
Supporting International Students (and All Students)  

as the Semester Starts 
 

This week’s tip is from Kathryn Brillinger and Laura Stoutenburg of Teaching and Learning.  

 

1. Keep the Welcome Going: Work on a big, warm welcome each class. The students 

were likely jet-lagged last week and still settling in or seeking housing, grocery stores, 

etc. Start your class right on time but expect some students to be late and never lock 

students out. Showing appreciation for them having gotten to class is much more 

motivating for the next session than being disinviting. Some students have not yet found 

local housing and are trying to arrange transport from the GTA. No need to ask the 

students in class where everyone else is. Best to focus happily on those who have 

arrived.  

2. Know Everyone’s Name: Consider using and reusing name cards until you are familiar 

with students’ names – or all semester if you wish. The name cards can be made simply 

with a folded sheet of paper. This enables you to call students by their name when 

interacting with them – a highly motivating practice. It also provides you with the 

opportunity to take attendance yourself if you don’t want to use a sign-in sheet or if you 

find that students are signing in for each other. It also ensures that you are familiar with 

your students by the time you proctor an exam with them. 

3. Discuss Resources: Encourage students to obtain their books and resources in a timely 

fashion, first by explaining how resources will be used in class and assessments.  Give 

students one week grace before you expect them to have the books, and then USE the 

resources. Use resources in class, have students refer to resources in group work. If you 

switch to lecture format to accommodate students who do not yet have their books, 

you will accidentally reinforce the belief that the books are not necessary and that class 

participation is optional. 

4. Consider Tech Skills: Consider the fact that international students may be new to using 

technology in learning. Open up eConestoga each class and show the students where 

you are in the Instructional Plan and where the materials you want them to reference 

are housed. Refer students who are having challenges with Word or Excel to the Tech 

Tutors at the Library or to Lynda.com. 

5. Position eConestoga: Discuss with the students the fact that eConestoga is only one 

part of their learning and that one way or another (via recording, taking notes by hand, 

photographing the board or typing notes) they need to consider 5 streams of 

information that will aid their learning. 1. Your commentary in class, 2. The materials in 
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eConestoga, 3. The board work, 4. The practice tasks in class or for homework or 

preparation, and 5. Their collaborations and discussions with others over the material.  

6. Make Tasks Concrete: Take into account that many students will not have engaged in 

interactive classroom environments before, and may be hesitant to participate.  

Carefully explain and model the first activities you have students do in class. For the first 

group tasks they do, try to keep the groups no larger than 3 students.  Give them a 

concrete task and provide a clear method for reporting on their results. Success early on 

will encourage engagement and participation as the semester unfolds. 

7. Review the Evaluation Scheme: Explain how the marks in the class will be allotted over 

the semester and draw special attention to the fact that the students can’t be “rescued” 

at the end of the semester by a big final exam or a plea bargain. Explain the intention 

and significance of the small tasks and how important those marks are. 

8. Consider Capping Late Marks: Consider capping late marks in order to encourage 

students to submit work regardless of the due date. In the first few weeks many new 

students are not sure of what is required. Regardless of whether a student submits on 

time or not, be sure to mark the work and return it so that you provide feedback for 

learning. Do not set your Assignment Box so that students can’t submit after a certain 

time. You will still want to see and respond to their work even if they can’t earn marks. 

9. Consider Leeway for Initial Assignments: Consider allowing all students to re-submit 

the first course assignment at the end of the semester. Students may not achieve well 

on the first assignment as they are new to outcomes-based education and may not 

know the style or standard expected. You can announce that any student wishing to re-

submit a replacement for the first assignment (which would require NEW work) can 

send you an email by Week 13 requesting this opportunity. This way if a student has lost 

15 percent in Weeks Two to Five, they can be more confident that continued diligence 

can still result in a pass or better. My experience is that most students do not request 

this so the marking is minimal. It does relieve some anxiety and also allows course 

earning to be demonstrated.  

10. Get Formative Feedback: Early in the semester, try a feedback method such as an 

anonymous “start, stop, continue” to give your students a chance to tell you what is 

helping them learn.  For “start, stop, continue”, ask students to take a piece of paper 

and write the words start at the top, stop in the middle, and continue near the bottom 

of the page.  Then ask the students to write one or two things that you could start doing 

to help them learn better. Ask them to write one or two things that they would like you 

to stop doing that is/are not helping them learn.  Ask them to write one or two things 

that you would like them to continue doing that they are finding helpful.  This provides 

you with insight and them with some say in the teaching and learning process. 

 


