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Expectations  regarding studying in 

New Zealand

A few scenarios...

The lecturer gives an important instruction about the first 

assignment in class but you don’t understand it because he 

spoke too quickly for you.

• Would you ask the 
lecturer to repeat 
the instruction?

• Why? Why not?

• What would you do 
to find out what he 
said? 

Expectation: You will ask for clarification if 

you need it

Polite ways of asking

“Would you mind repeating that please?”

“Could you repeat that please?”

“Can you repeat that please?”

“Please repeat that”

Which of these options 
is the most polite? 

Which is the least
polite? 

Expectation: You will ask for clarification if you 

need it

Polite ways of asking for an explanation

“Would you mind explaining that point please? I’m    

not sure I understand what you mean.”

“Could you please explain that point?” 

“Can you explain that please?”

“Please explain that point.” Sounds like an order – too direct

During your first meeting with your supervisor she begins discussing 

the research of Vygotsky and mentions a few articles and books. She 

clearly assumes that you are very familiar with Vygotsky’s work and 

that you share her understanding of its importance for research in 

your topic area.  

You have never heard of Vygotsky and you have no idea what she’s 

talking about.  

How do you think you would you react? Consider verbal and non-

verbal reactions
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Expectation: You will ask for help if you need it

• University staff are there to guide you, not judge you

• Tell supervisors/tutors/learning consultants  about important 

gaps in your knowledge

• If you don’t tell them they are likely to assume you know 

- they might not notice/correctly interpret any 

non verbal signals you give out

- nodding of the head and smiling is often interpreted  

as shared understanding 

• Avoiding the tutor/supervisor won’t necessarily signal that 

you need help – it may well signal that you’re alright 

“Actually, I’m not familiar with the work of Vygotsky

What were those articles you were referring to? I’ll do some 

research before our next meeting.”   

“I don’t have much experience with reading research 

articles. Is there help available on campus?” 

Show that you are willing to help yourself

Expectation: You will ask for help if you need it

You are at another meeting with your supervisor. She asks “Can you 

have your chapter plan finished by next Monday?” 

You know that you definitely can’t because you’ve still got a lot of 

reading to do and you also have to pack up and move into your new 

apartment over the weekend. 

How would you respond to your supervisor’s question? Why? 

• You are likely to encounter direct Yes/no questions like 

this sometimes

• They can put you in the uncomfortable position of 

having to say no

• Direct and indirect communication styles (Hall, 1989)

Indirect communication of a message

“When I came into your room 

yesterday I knocked over 

your guitar and tripped over 

your tennis racket and I 

couldn’t vacuum the carpet  

because I couldn’t find it.” 

“Would you like me 

to tidy my room?”

Listener uses context to 
interpret message

“Tidy your room – it’s a 

mess!” 

• Speaker gets straight 

to the point

• Listener doesn’t need 

to use context –

meaning is clear from 

the words

Direct communication of a message Situation: John wants his lecturer to recommend him 

for the position of peer tutor.

High context: 

Indirect communication

Low context: 

Direct communication

Spends about 20 minutes talking to 

the lecturer about how much he 

enjoys the course and how useful  it 

would be to get some tutoring 

experience.  

Doesn’t directly ask lecturer for 

recommendation

Assumes that if lecturer wants to 

recommend him she will say 

something like: “Would you like me 

to recommend you for a peer tutor 

position?” 

Asks almost immediately if the lecturer 

would be prepared to give him a 

recommendation:

“I’d like to apply for the  position of peer 

tutor  - Would you be prepared to 

recommend me?”

Might chat afterwards about how useful 

he thinks the position will be and how 

much he’ll enjoy it 

(Adapted from  Dimitrov, 2009)
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High-Context Communication: Characteristics

Spends about 20 minutes talking 

to the lecturer about how much 

he enjoys the course and how 

useful  it would be to get some 

tutoring experience.  

Hints at but doesn’t actually  ask 

lecturer for recommendation

Assumes that if lecturer wants to 

recommend him she will say 

something like: “Would you like 

me to recommend you for a peer 

tutor position?” 

• Much time is spent on building interpersonal 

relationships in meetings

• How things are done depends on relationships 

with people

• Harmony is maintained in interactions 

• Words are less important than context

- tone of voice; facial expressions;  eye 

movement; gestures; posture; status

• Verbal messages indirect  - talking around the 

point rather than getting straight to the point

(Adapted from  Dimitrov, 2009)

Situation: John wants his lecturer to recommend him 

for the position of peer tutor.

Low-Context Communication: Characteristics

Asks almost immediately if the 

lecturer would be prepared to 

give him a recommendation:

“I’d like to apply for the  

position of peer tutor  - Would 

you be prepared to 

recommend me?”

Might chat afterwards about 

how useful he thinks the 

position will be and how much 

he’ll enjoy it 

• Meetings are more task-centred 

• Activities and communication are focused more 

on what needs to be done and who will do it 

and less on building interpersonal relationships  

• How things are done depends on rules and 

procedures

• Meetings are shorter 

• Messages are carried more by words than by 

non-verbal means 

• Verbal messages are direct  - getting straight to 

the point and explaining in detail

Situation: John wants his lecturer to recommend him 

for the position of peer tutor.

(Adapted from  Dimitrov, 2009)

Where would you place your own expectations 

of meetings with university staff?

High-context communication Low-context communication

• Much time spent on building 

interpersonal relationships in 

meetings   

• How things are done depends on 

relationships with people

• Words less important than context

- tone of voice; facial expressions

- eye movement; gestures

- body posture;  status

• Verbal messages are indirect  - talking 

around the point rather than getting 

straight to the point

• Meetings are task-centred – get to the 

business at hand quickly. Activities and 

communication focused more on what 

needs to be done and less on building 

interpersonal relationships  

• How things are done depends on rules 

and procedures

• Message carried more by words than by 

non-verbal means 

• Verbal messages are direct  - getting 

straight to the point and explaining in 

detail

Direct communicators often get right to the point

“You need to improve your 

sentence  structure. I’m finding it 

really difficult to follow your 

argument.”

“You haven’t provided enough 

evidence to support your claims.”

“This is inaccurate. Go back to 

the text and reread it”

• The comments are not intended to shame you

• They are not a judgement on your fitness to study the degree

– comments are made to help you develop as a writer

Getting to the point in writing academic English

Writing a paragraph:

Make a point first

Develop the point: 

� explanations

� reasons

� examples

Main idea

Supporting 

ideas

Who should be responsible for the readability of writing?  

Writer responsibleWriter responsible Reader responsibleReader responsible
• Writers must guide the reader 

through the text  

- clear statement about the  

purpose and main idea of   

essays/thesis 

- clear connections between

sentences and paragraphs 

• Writers must explain in detail 

what they mean – they can’t 

expect the reader to work it out

or fill in the gaps

“I don’t have to spoon-feed the 

reader  by telling him the 

purpose of my writing at the 

beginning.  I weave my argument 

here and there and slowly make 

my way towards the purpose of 

my writing.  My writing must be a 

challenge for the  reader; 

otherwise it’s boring.” 
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You are going to meet your lecturer/supervisor Professor 

Andrew Sinclair face to face for the first time at a 

departmental function. What will you call him? Explain 

your answer to your partner.

• Professor Sinclair
• Andrew
• Sir
• Mr Sinclair
• I won’t call him anything!

Power Distance

The extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and 

institutions (like the family) expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1980) 
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Another two factors to consider:
• Age of lecturer/supervisor
• Their own culture 

• Professor Sinclair?
Titles create distance

“Please, call me Andrew!”
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Where would you place your own culture?

You disagree with your tutor’s interpretation of a case used 

as an example during the tutorial. You feel that the 

behaviour shown in the case could be explained in another 

way.  How would you react? Explain why.

• I would do nothing at all

• I would quietly tell the 

student next to me that 

she was wrong

• I would speak up and 

explain that I disagreed 

with her 

What is your own learning experience?

High Power Distance Low Power Distance

Students often expected to 

listen and learn in class

Students often expected to 

contribute to discussion in 

class and online

Student questions could be 

viewed as a challenge to 

authority of lecturer

Student questions welcomed 

as a sign of interest in topic  

Critique of ideas welcomed

and often expected

Students depend on lecturers 

for instruction on how to 

proceed with learning 

Students expected to be 

relatively independent

learners
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“As a postgraduate student you are expected to be an  

independent learner.”

1. What do you think this means in   

terms of  doing your assignments?

2.  How does it make you feel?

Expectations: Independent learners

Expectation 1: 

You will have the skills to analyse assignment questions and understand 

what is required 

Expectation 2: 

You will have the library research skills to find relevant academic/scholarly 

sources for your assignments

Expectation 3: 

You will be able to read and understand your academic sources and use 
them appropriately in your assignments

Expectation 4: 

You will be able to write assignments which are well structured, 

readable, and written in academic English

Expectation 1: 

You will have the skills to analyse assignment questions 

and understand what is required 

Eg. Task words:

What is the assignment asking you to do

• Describe

• Explain

• Review

• Critically analyse

• Critically review

• Critique

� What does this 

mean?

� How do I do it?

Expectation 2: 

You will have the library research skills to find relevant 

academic/scholarly sources for your assignments

Scholarly sources?

• Academic journals

• Academic books

Are the following sources journals or books?

Northhouse, P.G. (1997). Leadership: Theory and practice. Thousand   

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Zaccaro, S.J., Horn, J., & Zachary, N.J. (2003). Leadership theory and   

practice:  Fostering an effective symbiosis. Leadership Quarterly,  

14(6), 769-807.

Newspaper / magazine articles and sites on the World Wide 

Web, such as Wikipedia are not considered scholarly sources.

Where will you find sources for your assignments ?

Lecturers will not give you all the sources you need

• Some sources will be provided in course packs

• Some will be recommended

• You will need to find most or often all the sources  yourself,

without help from the lecturer 

• Involves searching the library catalogue and  university databases

• Make an appointment with a subject librarian for your first   

assignment

Familiarise yourself with the library website now
Ask for help if you need it!  

Searching university databases for journal articles

Some frequently used databases:

• Google  Scholar

• Business Source Complete

• Science Direct

• PsychInfo

• Eric

• SCOPUS
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Expectation 3: 

You will be able to read and understand these sources 

and use them appropriately in your assignments

Reading and understanding 

• Academic books

• Research articles and review articles

Using information from sources appropriately

• Summarising and quoting

• Acknowledging – APA Referencing

• Critical analysis

Critical analysis

• Move beyond description of 

ideas and research

• Application of ideas and 

research

• Comparison of ideas and 

research

• Critique of ideas and research

- strengths & limitations

How do you feel about critiquing the work of academics?

Expectation 4: 

You will be able to write assignments which are well 

structured, readable, and written in academic English.

• Essay

• Report

• Research report

• Annotated bibliography

• Literature review

• Article critique

• Thesis

Consultations at the Centre for Teaching and Learning

Lilia: Distance & Postgraduate

Vanessa: Postgraduate

Rachel: Student Success

Martin: ESOL

Gerard: Disabilities 

JS: Administrator

• One hour Consultations

• Phone JS: (09) 441-8143 

• Try to book two weeks in   

advance

• Group consultations for 

assignment questions
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