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brIdgINg thE LaNguagE dIVIdE: 
aN INNoVatIVE tEaChINg ProJECt to hELP 
INtErNatIoNaL studENts from ChINa IN 

LEarNINg busINEss LaW subJECts

This.paper.describes.and.evaluates.a.teaching.and.learning.project.at.the.University.of.Technology.Sydney.
that.involved.providing.bi-lingual.notes.for.corporate.law.in.English.and.Chinese..The.project.can.be.seen.as.
a.novel.response.by.educational.institutions.in.Australia.to.problems.associated.with.the.internationalisation.
of. education.. Although. educational. institutions. concentrate. efforts. on. helping. international. students.
overcome.‘culture.shock’,.the.authors.argue.that.another.level.of.assistance.is.needed,.and.one.that.more.
directly.targets.learning.difficulties.stemming.from.language.issues..It.is.the.writers’.hypothesis.that.language.
barriers.and.the.lack.of.learning.materials.in.the.student’s.first.language.represent.a.gap.in.teaching.and.
learning.mechanisms.that.are.not.adequately.covered.by.focusing.on.learning.difficulties.as.part.of.‘culture’.
alone..The.argument.is.put. forward.that.educational.institutions.can.enhance.the.learning.experience.of.
international.students.by.providing.basic.learning.materials.in.the.student’s.first.language..

i  iNtroductioN

The purpose of this paper is to share our experiences with respect to a project involving the 
provision of bi-lingual notes in English and Chinese for students studying corporate law. The 
project had its genesis in the writers’ experiences as teachers of corporate law in a business law 
subject that traditionally attracts large numbers of international students.1 In the course of our 
teaching, many international students regularly commented on the difficulty and complexity of 
the subject, which they felt was exacerbated by language barriers. The writers considered whether 
the lack of learning materials in the student’s first language represented a gap in teaching and 
learning mechanisms. 

At present, educational institutions largely concentrate efforts on overcoming ‘culture shock’ 
by helping international students adjust to life abroad, and adapt to western study patterns.2 
These efforts represent a mix of intra-curricular and extra-curricular mechanisms. However, by 
focusing on cultural matters these mechanisms largely shift the onus of adaptation (both in and 
out of the classroom) to the student. Consequently, international students are expected to immerse 
themselves in western culture, and absorb vocabulary and language skills sufficient to study 
complex material at the tertiary level in one semester. In one sense, this ‘sink or swim’ approach 
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forces students to adapt, and to adapt as quickly as they can. Admittedly, students are also not left 
without assistance, for, as will be discussed later in this paper, teachers have adopted a variety of 
useful strategies to help international students. 

Yet, it is our hypothesis that language barriers and the lack of learning materials in the student’s 
first language represents a gap in teaching and learning mechanisms that are not adequately 
covered by focusing on learning difficulties as part of ‘culture’. The argument is put forward 
that another level of assistance is needed, and one that is provided ‘intra-curricular’, that more 
directly targets learning difficulties faced by international students. We assert that educational 
institutions can enhance the learning experience of international students by providing basic 
learning materials in the student’s first language. This approach can be seen as a novel response 
by educational institutions to problems associated with the internationalisation of education.3

The paper commences with a discussion of the project which, as already indicated, involved 
the preparation of basic bi-lingual learning materials. As such, the project did not furnish full 
translations of materials, but only sufficient translations to provide fundamental information and 
support to the students. The project ran, and was evaluated, over a period of two semesters. We 
then analysed our findings in the context of two areas of research: the literature on the learning 
habits of international students;4 and the literature on how to enhance the learning experience 
of international students abroad.5 The former is relevant to highlight the importance of written 
materials in the learning pattern of international students; while the latter examines methods 
traditionally used to address language issues and provides a point of comparison for our methods 
and research. 

While the project concentrated on international students from China, many of the more 
general comments and findings would be relevant to students from other countries. In addition, 
while the project centred on corporate law, the methodology used could be adapted for other 
subjects. 

In undertaking this project and reaching conclusions, we are not to be taken as suggesting that 
providing translated materials is a ‘solution’ to the language problems of international students. 
Instead, we hope that this project will stimulate research and discussion on alternative ways of 
assisting these students at Australian universities. 

ii  tHE BiliNgual/traNslatioN proJEct

The translation project, which was supported by a Teaching and Learning Grant from the 
University of Technology Sydney (UTS), was carried out and fine-tuned over two semesters: 
during spring 2007 and autumn 2008. The project was highly supported by the Faculty of Law 
at UTS, as well as the University; and focussed on the teaching of corporate law to international 
students studying business degrees at UTS in a subject known as ‘Applied Company Law (ACL)’. 
The subject traditionally has a significant number of students from China.

A..Aims,.Objectives.and.Methodology
The methodology of the project was straightforward — it involved the preparation of bi-

lingual materials in English and Chinese. The aims and objectives focussed on improving the 
learning experience of international students from China. We hoped that the provision of bi-
lingual materials would lead to an improved learning experience and greater self-confidence in 
the target group of students. Additionally, we anticipated that this positive learning experience 
would foster a more self-directed attitude to the student’s learning that would also encourage 
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them to engage more deeply with their learning materials. We chose Chinese to roll out our 
project on the understanding that there is a greater need for translations into Chinese compared 
with other languages spoken by international students. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 
for example, indicates that Australia attracts six per cent of all higher education students who 
study abroad6.and 17 per cent of these students come from China. 

At the start of the project the authors planned to prepare translations of three sets of materials: 
a glossary containing a set of legal terminologies in corporate law; a study guide setting out how 
to answer a problem question in law; and a compilation of translated key phrases and other 
material from the prescribed text book. The translated materials were to be made available by 
way of UTSOnline7 and students were encouraged to comment on the translations and to indicate 
whether there were other terms, phrases and material that should be included. The project was 
carried out in two stages: the first being a trial stage and the second, a fine-tuning stage. Each 
stage was evaluated by anonymous student surveys.

From the beginning it was clear that the choice of translator would be crucial to the success 
of the program. The Australian legal system is based on a common law system, whereas the 
international students targeted by the project were from a civil law jurisdiction8. Consequently, 
it was not sufficient for the translator merely to be fluent in English and Chinese. The translator 
also needed to have mastered a working knowledge of the legal systems of both of China and 
Australia.9 It was fortuitous that Grace Li, one of the authors of this paper, had taught Australian 
legal subjects in both English and Chinese and she undertook the complex job of providing the 
translations. 

B..Conduct.of.the.Trial.Stage
The trial stage was carried out in the spring semester of 2007, from July 2007 to November 

2007.
The preparation of the glossary and the study guide proceeded swiftly and the materials 

were made available as planned. The glossary contained translations of the most common words, 
phrases and concepts that students would need in their study of corporate law; while the study 
guide took students through a problem question step by step, teaching them how to identify 
issues and apply the law. The study guide also emphasised how to structure an answer by dealing 
with each issue separately, encouraging the students to reach sub-conclusions before reaching an 
overall final conclusion. 

In comparison, the preparation of the translated study materials did not proceed as smoothly. 
At the beginning of the project the authors envisaged that they would be able to translate 
headings, key phrases and sections directly from the student’s text book. The translations were 
expected to represent less than 10 per cent of the prescribed textbook, and as such would not 
have breached formal copyright guidelines. Nevertheless, the authors were mindful of copyright 
issues and decided against providing direct translations from texts. Instead, the authors decided to 
provide translations of notes, linked to readings and specific sections of the student’s prescribed 
textbook. Although this proved to be more time-consuming than selecting portions of the text for 
translation, it would ensure that there were no untoward issues with respect to copyright. 

When the project commenced, the authors sent an email to all students enrolled in the subject 
advising them that the translations would become available on UTSOnline. Emails were sent to 
students as new material was prepared and posted. In addition to the glossary and the study guide, 
the translations covered notes and materials on six topics:
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• The company as a separate legal entity;
•  The corporate constitution;
•  The distribution of power in a company;
•  An introduction to shareholder remedies;
•  An overview of directors’ duties; and
•  A more detailed treatment of the duty to act in good faith for a proper purpose.

During the course of the project the authors received a number of unsolicited student emails 
of thanks for the translations. This indicated that the target group of students found the translations 
useful and the outcome of the project seemed promising.

At the conclusion of the project in November 2007, an anonymous online survey was set up 
to gauge whether the translations had improved the students’ learning experience. The survey was 
made available online to some 350 students who were enrolled in the subject, and approximately 
25 per cent came from Mandarin-speaking backgrounds. The response to the survey was in the 
order of 10–15 per cent of the total student cohort enrolled in the subject. The following part of 
this paper explains the survey in more detail.

C..Trial.Stage.—.Survey.and.Review
The survey comprised a series of questions on a Likert scale with additional space where the 

students could write comments. Given international students’ reliance on written materials, the 
questions were primarily designed to determine whether the translations were helpful; and also 
whether English–Chinese dictionaries could substitute for the translated materials. Of the total 
students surveyed:
•  19 per cent considered that legal terms used in Applied Company Law were not sufficiently 

explained in standard English–Mandarin dictionaries;
•  66 per cent of the students found the translations helpful to their studies;
•  59 per cent of the students thought that more translations would be helpful to their studies; and
•  14 per cent did not find the translations helpful at all.

The written comments provided further and somewhat surprising information. There were 
four (4) comments that revealed an undercurrent of tension towards international students: ‘If 
your English isn’t good enough — go back to Insearch10 and study again’; while other comments 
centred on the fact that the translations should not be limited to Chinese students. The positive 
comments included a number of ‘thank you’ notes and a request for more translations.

From the written comments, it became clear that the survey had been completed by students 
who had only used the English version of the materials rather than the translated version. Whilst 
all students were welcome to use the materials, our aim had been to target Chinese-speaking 
students. Yet, the positive comments we received, and the fact that 66 per cent of those who 
answered the survey found the materials useful would seem to be an encouraging outcome.

D..Trial.Stage.–.Evaluation
The project was run as a pilot and the authors planned to fine-tune and re-run the project in 

the first semester of 2008. One seemingly contradictory finding was that a low percentage (19%) 
of students found English-Mandarin dictionaries inadequate, but a higher percentage (59%) 
wanted more translations. 
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The authors considered three possible explanations for this finding: first, that dictionaries 
explain individual words adequately, but are not able to capture the context of the words in a legal 
sense;11 second, that students wanted more translations because the translations also provided 
summaries of the material and cut through large volumes of reading; and third, that the results 
were skewed because some students had not used the translated version of the materials. The 
authors considered that each of these was a possibility. Hence, in the next phase of the project, 
the fine-tuning stage, we made some modifications to address these points.

E .Fine-Tuning.the.Project
In the fine-tuning stage the authors decided on three modifications: first, making the material 

available online in two formats, one solely in English and the other with the Chinese translations; 
second, adjusting the survey so that separate responses would be elicited from each group; and 
third, encouraging more input from the students to give information about what was helpful about 
the project and what was not. The fine-tuning stage was carried out in the autumn semester 2008 
(during March 2008 to June 2008).

F  Conduct.and.Evaluation.of.the.Fine-Tuning.Stage
Apart from the release of a separate English version, the conduct of the project followed 

the same procedure as the trial stage and the same materials were used. As with the trial phase, 
students were notified of the materials by email and messages posted on UTSOnline. The students 
were also notified of the availability of the separate English version of the materials. 

The survey was re-designed to separate the responses of the Chinese bi-lingual students 
from other students. In the new design, the first question asked whether the student had used 
the translated materials. If the answer to this question was negative, then the survey directed 
students to a set of questions related solely to the use of the English version of the materials. If 
the answer was affirmative, it could be inferred that this student was an international, Chinese-
speaking student for whom the translated materials were intended. The survey then directed 
these students to a series of questions designed to elicit responses about the effectiveness of the 
translated materials. These students were asked a series of questions on a Likert scale and were 
also provided with space to write comments. In similarity to the first survey, there were questions 
on the effectiveness of English–Chinese dictionaries and the usefulness of the translated material. 

In order to improve the response rate, rather than just making the survey available online, 
the authors distributed the survey in those classes where the teachers agreed to allow the class to 
participate. Once again, as with the first survey, the students’ responses were anonymous. Sixty-
four students were surveyed. Of these, 46 were non-Chinese-speaking students and 18 students 
were Chinese-speaking. At approximately 28 per cent of the total, this figure represents a little 
over one quarter of the cohort. The results of the survey were as follows:
•  Of the 46 non-Chinese-speaking students, 36 students used the English version of the notes 

and 35 students found the notes useful to their study. Therefore, only one student who read 
the notes did not them helpful. 

•  With respect to the 18 Chinese-speaking students who used the translated materials, 16 
students found the translations useful to their study. One did not find the translations useful 
and one was neutral. This meant that 88 per cent (16 out of 18) of the students found the 
translations helpful to their studies.
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•  Of the 16 students who used the materials, 43 per cent (7/16) considered that terms used 
in Applied Company Law were not sufficiently explained in standard English-Chinese 
dictionaries and 87% thought that more translations would be helpful. This indicates 
that while just over half the international students considered that terms were explained 
sufficiently in English-Chinese dictionaries, the fact that more translations were requested 
arguably suggested that dictionaries may not be the most effective medium for conveying 
legal meaning in context to students from non-English- speaking backgrounds. 

The written comments were positive. A number of students commented that the translated 
Chinese notes helped them to understand legal terminology and made the subject easier to 
study. In addition, many students requested more notes on other topics, or notes in more detail, 
especially on directors’ duties. Finally, non-Chinese-speaking international students indicated 
that they would benefit from notes in other languages, such as Indonesian or Finish. It is clear 
that, at least by the second stage, the positive feedback given by both English-speaking and 
Chinese bi-lingual students indicated that the project was successful. 

By the end of the fine-tuning phase in July 2008, LexisNexis Butterworths became aware of 
the translation project. They considered the project to be commercially viable and commissioned 
the authors to write a bi-lingual textbook. The starting point for writing the manuscript became 
the notes that had formed the translation project which were updated and expanded into a book 
titled ‘Applied Company Law: A Bilingual Approach’.12 Two pages from the book are set out 
below.

The book was published in May 2009 and the publishers believe that this is the first book of 
its kind in Australia. When undertaking both the writing of the book and the previous translation 
project, the authors considered the needs of international students in the context of the literature 
on international students. The next part of this paper explores the literature on international 
students and outlines how that influenced the development and implementation of the translation 
project and the bi-lingual textbook. 

iii  HElpiNg iNtErNatioNal studENts to lEarN

A..The.Learning.Experiences.of.International.Students
For the purposes of this paper, an international student is a student who ordinarily resides in 

one country where they have undertaken most of their basic schooling, but who has embarked on 
studies in another country. The term especially refers to students who study in languages other 
than their native tongues.13 

As already indicated, it is the writers’ hypothesis that language barriers and the lack of learning 
materials in the student’s first language represent a gap in teaching and learning mechanisms. 
The starting point, we contend, lies in understanding how the prior learning experiences of 
international students link to their reliance on written learning materials. 

As with all students, the prior learning experiences of international students exert a strong 
influence on how they learn.14 Asian students, who are the focus of this paper, are no different 
and their learning experience is shaped by the ‘culture’ and linguistic traditions of their home 
countries. 15 The concept of culture is broad and comprises:
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Taken from Grace Li and Sophie Riley, Applied.Company.Law:.A.Bilingual.Approach (2009). 
Reproduced with kind permission from LexisNexis.
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the sum total ways of living, including values, beliefs, aesthetic standards, linguistic 
expressions, patterns of thinking behavioural norms and styles of communication which a 
group of people has developed….16 

In an educational context, ‘culture’ not only includes the way students interact with their 
learning environment, but also includes language issues. For Asian students, cultural influences 
are often said to derive from an education system based on ‘didactic teaching and passive 
learning’17 with ‘little interaction’ between students and teachers.18 These systems are culturally 
different from systems operating in western countries such as Australia,19 where students are 
regularly encouraged to participate, question and even disagree with the teacher.20 Yet, in order to 
participate, question and disagree, the student needs to be confident both in their language skills, 
and also with their knowledge of the subject matter. 

In acquiring knowledge and undertaking learning, Asian students as a general observation, 
work intently with written material, such as textbooks.21 Written assessments, for example, are 
often ‘accomplished by transposing material from textbooks’.22 This means that written language 
proficiency goes to the heart of how these students learn. Although language proficiency is 
important for any student, the stakes are much higher where so much of a student’s learning 
hinges on the written material. Therefore, in order to assist international students, teachers need 
to consider at least two matters: first, the differences in teaching and learning approaches between 
the student’s home country and western educational institutions, that is, cultural issues; and 
second, the difficulties students face when learning in a foreign language. 

B .Culture.and.Language.in.the.Classroom
Language and cultural issues are closely connected23 and there is no doubt that the challenges 

faced by international students stem from both these concerns.24.Yet, there is little consensus on 
how best to help international students deal with these issues. Western educational institutions 
have traditionally sought to help international students by ensuring that international students 
have proficiency in English; and also by encouraging students to adapt to Western-style teaching 
methods.25 Some commentators consider that the most challenging adjustments relate to ‘culture 
shock’:

many of the difficulties overseas students experience in their study derive not from 
‘poor English’ … but from a clash of educational cultures. … When students come from 
overseas to study in Australia, they must therefore also undergo an intellectual and cultural 
sea-change if they are to succeed. 26 

Indeed, other studies further conclude that ‘students with low language competency can 
survive and thrive if the environment is supportive and inclusive’.27 In these cases, the accepted 
premise is that teachers should help students to study in English as the quicker the students adapt 
to the English language, the earlier they will cope with ‘culture shock’. This then allows the 
students to understand and construe the learning materials in an enhanced way.28 

In addressing ‘culture shock’ the teacher has an important role to play. For example, the 
teacher can encourage class participation by creating a low-stress environment using the following 
techniques: giving a few minutes notice before asking for student’s views;29 allowing students 
to talk to the person sitting next to them before expressing an opinion;30 or simply by being 
friendly and approachable.31 With respect to language issues, teachers can hand out materials, 
such as glossaries and notes in English, and also avoid using jargon and metaphors.32 These last 
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recommendations help to deflect the focus of students away from note taking that is so intense 
that they do not engage with learning at a deep level.33 

These recommendations are helpful and important to the student’s learning; however, we 
consider that further assistance is warranted that directly targets language difficulties. For many 
international students, language issues still remain the major challenge,34 leading to problems 
in keeping up with classes.35 One analysis undertaken in the United States of America, found 
that international students refrained from participating in class if the discussion involved the 
use of language other than basic English.36 In these cases, the students tended to rely on written 
materials, such as books, to obtain information they had missed.37 The same study also found 
parallels in everyday life where students had trouble understanding newsreaders or professional 
people, such as doctors.38 The student’s solution was to read newspapers and check dictionaries 
prior to medical appointments to help improve understanding.39 

Part of the difficulties with language stem from the fact that students do not anticipate how 
different written and spoken English will be from the English learnt in their own countries.40 
This situation is often exacerbated by the use of jargon that frequently accompanies specific 
disciplines, such as law. Although current pedagogical thinking is to steer clear of the use of 
jargon, sometimes it cannot be avoided. Jargon is traditionally an accepted shorthand way of 
describing ideas and principles within a particular discipline. As such, it provides vocabulary with 
set meanings that is understood by those working in a particular field. However, the use of jargon 
also means that international students have an additional level of language difficulty to overcome. 
This has the potential to impact detrimentally upon learning and pedagogical expectations and 
challenges.

C..Pedagogical.Expectations.and.Challenges
When examining pedagogical expectations and challenges, language issues potentially impact 

on all facets of the learning process. These impacts range from the experience of international 
students in the classroom to strategies that these students adopt to comprehend learning materials. 
In some cases, these strategies can lead to surface approaches to learning – the very opposite 
of their teachers’ expectations. Teachers anticipate that students will develop a deep approach 
to their learning. This includes ‘analysing, understanding, appreciating the significance [of, 
and] interpreting’.41.Approaches to learning, are of course, not static and students may oscillate 
between adopting deep and surface approaches to different parts of their learning. 

However, where students choose to adopt a deep approach to their learning, they require 
the development of higher cognitive skills, such as information processing, reasoning and 
problem solving.42 For students to develop these higher cognitive skills they need to understand 
and construe their learning materials.43 Language proficiency is, therefore, a significant element 
of cognitive development that can help lead to a deep approach to learning.44 To help ensure 
that students have acquired proficient language skills, universities require applicants to pass an 
English language test.45 Most Australian universities use the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS).46 

Yet, the IELTS is not necessarily an accurate gauge of a student’s working language skills 
for tertiary education.47 In particular, surveys indicate that students who have passed this test 
still have a ‘weak command’ of English. 48 Part of the problem stems from inherent ambiguities 
in the testing mechanisms. Although the tests provide guidance on a student’s general language 
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skills, the tests rarely accurately gauge a student’s preparedness for studying individual subjects,49 
particularly in the space of a 12-13 week semester. 

Another part of the same problem stems from the way English is taught in some overseas 
jurisdictions. One study on Chinese international students noted that English language courses 
in China prepared the students ‘for reading and writing [rather] than listening and speaking in 
authentic situations’.50 Therefore, while students might understand the rules of grammar and 
have reasonable vocabulary skills, the students are nevertheless ‘deaf and mute in English’.51 
Consequently, even where foreign students pass the IELTS, it is difficult to estimate to what 
extent these students are learning during lectures and tutorials. Indeed, commentators have noted 
that in some cases, more than half of the international students who passed the IELTS still had 
problems keeping up with lectures and tutorials.52 

The difficulties presented by language issues are also likely to be more evident in the study 
of subjects that are traditionally language-dependent, such as law.53 The fundamental problem 
is that even the most supportive environment does not necessarily overcome the lack of English 
language skills.54 Difficulties with language can make ‘textbooks difficult to comprehend [forcing 
students] to translate many keywords into their own language’.55.Given the fact that the learning 
of some international students, such as those from Asia, centres precisely on written materials, 
this experience represents a breakdown of learning mechanisms. For these students, language 
difficulties can lead to longer reading time, interrupted understanding, as well as frustration in 
reading.56 This also means that students may lack the confidence to engage with the learning 
materials, to participate in class and to develop those cognitive skills that lead to deep learning.57 

What can be done to help international students with language difficulties? One possible 
avenue is to improve the standard of English taught overseas. Part and parcel of this approach 
is for tertiary institutions in Australia to set up special language and orientation programs for 
students before they travel to Australia. The orientation program could contain information on 
specific disciplines, as well as more general information relating to life in Australia. However, 
these approaches require dedicated resources to make them operational, something which 
universities may not readily have at their disposal. Another possibility is to tighten the language 
tests used by Australian universities. However, given the variety of courses, subjects, majors 
and sub-majors that students can undertake it must necessarily be difficult, if not unmanageable, 
to develop language curricula and tests for discipline-specific courses and subjects. Yet another 
approach is the one currently promoted — to immerse students in English language and culture. 
This works up to a point. Teachers can provide glossaries, notes, power point slides in easy-
to-understand English. The problem, however, is that true immersion in the English language 
will most commonly occur outside the classroom in social and other activities, which are extra-
curricular. This method of exposure to the more subtle nuances of the English language may not 
adequately prepare the student for the demands of study in discipline-specific areas.

A different approach, with which we experimented, is to intervene in an ‘intra-curricular 
manner’, providing additional assistance within the classroom. In essence, our study was an 
attempt to help students with language difficulties by providing another level of assistance going 
beyond ‘culture shock’. 

iV  sigNiFicaNcE oF tHE proJEct

The rationale for the translations project is underpinned by the belief that western educational 
institutions target international students for study abroad and therefore owe moral if not legal 



soPhIe rIley & grace lI120

obligations to deal with language issues as effectively as they can. In addition, the trend towards 
globalisation,58 which has strongly influenced the internationalisation of education,59 is set to 
continue. This is exemplified by the steady increase in international student numbers from 1975, 
when 600,000 students were studying abroad, to 2006, when this figure reached 2.9 million.60 

While this trend has partly been fuelled by the high demand from employers for graduates with 
overseas tertiary qualifications,61 it has also been fuelled by the enthusiasm with which western 
academic institutions have embraced the supply of education services to international students.62 
Many countries, including Australia, Japan and South Africa actively target international students 
by aiming advertising and marketing campaigns at them.63 From an economic perspective this is 
not surprising, as the fees paid by international students are substantial.64 In 2004–5 in Australia, 
for example, the education of international students generated over $9 billion in export income.65 

Yet the fact that studying abroad is increasing in popularity does not necessarily mean that it is 
an easy learning path. One of the greatest challenges and indeed, the most prevalent problem that 
international students face is the understanding — at a deep level — of the English language. This 
challenge is complicated by the English language tests used by western educational institutions 
that do not give a clear indication of a student’s ability to study in English at the tertiary level. At 
the same time, by nominating specific English language tests and accepting international students 
into courses on the basis of those results, educational institutions are signalling that students 
possess sufficient English language skills to undertake study — something that is often not the 
case. 

While some of these concerns with respect to language have started to be addressed in the form 
of English learning centres,66 there is still room for improvement. The writers’ own experience 
is that students who are referred to the centres do not always attend. Indeed, those students who 
perhaps need the most help are the least likely to attend. Moreover, the learning centres are 
not equipped to deal with the type of language issues that stem from lack of understanding of 
discipline-specific knowledge. In particular, issues with respect to the clarity and intelligibility 
of texts can create a learning gap that may prove impossible to bridge without further specialised 
assistance. The translation project conducted by the authors is an attempt to bridge this gap. 

 In designing the project, the authors took on board recommendations in the literature that 
international students need to study in English in order to improve their proficiency and language 
skills in English. However, the authors also considered the following points, drawn from the 
discussion in part three of this paper, to be equally important: 
• the fact that Asian international students rely heavily on written texts; 
•  the fact that international students regularly consider text books difficult to understand and 

spend time on translating words and phrases; and
•  the fact that for many international students mastering English and especially subject-

specific English is a formidable task which needs to be accomplished within the space of 
one semester. 

The project did this by providing basic translations to help the students to kickstart their 
studies and overcome comprehension obstacles. As such, the project did not provide translations 
of all the materials. Nevertheless, the authors hoped that the translations that were made available 
would allow students to cover reading material more effectively. In addition, the English and 
Chinese versions appeared side by side to encourage English literacy. 
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At the time that the translation project was designed we considered the idea innovative in the 
Australian tertiary education sector. It involved developing teaching material in a way that had 
not been done before. Since then, Thomson publishers have published a book The.International.
Students.Guide.to.Business.Law.67 That book, however, is written wholly in Chinese and provides 
a short overview of many aspects of business law. The translation project that we undertook is 
different because it focuses on corporate law and the learning materials are presented in a bi-
lingual format. This helps students to study in English and as already indicated helps develop 
their English literacy and vocabulary. 

In overseas jurisdictions, such as China, the concept of bi-lingual education has started 
gaining strong support.68 Commencing in 2001, the Chinese Ministry of Education began 
promoting bi-lingual education in English and Chinese.69 A variety of bi-lingual learning models 
is used in China, ranging from classes held totally in English to classes that involve the use of 
learning materials in English and instruction in Chinese.70 One study that evaluated these teaching 
and learning methods emphasised the importance of producing effective written materials: 

Because the quality of teaching materials directly affects the teaching outcomes, it is 
urgent to develop good bilingual teaching materials to guarantee positive outcomes from 
bilingual teaching. 71

The authors assert that their project developed quality learning materials that contributed to a 
positive education experience for the students. The fact that 88 per cent of the students found the 
materials useful and 87 per cent wanted more translations means that the target group found the 
translated materials helpful. Consequently, the authors conclude that the project has enhanced the 
students’ learning experience. This conclusion is not based on quantitative analysis, such as might 
occur with respect to review of assessment or exam results. Indeed, the purpose of the project was 
not to increase marks that students achieved. Rather, the project was designed to assist students 
by smoothing their learning path. Consequently, the authors base their conclusion that the project 
enhanced the learning experience of international students, on the fact that students who are better 
able to comprehend the learning materials will be encouraged to complete their readings, will 
be better prepared for class, more likely to engage in learning at a deep level and more likely to 
develop a self-directed approach towards their studies. 

It is also significant that by the fine-tuning stage of the project it became clear that almost 
half the students surveyed found bi-lingual dictionaries inadequate. This potentially impacts in a 
detrimental way on the students’ understanding of learning materials. 72 It highlights the need for 
more material that is delivered ‘in context’ to supplement terminology found in standard language 
dictionaries. The authors suspect that this need is higher for those international students who 
study legal subjects as part of business degrees, because these students do not have the benefit of 
a consistent pattern of study in law that would reinforce key doctrines and principles. However, 
to draw a convincing conclusion, more research is required on this point. 

The importance of the project is that it has been successfully implemented and taken up by 
the students for whom it was intended. Moreover, the project also provides a formula that can 
be used in other subjects. It is worth emphasising that we translated only basic material for two 
reasons: first, so that the translations would not need to be changed each year; and second, basic 
translations provide more scope for the students themselves to add and adapt the translations. 
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V  coNclusioN

Teaching law to students from non-English-speaking backgrounds has always been a 
challenging task. It demands innovative thinking, cross-cultural awareness and the sensitivity to 
deal with uncertainties and gaps in the student’s understanding of complex material. Given the 
steady increase of students studying abroad, these challenges are not set to decline.

It is the authors’ contention that Western educational institutions have a responsibility to 
ensure that the learning experience of international students takes into account language concerns. 
The literature largely suggests that the best way of taking language concerns into account is to 
treat them as part of ‘culture’. Hence, teachers concentrate on helping students overcome culture 
shock by providing learning materials in English and by helping international students to become 
accustomed to western learning methods. The authors agree that these are useful and necessary 
interventions. However, teachers also need to bear in mind that students are expected to learn 
complex subjects within the space of a 12–13 week semester. 

Rather than anticipating and expecting that international students will adapt to a different 
culture and way of teaching, the authors have argued that teachers should be more proactive in 
adding an additional level of help that more directly targets language issues and moreover, one 
that targets that help ‘intra curricular’ within the subject. Providing essential learning materials 
in the student’s first language, to help them overcome stumbling blocks, is therefore an effective 
step towards helping the cohort of international students and enhancing their learning experience. 
Ultimately, we undertook a project which, to paraphrase Robert Frost, would allow the students 
to ‘hang on until they got on’.73

Keywords: bi-lingual; business law; international students; language barriers; legal education; 
teaching and learning project.
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