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1. Background

In the context of the internationalisation of higher education, the United Kingdom attracts eleven
per  cent  of  the  world’s  mobile  students  (UNESCO  Institute  for  Statistics,  2014).  The  term
internationalisation at home refers to “the creation of a culture or climate on campus that promotes
and supports international or intercultural understanding and focuses on campus-based activities”
(Middlehurst and Woodfield, 2007, p. 30). However, in practice, an international ethos or climate on
campus is often all but a fiction:

in many institutions, international students feel marginalised socially and academically and
often experience ethnic or social tensions. Frequently, domestic undergraduate students are
known  to  resist,  or  are  at  best  neutral,  about  undertaking  joint  academic  projects  or
engaging socially with foreign students unless specific programmes are developed by the
university or the instructor. International students tend to band together and ironically often
have a broader and more meaningful experience on campus than domestic students but lack
a deep engagement with the host country culture. Of course, this scenario in not applicable
to  all  institutions  but  it  speaks  to  the  often  unquestioned  assumption  that  the  primary
reason to recruit international students is to internationalise the campus. (Knight, 2011, p.1)

This state of affairs finds extensive support in the literature. Home students find interactions with
their international peers taxing due to the language barrier, the need for accommodation, the lack of
shared cultural reference points and differences in communication norms and styles (Dunne, 2009;
Peacock and Harrison, 2009; Spencer-Rodgers, 2011; Spencer-Rodgers and McGovern, 2002). They
harbour fears of being seen as prejudiced and thus are reluctant to engage in contact and friendships
with international students (Colvin at al., 2013; Peacock and Harrison, 2009). Meanwhile, the guests
also deal with language deficiencies, perceived or real, and with a new environment of teaching and
learning (e.g. Gu & Maley, 2008; Welikala & Watkins, 2008). Not only does this environment require
them to draw on a new repertoire of verbal strategies (Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 1990, 1993,
1996;  Dippold,  2013),  but  they  also  often  feel  marginalised  and  silenced  by  the  controlling,
confrontational and intolerant attitude of their hosts (Hellesten and Prescott, 2006; Osmond and
Roed, 2010; Robinson, 2006). 

2. Methodology

In  addition  to  these  insights  gained  through  an  extensive  review  of  studies  in  education,
educational / cross-cultural psychology and applied linguistics, this paper also draws on documentary
research on the internationalisation policies and practices of a sample of twelve UK universities from
across the university spectrum. 



This analysis has shown that, when universities include cultural goals in their policies, these tend to
be  described  through  the  notion  of global  citizenship.  For  example,  Central  Lancashire  aims  to
develop  their  students  into  “a  culturally  integrated,  highly  skilled,  graduate  and  postgraduate
workforce,  who  are  motivated,  informed  and  have  the  potential  to  become  creative,  global
entrepreneurs”  (Central  Lancashire  Corporate  Plan  2013-2017).  However,  few  universities  say
explicitly  how  they  intend  to  achieve  these  goals,  and  the  majority  do  not  offer  any  student
development  opportunities  bar  courses  in  English  for  Academic  Practice,  which  are  offered
exclusively to international students. 

Thus, home students generally end up being excluded from any opportunities to develop their skills
to interact with students from other cultures in the classroom and beyond. EAP provision in turn
generally focuses on functional language skills, does not offer input on skills specific to an academic
discipline and does not encourage reflection on practices and communication strategies.

3. Main argument 

This paper argues that that, in order to prevent the marginalisation of international  students,  to
address  home  students’  barriers  to  interaction  with  international  peers  and  to  truly  develop
students’ skills for global citizenship,  the classroom – seminars, lectures, tutorials etc. in the main
subject  of  study  –  needs  to  take  centre  stage.  The  classroom  is  the  one  environment  of  their
educational journey where home and international students meet by necessity, and it is at the core
of their educational experience.

The  classroom  is  thus  at  the  centre  of  an  experiential  model  which  I  will  propose  to  develop
students’  intercultural  competences and skills  for interactions in the classroom and beyond.  The
model  builds  on  Kolb’s  (1984)  notion  of  experiential  learning  which  centres  on  learning  from
concrete  experience  by  observing  and  reflecting  on  these  experiences,  learning  from  these
reflections  and  testing  out  new  practices.  The  classroom  provides  an  ideal  forum  for  all  these
activities, in particular as it allows students to try out new interaction strategies and debrief from
them. 
The experiential model for students includes the following four core elements 

Knowledge
 attends to information about classroom practice, provided for example in induction or 

through peer-mentoring 
 learns about how personal engagement in classroom interaction contributes to academic 

and relational goals
 learns about common classroom practices and their potential impact on learning and 

relationships
 knows a range of strategies to negotiate meaning and to achieve academic and relational 

goals  

Awareness and positive attitudes
 is aware of how their linguistic, cultural and educational socialisation may influence their 

own classroom interaction strategies and their expectations of others’ practices



 is aware of their own goals and biases re classroom interaction as well as peers’ and tutors’ 
potentially diverging goals and biases

 develops a positive and proactive attitude to classrooms characterised by diversity and to its 
members

Action
 listens attentively to what peers and tutors are trying to say, including via indirect signals of 

meaning (for example body language)
 uses proactive and reactive strategies to reach academic and relational goals
 uses a range of strategies and is able to adapt them when required
 addresses difficulties with teaching and communication style through appropriate channels, 

and in a commensurate manner

Reflection
 reserves judgment about peers’ and tutors’ character and abilities that could be derived 

from their behaviours
 appraises own successes and failures
 reconsiders what works or not
 rehearses new strategies, to be able to draw on a repertoire of styles

It is argued that, whilst the primary aim of the experiential model is to develop students’ classroom
competences, students can use the knowledge, attributes, skills and reflexivity in other intercultural
settings, in particular the workplace.
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