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RUSSIAN MEDICAL EDUCATION
FROM INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS’ VIEW POINT:
CHALLENGES AND COPING STRATEGIES

L.A. Khokhlova, E.A. Andreeva,
L.G. Kiseleva, E.V. Tikhonova, A.S. Andreeva

Purpose. The manuscript is devoted to the burning issue of education
internationalization in modern society. Having come to study in Russia,
many international students face a number of difficulties concerning
various aspects of their life activity. The authors aim to study international
Students’ opinion regarding their residence in the European North and
their study at the Russian medical university.

Methodology. Survey findings of 149 Indian students studying at the
International Faculty of General Practitioners of the Northern State
Medical University (NSMU), Arkhangelsk compose the research basis.

Results. Main challenges encountered by international students in the

conditions of the European North, their attitude to the organization and
quality of the educational process in the university were revealed. Cold
climate, language barrier, the lack of traditional foods and separation
from family are believed to be the main factors that make it difficult for
Junior students to learn. Senior students express their disappointment
at the lack of clinical practice due to the distance learning during
the pandemic and different level of students and teachers’ language
proficiency. In general, students speak positively about university
educational process and are satisfied with Russian education quality.

Practical implications. Research findings can be used to develop
recommendations for improving the socio-pedagogical adaptation of
international students in Russian universities.

Keywords: international students, European North, Russian higher
medical education; challenges
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POCCHIICKOE MEJULNHCKOE
OBPA3OBAHMWE IVIA3AMU CTYJAEHTOB-WHOCTPAHIIEB:
MPOBJEMBI U CTPATETMY PEIIEHUSA

JI.A. Xoxnoea, E.A. Anopeeasa,
JL.I. Kucenesa, E.B. Tuxonosa, A.C. Andpeesa

Llenv. Cmamus nocéaujeHa akmyaibHoU 8 YCl08UAX COBPEMEHHO20
obwecmsea meme UHmMepHayuoHauzayuu oopazosanus. llpuesdcas Ha
obyuenue 6 Poccuio, mnocue unocmpanmvie cmyOoeHmvl CIMAaiKu8aiomcs,
¢ pAdom mpyOHOCmell, KACAIOWUXCS PATUYHBIX ACNEKIO8 UX dicuztede-
AMenbHOCU. ABMOPbL CMABAM YeETblo U3YHUMb MHEHUE UHOCTNPAHHBIX
cmyoenmos omHocumenvro ux nposxcusanus Ha Eeponetickom Cesepe
U 00yYeHUsl 8 POCCULICKOM MEOUYUHCKOM 8)3€.

Memoo unu memooonozus nposedenus paoomot. OCHO8Y UCCICO00BAHU
COCMAsAIOm pe3)ibmamol aHKemupoarus 149 unoutickux cmyoeHmos, 00-
VUAIOUUXCSL HA MEHCOYHAPOOHOM (haKyibmeme epada oowett npaxmuxu Ce-
8EPHO20 20CYOAPCMBEHHO20 MEOUYUHCKO20 YHUGepcumema (2. Apxarneenscx).

Pezynomamal. Bvissenenvt ocHosHbie mpyoHOCMU, ¢ KOMOPLIMU CIA-
KUBAIOMCSL UHOCIPAHHbLE CIYOEHNbL, HAX0O5CH 8 YCl08usix Eeponetickozo
Cesepa, ux omHoweHue K Op2anu3ayuu U Kaiecmay yu4ebHozo npoyecca
6 8y3e. X0N0OHbII KAUMAam, A3bIK0B0U bapvep, omcymcmeue mpaouyu-
OHMOIL, HAYUOHATLHOU NUWYL, PATYKA C CeMbell — OCHOBHbIE (DaKmMOopbl,
OCN0JICHAIOWUE NpoYecc 00yyeHus cmyO0eHmo8 nepsvix Kypcog. Cmy-
O0eHmbl CIapuiux Kypcog cpeou He2amusHbiX MOMEHMO8 OMMeYaron He-
X6AMKY KIUHUHECKOU NPAKMUKU (8 C853U ¢ HEOOX0OUMOCbIO NEPExood
Ha OUCTNAHYUOHHOE 0OYUEeHUe 8 NEPUOO NAHOEMU), PAZTULHYIO SA3bIKOBYIO
Nn0020MOBKY CHiy0eHmos u npenooasamenei. B yenom cmyoenmoi nono-
JHCUMENBHO BbICKA3BIBAOMCA 06 0OPA308aAMENILHOM NpoYecce U YO008iem-
BOPEHbI KAYECMBOM POCCULICKO20 0OPA30BAHL.

Oénacms npumenenus pe3yniomamos. Pezyiomamol ucciedosanus
Mo2ym Oblmb UCNONB308AHbL OJIA PA3PADOMKU PEKOMEHOAyULL No yiydule-
HUIO COYUATILHO-NEe0a202utecKol a0anmayuy UHOCMPAHHbIX CIYOeHmM o8
8 POCCULICKOM 8)3e.
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Knroueevie cnosa: unocmpannvie cmyoenmot, Eeponetickuii Cesep,
poccuiickoe gvicuiee Meouyunckoe 0opazosanue; npodiemvl

Introduction

The Northern State Medical University (NSMU), Arkhangelsk, has
an extensive practical experience with international students. According
to the official website, the university has more than a thousand interna-
tional students from eleven countries, including Nigeria, Thailand, Peru,
and others. Indians constitute a significant proportion of international
students coming to get a medical degree. According to MBBS Expert,
the minimum tuition fee in Indian medical universities is a million ru-
pees per year (about $12,500) without accommodation, while a year of
study at NSMU costs $6,000 including accommodation.

The educational migration patterns of Indian students are significantly
different from those of the Russian ones. According the Russian Federal
State Statistics Service [5], a third of all Russian graduates don’t work in
their degree field. They are often motivated to go to a big city and enter a
prestigious university paying no attention to the academic program track.
Indian students go to Russia, Arkhangelsk and NSMU to become physicians.

Social and financial prestige of the medical profession differs great-
ly in Russia and India. According to the Tinkoff Journal’s study [1], the
average salary of a doctor in Russia without COVID-19 Pandemic Pay-
ment is 40,000 rubles (about $655 at the August 2022 exchange rate).
Experienced health care professionals can earn several times as much.
A doctor in India is a much more prestigious and well-paid profession
than a doctor in Russia. Moreover, Indian doctors have a strong sense
of their own prestige. As Manash Firaq Bhattacharjee writes, “Doctors
in India behave like they are a caste.” The author refers to the incident
when doctors with stethoscopes draped around their shoulders protested
with brooms in hand to show “who deserved the stethoscope and who
was fit only for the broom” [6].

Indian students constitute an essential part of NSMU student com-
munity. The university’s priority is the educational process quality, in-
cluding that of international students. It requires increased attention from
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the administrative and teaching staff. With this background we’ve con-
sidered it relevant to conduct the study to find ways to improve interna-
tional students’ learning experience at NSMU.

Material and Methods

The study was conducted at the Northern State Medical University.
An anonymous questionnaire survey was administered to 149 Indian stu-
dents of the first (n=20), third (n=17), fourth (n=25), fifth (n=31), and
sixth (n=56) years of study receiving training at the International Fac-
ulty of General Practitioners. Informed consent was obtained from all
students who participated in the study The questionnaire was developed
by the authors of the study. It included 37 open-ended questions aimed
to determine the learning experience specificity of international students
and to identify problems of the socio-communicative, adaptive and psy-
chological nature as well as those related to methods of the educational
process students face while studying at NSMU. The majority of inter-
national students had been living in Arkhangelsk for 6 years (37.5%) at
the time of the survey. Residence duration for the rest of students was 4
(37.5%), 3 (11.4%) and less (13.4%) years.

Results and Discussion

For the majority of Indian students Arkhangelsk continues to be a
favourite destination to study medicine due to affordable fee structure,
quality education and the opportunity to study in English which is the
second official language in India. By these two factors, the Northern
State Medical University having an extensive practical experience with
international students is a competitive university in Russia. NSMU high
reputation in the educational services market was of great significance for
Indian students. According to Webometrics Ranking of World Universi-
ties, NSMU was among the top five Russian medical universities in 2019.

In 18 % of the cases, Indian students chose NSMU based on the rec-
ommendations of their friends and siblings, who had graduated from
the university. There were also those who mentioned the regional com-
ponent and the global factor including good Russian-Indian relations.
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One Indian student chose NSMU due to the university location in the
North and the opportunity to gain experience living in cold and snowy
weather conditions. In this case the North acted as an attraction region.

First-year students mean age was 20.1+1.2, which is slightly higher
than that of Russian students entering the university at the age of 17-18.
It’s probably due to the time of life and professional principles forma-
tion characteristic of Indian students.

Moving to Arkhangelsk became the cause of a number of difficulties
for international students. Cold weather (75%), language barrier (66.1%),
lack of vegetarian cuisine and familiar foods (29.2%), separation from
the family (18.7%), and difficulties adapting to hostel life (the necessity
to cook their own food) (9.7%) are among them.

One of the most significant stress factors was the need to adapt to
climatic conditions greatly differing from those of India. According to
the responses of those surveyed, adaptation duration to the new ecolog-
ical and climatic conditions of the North ranged from one month to one
year depending on individual characteristics, psychological attitudes and
respondents’ physiological functions condition. Even among sixth-year
students having the longest experience of living in Arkhangelsk there
were those who felt uncomfortable in the North due to a cold climate.

After a period of acute adaptation, 47.4% of Indian students got used
to living in the North. The exception was the period from December to
January, when quite a large percentage of respondents (67.3%) suffered
from colds, headaches, muscle pains, respiratory and skin problems.

University material and technical infrastructure has a significant effect
on international students’ satisfaction with a learning experience. Their
opinions concerning dormitories conditions are contradictory. It can be
explained by the difference in the level of comfort and available facil-
ities in various NSMU dormitories. Conditions of common areas (toi-
lets, showers, kitchens), frequent lack of hot water or poor water supply,
noisy neighbors, sanitary and hygienic conditions and pass control were
named as major housing disadvantages. In a number of dormitories, there
was no kitchen and possibility to cook food. 7.2% of respondents noted
discomfort in communicating with dormitory staff, which is probably
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due to a significant difference between the Russian and foreign mentali-
ty, national character and behavior peculiarities. Annual rehousing from
one dormitory to another was negatively mentioned by some sixth-year
students. Nevertheless, 78.3% of international students felt comfortable
in university dormitories. They felt much supported by senior interna-
tional students and it made their transition through medical school easier.

Current political background, changes in currency exchange rates and
difficulties with bank cards have led to the presence of financial prob-
lems in 57.1% of respondents.

25.4% of international students expressed dissatisfaction with the
work of the university cafeteria and canteen. 39.2% expressed their de-
sire for a variety of vegetarian cuisine and 14.5% pointed out the high
cost of dishes at university canteen.

17.3% of those surveyed experienced isolated incidents of aggression.
According to the questionnaire responses it was motivated by xenopho-
bia (“biased hostel,” as one of the respondents wrote). Some students
answering “yes, of course” were ready to face aggression and took it for
granted as a part of the international student’s experience. Others, on the
contrary, were not ready for these situations and such questionnaire an-
swers as “for no reason” were likely to demonstrate students’ frustration.

Series of questions on the organization of the educational process
were generally answered positively. According to the answers concern-
ing the assessment of the quality and dynamics of the socio-pedagogical
adaptation, the educational process at NSMU is well organized, facul-
ty members are helpful and approachable when there are difficulties in
mastering the course content. 84.3% of respondents said that studying at
NSMU was interesting and they usually did well in their studies.

Senior students were more likely to report learning problems than
first-year ones. It’s probably due to a more tolerant attitude of the uni-
versity administration, theoretical and humanities departments to junior
students. In their senior years, during the period of the so-called re-ad-
aptation to clinical departments requiring both theoretical training and
practical skills in performing diagnostic manipulations, 9.2% of interna-
tional students face difficulties leading to academic deficiency.
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Senior students consider therapy and its fields (endocrinology, in
particular) (36.7%), surgery (21.1%), neurology (17.1%), pharmacol-
ogy (14.1%) and pathologic anatomy (11.3%) to be the most difficult
subjects. First-year students have difficulties in mastering biology, anat-
omy, and chemistry.

Despite the fact that instruction for international students is entire-
ly in English, students are limited in their ability to communicate with
teachers. Different level of teachers linguistic training, dialect peculiar-
ities of Indian English and poor knowledge of Russian by international
students prevent from successful academic and interpersonal communi-
cation between students and faculty members.

Long-term language immersion has a beneficial effect on the level of
language proficiency of international students. While first-year students
assess their level of Russian as basic, 82.3% of senior students consid-
er it to be sufficient (“extremely good”, “normal Russian language” ac-
cording to their questionnaire answers).

At the same time, instruction in English and isolated dormitories for
international and Russian students leads to the fact that 21 of 56 sixth-year
students assess their knowledge of Russian as satisfactory only and 4 of
56 consider it insufficient for academic and professional communication.

The educational process largely depends on communication between
students and faculty members. Meanwhile, the question on communica-
tion effectiveness with the teaching staff got conflicting responses. The
majority of students stated that they understood their lecturers and so
did they. But there were those who declared complete misunderstand-
ing. It seems that successful communication depends not only on teach-
ers linguistic training but on their engagement with the learning process.
It’s evidenced by the respondents’ answers, which range from “they are
very helpful” to “they don’t try to understand us at all”. Studies on in-
ternational students’ learning [8; 13] tend to focus on their cultural back-
ground and declare it the cause of the peculiarities and/or difficulties of
the educational process. International students’ participation in classroom
discussions is not given the attention it deserves. To make educational
communication successful, one needs to look not for specificities mak-
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ing international students different, but for similarities that can be the
basis for mutual understanding [3; 17].

A considerable part of the questionnaire was devoted to the problems
complicating the learning process. According to the respondents’ answers,
North climatic features (cold weather triggering catarrhal diseases, short
daylight hours in autumn and winter) prevent students from successful
studies. Feeling unwell is a dominant cause of the students being late for
classes and missing them (74.7% of the answers). Bad weather accounts
for 61.1% and difficulties with waking up in the morning make 17.2%.
The problem with transport takes the final position in this list (4.5%).
The absence of home comfort that students got used to (need for laun-
dry, cooking) and the lack of motivation were also mentioned as rea-
sons interfering with the learning process. Due to being late or missing
practical classes and/or lectures some students (8.8%) had experience of
disagreements with their instructors during the study period.

To build effective communication between faculty members and in-
ternational students, administrative and teaching staff must be sensitive
to students’ socio-cultural specificities. Within Hall typology, Indian
culture is defined as a low-context and polychronous one [7]. It means
that Indians don’t pay particular attention to daily routines and their
punctuality. According to V.A. Fedotova [4], Indian students need to
be trained in time management, informed about schedules, and warned
about upcoming deadlines. They find it difficult to predict complicat-
ed hostel and academic situations and need both intergroup and cross-
group social support.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic the issue of distance learning has
become highly topical. A number of students indicated the presence of
problems associated with the access to on-line study materials. Problems
with the Internet and its low speed were mentioned. 17 of 56 sixth-year
students were dissatisfied with the university organization of e-learn-
ing. There is a free access to the Internet in the NSMU main academic
building and simulation center. But there is no access to the Internet in
university dormitories. Preparing for classes most international students
(98.2%) use Internet resources, lecture materials (54.6%) and English-lan-
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guage textbooks (51.7%). A small proportion of senior students (5.3%)
use Indian educational platforms (e.g., PredLadder). All the students use
study materials of the university Moodle electronic system. In these cir-
cumstances, the majority of first-year students (73%) note difficulties in
understanding on-line lectures.

The pandemic had also a negative effect on the students’ opportunities
to develop their practical skills. Sixth-year students spent five semesters
(2020-2022) studying remotely. Even those in-patient departments, where
“red zones” were not organized, were closed to students. All senior stu-
dents expressed their disappointment at the lack of practical training at
clinical settings. Medical education requires students to be proficient in
communication skills. Evidence-based studies show that effective inter-
personal and communication skills are associated with improved health
outcomes [16]. Ineffective communication skills are often associated
with medication errors [14]. Due to the pandemic international students
were not exposed to clinical scenarios, they were not present during daily
rounds and had no opportunity to interact with real patients [11]. Practi-
cal skills were practiced in the university simulation center only. At the
same time, 11 of 56 sixth-year students were pleased with their clinical
practice before the COVID-19 pandemic.

Psychological comfort is an important factor in students’ positive
educational experience. Good communication with Russian students
and the locals makes it easier for international students to adapt to the
region making Arkhangelsk an attractive place to live in. Participation
in university extracurricular activities has as much effect on students’
experience as learning process does. According to the questionnaire re-
sponses of the international students, they are usually communicatively
isolated within their group (“intercultural communication only”). For
the majority (63.8%) of the respondents international students are their
main social circle. Only 40.1% of them communicate with Russian stu-
dents. This situation is not unique to NSMU or the North: international
students at Astrakhan State Medical University have little contact with
local residents as well [2]. According to Glass et.al. [9], international
students interacting with those from their own culture have a more posi-
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tive perception of the psychological campus climate. On the other hand,
those who communicate with people of various cultural backgrounds
demonstrate higher levels of education and development [12]. Accord-
ing to Sawir et al. [15], support within the cultural group helps interna-
tional students cope with their “cultural loneliness” due to the lack of a
familiar cultural and/or linguistic environment.

It cannot be said that international students are unwilling to partic-
ipate in university extra-curricular life and informal communication.
Most respondents (77,8%) indicated their engagement in leisure, scien-
tific, cultural and sports activities. Of these, 27 students took part in con-
ferences, 14 participated in the preparation of scientific presentations,
46 respondents took part in sports, dance and music events, flash mobs
and Faculty Day (29 people). 9 respondents expressed their readiness
to attend students’ scientific societies, which is not always possible due
to the language barrier.

Main recommendations to the university administration expressed by
international students concerned the organization of clinical practice with
real patients; improvement of living conditions in dormitories, including
organization of class preparation rooms and sports facilities; increasing
the number of hours to study Russian and upgrading the level of linguistic
competence of the faculty members teaching international students. Some
students would like to have a variety of menus in the university canteen
including dishes from a traditional national cuisine. Indian students’ seri-
ous approach to studies is evidenced by the fact that some of them stand
for stricter discipline in classes and exams. At the same time, 8.9% of the
respondents would not change anything in current circumstances.

The question of recommending the university to friends was met with
mixed responses. The number of positive and negative ones demonstrat-
ed certain flactuations depending on the course of study. The question:
“Would you recommend NSMU to your friends?” was answered posi-
tively by all first-year students. There was a change in the Yes/No ratio
among senior students. 40.2% responded “Yes,” while 32.8% of the re-
spondents answered “No.” Some students (3.5%) explained the lack of
recommendations for studying at NSMU by high education fees.
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Conclusions

The research findings have shown that both academic and non-academic
factors influence students’ progression through the medical training pro-
gram. International students studying at the university made an informed
choice when applying to NSMU to receive higher professional medical
education. According to the majority of respondents, the university enjoys
a high reputation due to quality education. International students positive-
ly perceive the Russian medical educational system and demonstrate their
willingness to communicate with Russian students and jointly participate
in university mass cultural events. The majority of respondents rated the
experience of staying and studying in Arkhangelsk as positive.

Main difficulties faced by international students during their studies
in the North are adaptation to the climate, food, new lifestyle pattern and
language barrier. Despite the presence of some disadvantages in dormi-
tory living conditions, hostel life has a beneficial effect on international
students’ adaptation to university reality.

Despite Arkhangelsk harsh climatic conditions, the socio-pedagogical
adaptation of Indian students is believed to be constructive. According
to the majority of respondents, the organization of the educational pro-
cess at NSMU is at a high level. Most students are satisfied with it and
even proud of their chosen specialty.

Medical education specificity is its high “attachment” to clinical set-
tings. Students need to pay attention to both theoretical training and the
formation of practical skills in communicating with patients and medical
staff and gaining experience in clinics and hospitals [10; 11]. Interna-
tional students access to Arkhangelsk in-patient departments even in the
context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic must therefore be arranged.
This problem must be solved by both the university administration and
the regional Ministry of Health. In addition, the issue of upgrading the
level of linguistic competence of the faculty members working with in-
ternational students remains relevant.

Thus, working with international students, it is necessary to take into
account the students’ cultural and linguistic specifics as well as their rec-
ommendations.
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