategic measures at the institutional level targeting English language pro-
ficiency and communication with fellow students and university staff have been 
shown to improve international students’ adaptation, resulting in higher self-esteem, 
better social and academic relationships, and enriched personal and educational 
learning (Contreras-Aguirre & Gonzalez, 2017). Enabling CALD students to build 
proficiencies in their use of the English language through support programs also rep-
resents a positive learning experience that facilitates the development of discipline-
specific language and core professional attributes such as independence, role bal-
ance and client-centredness (Crawford & Candlin, 2013; Lim et al., 2016; O’Reilly 
& Milner, 2015).

Positive outlook

CALD students’ performance on measures of their ability to see the positive in peo-
ple, situations and events, and persistence in pursuing goals despite obstacles and 
setbacks can be partially accounted for by cultural factors. In a sample dominated by 
first- and second-year students under the age of 24, all students irrespective of origin 
are likely to experience a period of academic and social adjustment within an unfa-
miliar setting. For CALD students transitioning from overseas, the effects of envi-
ronmental factors may be heightened in the first 12 months of university education 
as a result of cultural shock, acculturative stress and feelings of disempowerment 
and isolation (Henning et al., 2012; Jeong et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2015).

Mikkonen et  al.’s (2016) systematic review of the experiences of CALD nursing 
students’ learning in classroom and placement environments determined that promot-
ing a positive learning environment minimises the challenges experienced by inter-
national students. This process may involve intercultural learning and understanding 
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between students and supervisors, having daily debriefs with a supportive supervisor 
to share and solve problems with, alongside tutor–student interactions characterised 
by approachability, encouragement of open communications, the provision of regu-
lar feedback and adoption of transparent, consistent expectations (Attrill et al., 2015; 
Malau-Aduli, 2011; Rodger et al., 2011). Research findings from the health arena indi-
cate that initiatives that instil proactive, open and positive attitudes in international stu-
dents assist in minimising acculturative stress and the demands and challenges associ-
ated with cultural issues, leading to students assuming a sense of control in adapting to 
and having an appreciation for their academic learning environments (Gu et al., 2010; 
Mikkonen et al., 2016).

In the context of health professions education, engagement in group work and seek-
ing clarification from colleagues, peers, clients and their families are important com-
ponents. The creation of culturally sensitive programs that bolster CALD students’ 
self-esteem and positive outlook facilitates them to overcome educational and social 
barriers and ease their cultural transition as they embark on their professional educa-
tion and training in host countries (Lim et al., 2016). The development of intercultural 
training that enhances educators’ understanding of west–east cultures and pedagogies 
removes prejudice against CALD students and reduces challenges imposed on CALD 
students by the education system (Grant et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2015). The aim of 
health professional education courses should be to enable high levels of emotional 
competence that is culturally sensitive and responsive in all students, irrespective of 
point of origin, that facilitate an in-depth understanding of their relevance in multi-
disciplinary fields such as occupational therapy. The promotion of self-confidence and 
motivation in students’ academic and social endeavours is consistent with the OECD’s 
recent call for education policies and practices that help CALD students reach their 
academic potential, and increase their social integration, emotional adjustment and 
motivation to achieve (OECD, 2018). Thus, consideration needs to be given to new 
pedagogy development, such as social and educational activities that provide positive 
learning experiences, to support CALD students in building confidence in their ability 
to contribute and make an impact on the profession and their future clients.

Social competencies

Investigation of students’ scores on key measures of relationship management and 
social awareness yielded particularly useful results in establishing significant differ-
ences at the p < 0.001 level in CALD and non-CALD student scores on the ESCI-U 
subscales of Empathy, Teamwork and Organisational Awareness. These findings are 
interesting because they present areas of concern for educators and it is useful to con-
sider the cultural and linguistic factors that impact students’ performance in these 
domains.

Empathy

Empathic competencies comprise empathic skills such as communication and 
relational abilities which are based on mutual trust. Within this, the capacity to 
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communicate verbally and non-verbally is used to control, clarify, support, under-
stand, reconstruct and reflect on the patient’s thoughts and feelings and establish 
an interactive reciprocal empathic relationship in which long-term trust is devel-
oped (McMillan, 2010). The scores for non-CALD and CALD students in this 
domain indicate encouraging and respectable levels of empathy, particularly in a 
sample dominated by students in their early years of university education.

There is evidence to suggest that students’ empathic skills increase consist-
ently and substantially as they progress through year levels of undergraduate 
health professional programs (McKenna et al., 2011). The scores on the Empathy 
subscale are consistent with the vocational nature of the health professions which 
typically attract students who have a desire to deploy their skills and knowl-
edge to assist patients and clients in need of clinical and therapeutic intervention 
(Wood, 2016).

The significant difference observed in students’ scores on the Empathy sub-
scale may reflect environmental factors that heighten acculturative stress in 
CALD students. For example, research of international nursing and pharmacy 
students in Australia report challenges experienced in relation to spoken lan-
guage, the negotiation of professional roles and expectations that make it difficult 
for CALD students to develop a rapport with academic staff, domestic students, 
clinical supervisors and clients (Crawford & Candlin, 2013; Gilligan & Outram, 
2012). There is evidence however that CALD health science students who experi-
ence positive interactions in university classroom and practice education settings 
increase their empathy levels by building their intercultural sensitivity and aware-
ness of cultural diversity (Green et al., 2008; Myhre, 2011). This emphasises the 
relevance of and need for culturally sensitive curricula designed to provide expe-
riences and initiatives that strengthen empathy levels in international and domes-
tic students.

Research indicating higher levels of empathic competence in female-dominant 
health professions such as occupational therapy is congruent with the composi-
tion of the sample in the current study (Ferri et  al., 2017; Foster et  al., 2017). 
Allied with evidence that empathy increases throughout course progression, the 
identification of female students’ higher capacity for learning empathic compe-
tencies offers encouragement to course directors of health professional programs 
with a high proportion of female CALD students. It suggests that when aligned 
with the adjustment of learning approaches that take into account cultural differ-
ences—for example, by educating academic and clinical staff on cultural and lin-
guistic variables—students can be supported to improve their learning and imple-
mentation of empathic skills in practice (Mikkonen et al., 2016).

It has also been demonstrated that international students undertaking practice 
placements during the third and fourth years of occupational therapy programs 
become more familiar with typical Australian customs, leisure activities and envi-
ronments (Gu et al., 2010) This results in students developing greater sensitivity 
and social awareness, thus facilitating their understanding of providing empathic 
and holistic services and improved interactions and connectivity with clients 
(Lalor et al., 2019).
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Teamwork

The ability to work with others towards a shared goal, actively participate, share 
responsibilities and rewards and contribute to the capability of the team are essential 
attributes of health professionals. Being able to read a group’s emotional currents, 
understand power relationships and identify influencers, networks and dynamics 
are also core requirements. Non-CALD students’ performance on these measures 
of social competence represents an encouraging finding, as it suggests the demon-
stration of open dispositions, engagement, a willingness to share feelings and the 
empowerment of core values that facilitate students’ emerging professional identity 
(Brown et al., 2019).

It also highlights the role of interaction management skills (the skills to start, 
continue, and end a conversation smoothly) in occupational therapy students which 
are significantly associated with desirable professional behaviours such as com-
petent communication skills (Yu et  al., 2019). Although CALD students recorded 
respectable scores in this dimension, the regression analysis results indicate a signif-
icant difference in their performance compared to their non-CALD peers, suggesting 
the impact of cultural and linguistic factors on international students’ teamwork and 
organisational interaction capabilities in the western education context.

Previous studies of CALD students within Australia and internationally have 
highlighted the role of the acculturation process in determining the extent to which 
CALD students succeed academically and socially (Attrill et al., 2015; Lillyman & 
Bennett, 2014). According to Wang et al. (2015), when making decisions in a group 
context CALD students’ cultural requirement to respect others’ opinions may over-
ride the need to express their own thoughts, while their tendency for cooperation 
could be interpreted by academic staff in host countries as dependence. A proposed 
solution to overcome this issue is a third party with knowledge about both cultures 
who acts as facilitator to interpret perceptual differences and upskill both CALD 
students and educators in understanding the potential behavioural and attitudinal dif-
ferences (Wang et al., 2015). Teaching and learning within the university setting that 
places international students in active roles, offers safe social learning environments 
and actively encourages community and peer interactions which have been shown to 
benefit CALD students’ knowledge construction and social integration (Lillyman & 
Bennett, 2014).

There is evidence that English language competency is important for CALD 
students (Jeong et al., 2011; Seibold et al., 2007) in making them feel part of the 
team (Myhre, 2011). In their investigation of Chinese students enrolled at Austral-
ian universities, Wang et al. (2015) reported that engagement with locals improved 
students’ English and communication skills, as well as strengthened their ability to 
make friends and develop a sense of belonging. To enrol in a university course in 
Australia, CALD students from overseas need to meet the English language require-
ments, such as the International English Test System (IELTS) score ranging from 
5.5 to 7 depending on the course students are applying for admission to. Some stu-
dents also need to achieve the English requirements for professional registration 
upon graduation (e.g. an overall IELTS score of 7 for health professional registra-
tions in Australia). This means the expectations of English language skills are more 
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explicit to CALD students and educators, compared to the implicit requirements of 
social-relational skills that are linked to language, communication and interaction 
with others.

The authors recommend universities provide opportunities for social engagement 
as an initiative to improve CALD students’ overall social and learning experiences. 
Australia being a multicultural country, occupational therapists in Australia need to 
be equipped with abilities to work with colleagues and patients from multicultural 
backgrounds. CALD students in turn also provide invaluable intercultural learning 
opportunities for non-CALD students to develop cultural competencies (Yu et  al., 
2017) that are imperative for health practice. These approaches are shown to provide 
students with insights into their own emotional and social competencies which are 
integral to the promotion of self-awareness, an improved ability to work with fel-
low team members and the building of supportive bonds with colleagues and clients 
(Gavriel, 2015). Within the health care disciplines, promoting the development of 
CALD students’ emotional and social intelligence competencies has been proven to 
generate positive effects on team cohesion and students’ interpersonal skills (Brown 
et al., 2016).

Organisational awareness

For students enrolled in health professional programs, it is essential that they learn 
to navigate organisational structures, beginning with the university setting in the 
early years of study, as well as within practice education contexts as they under-
take clinical placements. The navigation process is stressful for all students, but the 
unique set of cultural and linguistic challenges experienced by CALD students rep-
resents a substantial barrier in adapting to and thriving within new and unfamiliar 
environments.

The findings from the regression analysis infer that familiarity with systems and 
processes in the academic setting facilitates higher coping thresholds in non-CALD 
students and easier social movement inside and outside the university classroom. 
While the lecture theatre or tutorial room may represent a relatively ‘safe’ environ-
ment for CALD students, the wider social context and work settings when under-
taking fieldwork constitute challenging and difficult environments for students who 
may lack proficiency in written and spoken English (Edgecombe et al., 2013; Gil-
ligan & Outram, 2012; Lalor et al., 2019; O’Reilly & Milner, 2015). This can lead to 
feelings of isolation and alienation often compounded by stress from perceived peer 
competition and the unrealistic expectations of, and criticism from, academic and/
or practice staff and patients (Bertram Gallant et al., 2015). This serves to illustrate 
the importance of intercultural communication competence training within health 
sciences curricula that focusses on reducing communication barriers. Evidence sug-
gests that such initiatives succeed in generating positive intergroup attitudes towards 
CALD students and intercultural encounters in which the protagonists feel less 
threatened (Mak et al., 2014).

Further initiatives from the nursing and medical arenas target CALD students’ 
interactions with fellow students, academic staff and supervisors. These include 
peer mentoring programs and homestay periods to develop socially supportive local 
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networks; workshops to facilitate students’ increased participation in hands-on prac-
tical activities; and opportunities for informal interaction with academic staff and 
domestic students as a means for CALD students to improve their conversational 
skills (Abu-Arab & Parry, 2015; Henning et al., 2012). Where communication and 
expectations are open and transparent, acculturative stress is reduced and success-
ful CALD inter-student and academic staff relationships are built from the outset 
(Attrill et al., 2015). This assists CALD students to develop their social resources to 
manage and develop further their emotional and social intelligence.

Both groups of students recorded their lowest scores on the social competencies 
subscales that measured conflict management, influencing, leadership, coaching and 
mentoring. Regression analysis confirmed there were statistically significant differ-
ences in CALD and non-CALD students’ performance across these measures. These 
findings reinforce the potential impact of cultural factors on students’ capabilities 
when managing emotionally tense situations, resolving conflicts, striving to have a 
positive impact on others and utilising persuasive skills to gain others’ support. This 
raises important considerations for educators concerning supporting students both in 
the university classroom and on professional practice placements where these skills 
would be required.

Students transitioning from Confucian-based education systems can struggle to 
adapt to the requirements of Western pedagogy in which students are expected to 
apply critical thinking, be active participants in classroom discussions and become 
independent learners (Lim et  al., 2016). Educational remedial initiatives such as 
offering longer periods for positive reflection, group work activities, role play sce-
narios and early supportive orientation for entry into academic and social settings 
at university have been shown to equip, motivate and empower CALD students with 
the necessary skills and attributes to assist and inform them in overcoming cultural 
and linguistic barriers to their professional development (Grant & McKenna, 2003; 
Jeong et  al., 2011; Myhre, 2011). Providing CALD and non-CALD students with 
positive learning experiences will facilitate them to translate their learning into pro-
fessional capacities and develop their social attitudinal and behavioural competen-
cies within an authentic, supportive and welcoming learning environment in the uni-
versity setting.

Limitations and future research

This study drew on a convenience sample of occupational therapy students from a 
single education university program. Therefore, caution is needed when generalising 
the findings beyond these students. With data generated using a self-report question-
naire design, the potential for bias self-reporting and CALD students’ cultural bias 
of their understanding towards the questionnaire items must also be acknowledged.

Further investigation in this area is recommended with participants recruited 
from multiple occupational therapy programs in Australia. It is also recommended 
to generate additional insights that add to the knowledge base on the emotional and 
social intelligence competencies of CALD students enrolled in broader health pro-
grams in Australia and internationally. Specifically, qualitative studies that generate 
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narrative data about students’ coping mechanisms and longitudinal research that 
tracks changes in students’ emotional and social competencies over course progres-
sion may identify other factors that impact the development of emotional and social 
capacities in culturally and linguistically diverse students.

Conclusion

This study adds to the growing body of evidence of the challenges faced by interna-
tional students, and more specifically extends the findings by comparing emotional 
and social intelligence in English-speaking domestic and CALD students. The find-
ings demonstrate that CALD and non-CALD students differ significantly in all emo-
tional and social competencies deemed imperative from Western perspectives, most 
notably in the areas of social awareness and relationship management. CALD stu-
dents can be disadvantaged by these differences in emotional and social competen-
cies impacting their educational performance, practice education experiences, and 
interpersonal and social relationships with peers and educators. The accommoda-
tion of students’ cultural and linguistic diversities in relation to emotional and social 
competencies also represents a challenge for academic and fieldwork educators. The 
results observed in the current research highlight the need to promote intercultural 
education and develop culturally sensitive higher education curricula and university 
as well as practice environments with broader international perspectives.

Full social integration of CALD students into university life, promotion of their 
acquisition of effective emotional competencies, as well as intercultural under-
standing among all students, academic educators, and practice educators should be 
encouraged through proactive and meaningful initiatives. Curriculum should intro-
duce elements (such as cultural awareness and sensitivity workshops) that assist 
non-CALD students to explore their own social and emotional skills, and develop 
social and emotional skills essential to manage university life, social expectations 
and preferred learning styles in the western context. Learning and social activities 
(e.g. cultural interviews, scenario discussions and reflections, and simulation) that 
provide practice opportunities as well as enhance mutual understanding, interaction, 
and integration between CALD and non-CALD students and/or educators are rec-
ommended. These activities need to be incorporated into and scaffolded throughout 
curriculum. In strengthening the emotional and social capacities of CALD students, 
their positive learning experiences will ensure that international education is mean-
ingful, valued, and sustainable. Further, the constructive contributions these students 
make across the health care professions at national and international levels will be 
augmented.
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