
Exploring Chinese students’ experience of curriculum 
internationalisation: a comparative study of Scotland and 
Australia

CHENG, Ming <http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7310-4981>, ADEKOLA, Olalekan 
Adeban, SHAH, Mahsood and VALYRAKIS, Manousos

Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:

https://shura.shu.ac.uk/30827/

This document is the Accepted Version [AM]

Citation:

CHENG, Ming, ADEKOLA, Olalekan Adeban, SHAH, Mahsood and VALYRAKIS, 
Manousos (2018). Exploring Chinese students’ experience of curriculum 
internationalisation: a comparative study of Scotland and Australia. Studies in Higher
Education, 43 (4), 754-768. [Article] 

Copyright and re-use policy

See http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk

http://shura.shu.ac.uk/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html


• Cheng, M., Adekola, O., Shah, M., & Valyrakis, M. (2018). Exploring Chinese 
students’ experience of curriculum internationalisation: A comparative study of 
Scotland and Australia. Studies in Higher Education, 43(4): 754-768. 

 

Exploring Chinese students’ experience of curriculum internationalisation: a 
comparative study of Scotland and Australia  

Ming Cheng, Olalekan Adeban Adekola, Mahsood Shah & Manousos Valyrakis  

 

Abstract  

Increasing enrolment of Chinese students has become a key feature of 
internationalisation for Western universities, but there is limited research into how 
curriculum internationalisation affects Chinese students’ learning experiences. Using 
the typologies of curriculum internationalisation as a framework, this paper explores 
and compares how Scottish and Australian universities integrate international and 
intercultural elements into their curriculum to support Chinese postgraduate taught 
students’ study. Interviews, focus groups and a survey are used as the main research 
methods. Analysis reveals that the practice of curriculum internationalisation in both 
countries is rather limited, and that Chinese students express a desire for more 
international perspectives in the course content, and for more mobility experiences, in 
order to prepare for their future careers. The mismatch between academics’ and 
students’ understandings of curriculum internationalisation is highlighted as an arena 
of power differential and an area for further study.  

Keywords: curriculum internationalisation; Chinese student; postgraduate taught; 
Scotland; Australia  

 

Introduction  

The number of Chinese students studying abroad is rising considerably. Research on 
Chinese students has drawn much attention to the influence of culture on their 
academic performance and the challenges they experience during their transition to a 
Western university (Huang 2012; Zhou and Todman 2009). However, there is limited 
research into how the practice of curriculum design and development affects Chinese 
students’ learning experiences. This research will address the gap by exploring how 
Chinese postgraduate taught (PGT) students experience curriculum 
internationalisation at a Scottish and an Australian university. Scotland and Australia 
are chosen for study because they are popular study destinations for Chinese 
students, due to perceived aca- demic reputation and prevalence of the English 
language (Iannelli and Huang 2013). For example, Chinese PGT students accounted 
for 16% of the total international student population in Scottish universities in 
2012/2013 (Centre for Population  
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Change 2013). Likewise, in 2013, Chinese students comprised 35% of all 
postgraduate international students in Australian higher education institutions 
(Department of Edu- cation 2014).  

The increasing number of Chinese students is partly due to a perception that a good 
quality programme in the UK or Australia will give Chinese students advantages in 
their careers, especially when back in China (Bamber 2014; Huang 2013; Mikal, Yang, 
and Lewis 2015; Wu 2014). However, studies (Huang 2012; Mikal, Yang, and Lewis 
2015; Wong, Cooper, and Dellaportas 2015) show that adjusting to teaching and 
learning abroad is a challenge for many Chinese students, and their levels of cul- tural 
integration into the host communities seem to be low. These experiences contra- dict 
the aim of internationalisation of higher education, and raise a question as to how 
universities internationalise their curricula to improve students’ experiences. Given 
that there is limited research into how Chinese students experience curriculum 
internationa- lisation, this study will explore and compare how Scottish and Australian 
universities integrate international and intercultural elements into their curriculum to 
support Chinese PGT students’ study.  

Literature review  

There is increased awareness of the importance of internationalising the curriculum in 
the higher education sector (Yemini and Sagie 2015). Internationalising the curriculum 
has been perceived as a key approach in developing students’ global perspective of 
their subject area, and the competences they will need in their future career 
(International Associ- ation of Universities 2012). The Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (1996, 6) describe curriculum internationalisation as ‘an 
international orientation in content, aimed at preparing students for performing 
(professionally/socially) in an international and multicultural context, and designed for 
domestic students as well as foreign students’.  

Leask (2009) develops the understanding of curriculum internationalisation and 
relates it to all aspects of the learning/teaching situation, the student experience and 
the formal/informal/hidden curriculum. In her words, curriculum internationalisation is 
‘the incorporation of an international and intercultural dimension into the content of the 
curriculum as well as the teaching and learning arrangements and support services of 
a program of study’ (Leask 2009, 209). The unwritten or hidden curriculum, featured 
by informality and lack of conscious planning, is very important for the development of 
critical pedagogy, as it includes ‘values, intergroup relations and celebrations that 
enable students’ socialization process’ (Kentli 2009, 83). In other words, it is an arena 
through which students encounter various norms and cultures that will form part of 
their overall learning experience.  

Despite the increased awareness around internationalising the curriculum, there is 
limited practical guidance on how to internationalise the curriculum (Edwards et al. 
2003): on what to teach, how to teach it, when, and to whom, and in what sequence 
(Bell 2004). There are reported barriers to academics being engaged with curriculum 
internationalisation (Leask 2005). One barrier is that academic staff’s understandings 
of the meaning, purpose, relevance and approach to internationalising the curriculum 
may vary with subject areas (Sawir 2011). For example, it is a common practice for 
aca- demics in business studies to incorporate international elements into the course 



content (Wamboye, Adekola, and Baldwin 2014, 2015), but others in hard disciplines 
may not feel the need to adjust their course material and delivery style (Sawir 2011). 
This lack of agreement often leads to fragmented and individual academic 
approaches, as well as a lack of institutional cohesion in addressing curriculum 
internationalisation (Caruana and Hanstock 2003).  

While disciplinary differences affect how academics respond to curriculum 
internationalisation, cultural differences (Turner 2009) and individual characteristics 
(Sawir 2011) could have greater influence on academics’ responses. Studies reveal 
that cultural differences within a cross-cultural learning environment can fragment 
class groups and thus inhibit promotion of cross-cultural interaction (Dunne 2009; 
Turner 2009). Cultural stereotyping and students’ attitudes towards their peers’ 
intercultural effective- ness, and their peers as learners, are points of intercultural 
inequality that inhibit curriculum internationalisation. Furthermore, a lack international 
experience among academics is regarded as a key constraint on curriculum 
internationalisation (Wamboye, Adekola, and Baldwin 2014). Some other barriers, 
including a lack of consideration of academics’ engagement with teaching in 
institutional tenure and pro- motion procedures, also limit the propensity of academic 
staff to adopt an internationalised curriculum (Andreasen 2003).  

Numerous studies have examined ways of promoting curriculum internationalisation 
among academic staff (Carroll and Ryan 2007; Mak and Kennedy 2012; Niehaus and 
Williams 2015; Sawir 2011). One argument is that employing staff with overseas 
experience may enhance international students’ learning experiences, as these staff 
are more sensitive to the difficulties experienced by international students (Sawir 
2011). Another argument is that a professional development programme could provide 
adequate support to academic staff in developing the knowledge, per- spectives, and 
motivation to engage in curriculum transformation (Mak and Kennedy 2012; Niehaus 
and Williams 2015). Leask (2005) proposes a critical reflection approach, in which 
academics constantly reflect on the influence of their own culture and values on their 
teaching practices, and pursue active engagement with students from diverse cultural 
backgrounds.  

As for the practice of internationalising the curriculum, most emphasis is devoted to 
incorporating international elements into course content (Wamboye, Adekola, and 
Baldwin 2014, 2015), and promoting mixed discussion groups to encourage students 
to explore multicultural perspectives in the classroom (Bell 2004). However, there is 
little emphasis on promoting student mobility experiences, such as work placements, 
study abroad and internships, despite it being generally believed that student mobility 
can improve students’ career prospects (King, Findlay, and Ahrens 2010; Knouse and 
Fontenot 2008).  

On consideration of the importance of curriculum internationalisation and the 
challenges in its implementation, this paper will use the threefold typology proposed 
by Edwards et al. (2003) as a framework to explore and compare the practice of 
internationalising the curriculum in a Scottish and an Australian university. This 
typology is chosen because it has a focus on curriculum designers (academic staff) 
and students, and it provides higher education institutions with practical approaches 
to internationalise the curricula (Caruana and Hanstock 2003). According to Edwards 
et al. (2003), international awareness, international competence and international 



expertise are the keys to curriculum internationalisation. International awareness aims 
to foster an understanding that knowledge does not emerge from a single cultural base 
and requires that teaching be integrated with international examples, cases and 
perspectives. International competence refers to building cross-cultural interaction into 
students’ university experiences. The aim of developing international expertise is to 
prepare students to become global professionals through promoting student mobility 
experiences, such as study abroad and international work placements. Using this 
typology of curriculum internationalisation as a framework, this research explores how 
Chinese PGT students in Scottish and Australian universities are supported to develop 
international awareness, international competence and international expertise. It will 
reveal whether the practice and strategies of curriculum internationalisation vary with 
disciplines and countries.  

This paper also considers that the internationalised curriculum can be an arena of 
competing social orders wherein certain discourses dominate, in active denial and 
sup- pression of any hybridity, in the midst of multiple actors from different cultural 
back- grounds (Doherty and Singh 2005). For instance, international students may 
become disengaged with a Western curriculum which does not consider learning 
styles from other cultures as appropriate. This suggests that a power differential could 
be inherent in the curriculum design. According to Barnett and Duvall (2005), power 
could take four different forms: compulsory, institutional, productive and structural. In 
compulsory power, one actor directly controls another. In institutional power, actors 
indirectly control others by setting rules. In productive power, domination is achieved 
by capturing people’s thought processes through language, whereas in structural 
power, actors control others by virtue of their membership of social groups. In these 
terms, curriculum internationalisation can be understood as a process embedded with 
institutional, productive and structural power. For example, institutional power can be 
entrenched through a ‘hierarchical’ form of curriculum design in which Western 
ideologies dominate and form the basis of the curriculum. There is a need to increase 
international students’ involvement with curriculum internationalisation, in order to 
empower them to meet different academic and cultural expectations. This study will 
examine whether power is embedded in the process of curriculum internationalisation 
in Scottish and Australian universities, and how that affects the experience of Chinese 
PGT students, from the perspectives of both academic staff and students.  

Methodology  

The research uses a case study approach (Yin 2009), focusing on the cohort of 
Chinese PGT students and academic staff predominantly in business and engineering 
studies, in one Scottish and one Australian university. The authors are fully aware of 
the limitations of case study (Willis 2014), and do not intend to generalise the findings 
to all Scottish and Australian universities, but provide insights into how curriculum 
internationalisation affects student learning experiences.  

Both universities are well established, with years of internationalisation experience, 
and they have a large number of Chinese PGT students. Business and engineering 
studies are chosen for study because these are popular subject areas among Chinese 
students (HEFCE 2014). Study of these two universities offers in-depth insights into 
whether the practices and strategies of curriculum internationalisation vary across two 



disciplines and two countries, as well as comparing the perceived impact of curriculum 
internationalisation on student learning experiences in these two chosen universities.  

Data collection and analysis  

A two-stage data collection process is employed in this project. Stage one involves 10 
focus groups with 40 Chinese PGT students and 21 semi-structured interviews with 
academics, programme directors and university managers from the 2 case study 
universities. These interviewees are selected from business and engineering studies.  

A theoretical sampling approach (Punch 2013) is used to select these interviewees. 
Gender, seniority and cultural background are considered. The focus groups and 
interviews are tape recorded and professionally transcribed. The data are used to 
explore the existing practices and strategies of curriculum internationalisation, and to 
understand how these have affected Chinese student learning experiences from the 
perspectives of academics and students. Effective strategies and practices of 
curriculum internationalisation are identified and analysed, as are challenges 
encountered. Content analysis (McKee 2001) employing NVivo software is used for 
data analysis.  

In the second stage, informed by the findings of the focus groups and interviews, a 
questionnaire is designed and circulated to Chinese PGT students in business studies 
and engineering in the two selected universities, in order to further explore their under- 
standing and experience of curriculum internationalisation. 325 students complete the 
survey. This survey provides a broad comparative view of Chinese students’ 
experiences with curriculum internationalisation at a Scottish and an Australian 
university.  

Research findings  

The majority of academic interviewees in the Scottish and Australian universities share 
a common understanding of curriculum internationalisation, asserting that it mainly 
involves teaching case studies that cover an international context, and being 
responsive to cultural differences in the student cohort. They believe that the use of 
case studies will equip students with the relevant knowledge and skills to develop their 
careers internationally. This view is consistent with the findings of Wamboye, Adekola, 
and Sergi (2015) that curriculum internationalisation is largely restricted to the course 
content.  

In terms of the extent of international elements in the curriculum, there is a differ- ence 
between business studies and engineering courses in both countries. Engineering is 
seen as having a universal language and being rather ‘standard’ across cultures, but 
business studies theories and practices are perceived to vary with countries. 
Academic interviewees feel the need to provide international examples in business 
studies, but not in the engineering syllabus. For example, an engineering lecturer 
states that there is no need to introduce international elements in his teaching:  

Academic Daniel: Engineering is a universal subject. If you taught Civil 

Engineering in China or anywhere else in the world, it will largely be the same 



type of material as you will get here. We do inevitably concentrate in design 
classes on British/European codes of practice.  

This suggests that when the nature of the subject is perceived as universal, academics 
may not feel the need to add international elements into teaching and learning. This 
finding is similar to the argument of Sawir (2011) in that disciplinary nature affects how 
staff respond towards curriculum internationalisation. This raises three pertinent 
issues. Firstly, how to encourage academics, especially those in the hard sciences, to 
internationalise their discipline remains an issue to be explored; secondly, if the 
curriculum content is mainly based on Western perspectives, this does not provide 
students with opportunities to explore issues from other cultures. The third issue 
relates to the power dynamics (mainly structural and productive) that are inherent in 
such a curriculum. International students may become confused by the use of 
‘British/European codes of practice’ which they have never been exposed to, unlike 
their peers, who are local students. This, as a result, can structure the class in favour 
of the home students.  

Student mobility  

Edwards et al. (2003) argue that student mobility, including internships, visiting 
industry and international exchanges, is argued by to be a key feature of curriculum 
internationalisation. This study reveals that there is a clear lack of opportunities for 
Chinese students to obtain mobility experience during their Masters’ studies in both 
Australian and Scottish universities, which raises a question of whether Chinese 
students are actually getting what they pay for by studying abroad. The perceived main 
barriers from the universities’ perspective are administrative issues, including 
recruiting students, providing accommodation for them, and converting their grades 
once they return. For example, an academic interviewee describes these issues 
below:  

Academic John:  

It would complicate life an awful lot, because actually the Erasmus, those kinds 
of schemes...they’re very troublesome if I’m really being honest. They involve 
lots of different issues like the students being settled abroad, arranging for the 
students to go or recruiting the students, finding places for the students that the 
students are happy with. Helping them to get settled, helping to make sure that 
their class choices are okay, converting the marks that they have back into 
marks that XX University is going to recognise at degree classification and so 
on.  

Language is considered to be another barrier that limits the exchange programmes 
mainly to English-speaking countries. For example, academic interviewees from the 
Scottish university find it disappointing that the language has restricted their students’ 
mobility to EU countries.  

Academic Rachel:  

We have very often students if they’re doing a year abroad for instance they’ll 
be looking to the States or Canada or Australia. There has been a decrease, a 



big decrease in exchanges to the Euro- pean Union for the same reasons; the 
language problem. ( ... ) We’ve actually had to cancel quite a few Erasmus 
agreements because we’ve not had any students going to these places.  

Perhaps due to these challenges, academics and university manager interviewees do 
not consider the lack of mobility opportunities to be a problem. They rationalise it by 
explaining that the students already have international experience because they come 
from different cultures. Another justification is that students will have to adapt to a new 
culture and new education system again, which might be too difficult for them. For 
example, one academic interviewee suggests that promoting Chinese student mobi- 
lity might not be ‘a wise choice’ considering that they would have to go through a new 
process of adaptation in a short period of time.  

Academic Adam:  

For the Chinese students in particular, we wouldn’t have presented them with 
that option....If they had had some difficulties and some challenges, deciding 
for their project to go and take a project in Spain or in Italy or in France or as 
many of our exchange arrange- ments are with other European countries where 
it is a different language, a slightly different culture again. It would probably just 
be making life even more difficult for them.  

In contrast, Chinese Master’s students express a strong desire for mobility opportu- 
nities. They believe that this will give them good international experience, especially 
when they are spending most of their time learning in an environment where most of 
their classmates are Chinese. For example, one business studies student from the 
Scot- tish university points out that the large proportion of Chinese students in her 
class does not give her a truly international experience:  

Student Emily: There are so many Chinese people in our class. So we don’t 

have many opportunities to communicate with some other foreign students.  

Chinese students’ desire for international learning opportunities also appears strongly 
in the survey. 65% of student respondents indicate that they do not have sufficient 
opportunities to participate in international learning experiences, such as intern- ships, 
exchange programmes and visiting industry. There is no significant difference 
between Australian and Scottish universities with regard to this experience. The 
difference in views between students and academic interviewees suggests that they 
hold very different expectations in relation to gaining mobility experience. Although the 
large number of international students might make it too difficult for the university to 
develop this practice, students feel they would benefit from the mobility experience, 
so a solution is called for. It is worth noting that academic staff in both universities tend 
to relate student mobility mainly to study abroad and exchange programmes. There is 
a need for them to look at mobility beyond these programmes, as internships and 
visiting industry can also provide students with international learning experiences.  

Skills and knowledge for the profession  

According to Chinese student interviewees from both universities, the most important 
skills that they have developed in their Masters’ studies are leadership, 



communication, negotiation, problem-solving, critical thinking, independence, English 
language skills, time management, cultural intelligence, teamwork and writing skills. 
However, the majority do not find their Master’s education equips them well for their 
future jobs in China, because the subject as a whole is too focused on European, 
British, American or Australian perspectives, even when academics add international 
case studies into their teaching. Chinese students perceive the focus on Western 
perspectives as non-beneficial to their future careers, as most of them plan to return 
to China after graduation. For example, one student interviewee plans to learn about 
Chinese practice, in order to apply for jobs in China:  

BES1.1: ... Maybe when I go back to China in September I need to learn more 

about Chinese institution, like Chinese factory or companies, their systems, 
manage- ment systems, instead of this.  

This contrasts with the view of academic interviewees that Western perspectives are 
important because they have long been dominating many academic fields, and have 
imposed codes of practice that are now adopted all over the world. This scenario 
suggests that academics and Chinese students hold different understandings of what 
students need in order to pursue an international career, and that having a mainly 
Western perspective during their studies does not make Chinese students feel readily 
employ- able. This is an example of a situation where productive power generates 
tension between academics and Chinese students. In such a situation, it would be 
helpful for universities and academics to understand international students’ 
expectations regarding employability, and then blend this with Western perspectives, 
rather than trying to define and impose what international students need to become 
employable.  

In addition, over half of the Chinese student interviewees state that their Master’s 
education does not offer value for money. Two students state that they could learn the 
programme on their own.  

Male student 7: If I tell the truth, I think the knowledge we have learnt here is 

not worth the money we paid. If we get the PPTs, we can learn at home because 
that is our process of learning here.  

However, academic and university manager interviewees hold different views about 
the value of Master’s study. One of their views is that studying abroad can represent 
a real advantage for Chinese students who wish to return to China upon graduation, 
not just in terms of the degree, but also in terms of the experience and the skills that 
students develop. For example, a university manager interviewee emphasises that the 
inter- national elements to their learning will benefit Chinese students in their future 
careers.  

Manager 1:  

I think the international experience must add something to their CV that they 
value and must make them attractive to some employers. (...) As regards what 
I expect happens after the degree, I’m not really sure. But I guess we do expect 
that they take something of the approach to learning that they find here and 
carry that with them in the rest of their working lives.  



Interaction with peers  

Chinese students’ interaction with peers from different cultures is raised as an area to 
work on by both Scottish and Australian universities in this study. Chinese student 
interviewees interpret the main challenges as cultural differences, language barriers, 
and sometimes a feeling of being treated differently. Cultural differences drive Chinese 
students to adopt different communication styles, all of which require cultural 
intelligence. One of the Chinese students from business studies gives an example of 
their understanding of ‘discussion’ and ‘argumentation’ during teamwork to illustrate 
that cultural differences could significantly affect ways of communicating:  

Student Frank:  

Like, for example, when we were discussing some topics related to our courses, 
especially when we (Chinese students) had arguments it seems to be quite 
conservative and quite implicit, but my colleagues (home stu- dents) tend to be 
quite explicit in contrast. It takes really quite a long time to get used to this kind 
of discussion and argumentation. Well it’s okay but we have arguments. In 
China we would like to address it in a quite peaceful way.  

Language barriers are perceived to be another key challenge that inhibits the quality 
of interaction between Chinese students and their peers from other cultures:  

Student George: Just like I said, it’s always the language and the culture. When 

they talk I don’t understand they are talking. ...  

The language barrier is also evidenced in the challenges Chinese students experience 
in making friends outside the campus in Scotland and Australia, despite 75% of 
student respondents in the survey having an IELTS score of 6.5 or above (Figure 1). 
A score of 6.5 is the minimum language requirement for international students in 
Scotland. Chinese students feel discouraged by the language barrier, because they 
perceive passing the test as official proof of their English language competence. This 
suggests that universities need to make international students realise that passing the 
language test does not guarantee that they will not experience language barriers when 
studying abroad.  

About half of the Chinese student interviewees state that they have been discriminated 
against in some cases in both Scottish and Australian universities. The perceived 
discrimination refers to some students from non-Chinese cultures refusing to 
communicate with Chinese students, downgrading Chinese students’ contributions to 
group work and evaluating Chinese students’ performance solely on the basis of their 
cultural background. For example, one female Chinese student in the Scottish 
university shares her experience that some local students treat Chinese students 
differently:  

Student 16: For my group there were just 2 locals and 3 Chinese and others 

from other countries. One of my Chinese students heard one of the locals say 
they don’t like us and they don’t even want to talk to us. After the coursework 
we have to do the peer review to score everyone’s perform- ance. One of the 
locals said he wanted to give us zero. ...  



It is worth noting that the challenges that Chinese students experience mainly come 
from group work. This suggests that although group work aims to promote intercultural 
exchange and understanding, it may become a source of discomfort, if there is a lack 
of intercultural awareness among the student cohort. Academics need to ensure that 
the group setting is not structured in a way that disadvantages Chinese students, 
because once the structured power is inherent, students begin to think and act in terms 
of ‘them’ and ‘us’ (Tian and Lowe 2009).  

Chinese students from the Scottish university report that they find local students are 
not interested in Chinese culture, which is another factor that imposes a certain 
distance between them. This corroborates the finding by Leask and Carrol (2011) that 
home students can sometimes regard time spent getting to know others’ cultural 
backgrounds or past experiences as time wasted. However, Chinese student 
interviewees who have international roommates, and who join sports activities, 
generally find it easier to socialise and make friends with people from different cultures. 
For example, a student shares his experience of making friends in the gym.  

BS3.2: I went to a gym and because we shared the same interests I now play 

basketball, so we can communicate with each other and maybe after the game 
we can also be friend and in the gym we can help each other if someone needs 
help, we can go to help them. I think they also wanted to learn something about 
us.  

This suggests that sharing a common interest seems to create a safe environment for 
Chinese students to meet new people and sometimes even expand the interactions 
by joining activities together.  

 

Discussion  

This study shows that any weakness in the alignment of the practices to the three 
levels of curriculum internationalisation proposed by Edwards et al. (2003) has a 
negative impact on Chinese students’ learning experiences in a Scottish and an 
Australian uni- versity. In other words, teaching dominated by western cases and 
perspectives does not encourage international awareness but creates productive 
power, which generates tension between academics and Chinese students. 
International competence is weak because of poor cross-cultural interaction inside and 
outside the classroom; and the lack of mobility decreases opportunities to develop 
international expertise.  

One implication of these findings is that cultural differences in the work sphere con- 
tinue to exist between countries, especially between Eastern and Western societies, 
so there is a strong need for curriculum internationalisation, in order to prepare 
students to become competitive in international settings. The other implication is that 
when aca- demics’ engagement with curriculum internationalisation is mainly confined 
to case studies and Western codes of practice in their teaching, this puts Chinese 
students in a disadvantaged position. One reason is that when the content of the 
curriculum is based on Western perspectives and devoid of consideration of other 
cultural perspec- tives, this makes it difficult for Chinese students to understand some 



key Western con- cepts, for example, critical thinking. The other reason is that job 
security is one of the main motivations for Chinese students to study abroad (Mikal, 
Yang, and Lewis 2015), and most need to return to China after graduation. Therefore, 
Chinese students need to not only understand Western practices, but also develop 
practical experience and skills that will help them in their future jobs in China.  

Moreover, Chinese students in both Scotland and Australia believe that mobility is 
central to their studies and express a desire for relevant opportunities, whilst 
academics and university managers think otherwise. These different understandings 
explain why there is a lack of mobility experiences for Chinese students during their 
study, which reduces the opportunities for Chinese students to gain work experience 
in the UK and Australia. In this case, Chinese students who choose to stay in China 
for their post- graduate studies might find it easier to enter the job market in China, 
because they could more easily gain work experience through internships and 
placements than those study- ing in the UK and Australia.  

In considering that most Chinese students would prefer to have more mobility 
opportunities to gain work experience, an initial suggestion is to increase the duration 
of the Master’s programme. However, not all students would agree with this solution, 
because a key reason for them to study in the UK or Australia is that the Master’s pro- 
gramme is only one year’s duration (Bamber 2014). Another suggestion is short mobi- 
lity programmes, which would allow students to achieve their goals of gaining work 
experience during their Master’s study. However, challenges still remain, including  

whether universities would wish to undertake a massive amount of administrative work 
to prepare and to make the mobility programmes work well. In addition, there are chal- 
lenges relating to return on investment and visa restrictions stopping companies from 
accepting international students for mobility opportunities such as internships. This 
suggests that the issue of mobility for PGT students will need to be addressed holisti- 
cally, involving universities, the government and industry.  

Cultural diversity in the classroom is another area for improvement by the Austra- lian 
and Scottish universities. Chinese students, especially in business studies, com- plain 
that their classes are too big and the majority of students are Chinese, sometimes as 
many as 95%. Chinese students do not find this study environment inter- national, as 
they have little opportunity to work with peers from other cultures. This echoes the 
view that having Chinese students dominate lecture theatres and tutorials can be 
detrimental to their academic performance (Bamber 2014; Tian and Lowe 2009). 
Some academic interviewees acknowledge this problem and make efforts to group 
students of different nationalities together, so that they can share their inter- national 
experiences and learn from one another.  

However, this is not a perfect solution, because students from other backgrounds rep- 
resent the minority, and on many occasions Chinese students are left to work with 
Chinese peers in the classroom. Such homogenous grouping indicates structured 
power and disadvantages Chinese students. It isolates students and denies them the 
opportunity to learn from and interact with other cultures (Glass 2002). This also under- 
mines the essence of the internationalised curriculum as an avenue for cross-cultural 
inter- action, as it entrenches a feeling of ‘otherisation’ that leads to social and cultural 
withdrawal into national groups and a heightened sense of national identity (Tian and 



Lowe 2009). Perhaps it is time for the university to support home students to increase 
their intercultural awareness, and to increase the quality of student learning through 
developing programmes which are attractive to not only Chinese students, but also 
stu- dents from non-Chinese backgrounds. In this way, the university could achieve a 
more balanced number of nationalities in the student cohort, and enhance the learning 
experi- ence for all students. This is a timely call considering that study abroad is 
becoming a popular option for students from fast-growing African and Latin American 
economies where scholarship programmes are on the increase (ICEF Monitor 2015).  

It is worth noting that although universities have made efforts to internationalise the 
curriculum, the impact is limited due to piecemeal approaches in both Scottish and 
Aus- tralian universities. Universities need to keep to their promise to develop students 
with global perspectives and cross-cultural capabilities through fully internationalising 
the curriculum. One paramount step is to increase the awareness among academics 
that a power differential is inherent in the curriculum design and development. For 
example, when the content of the curriculum is mainly based on Western perspectives, 
the learning environment can be structured in a manner that disadvantages 
international students. It is important to develop a framework that integrates power 
variables into curriculum development as a means to enhance the quality of education. 
Some other approaches include rewarding good practice in curriculum 
internationalisation, and promoting relevant training courses for academics.  

Another step to be taken by universities is to encourage staff, especially in hard 
science, to include international perspectives in their curriculum, because the nature 
of the discipline could influence how academics approach and understand the 
curriculum. Bourn and Neal (2008) identified the crowded curriculum, funding 
constraints and a lack of relevant experience and knowledge among academics as 
notable constraints to  

internationalising the hard science (Engineering) curriculum. Universities need to 
increase staff engagement with curriculum internationalisation, through encouraging 
a focus on the development of students in curriculum reform (Clifford 2009), and 
consid- ering internationalisation as a criterion for academic promotion and career 
progression.  

Apart from the initiatives from the universities, Chinese students need to think care- 
fully about the challenges involved in studying abroad, and not simply about obtaining 
a degree in a short period of time. Based on the experiences of Chinese students in 
this study, one recommendation is that Chinese students need to interact more with 
local people to better understand different cultures and to improve their English skills. 
Cul- tural differences could make it difficult for Chinese students to develop friendships 
with people from different cultures, as they often do not enjoy the same social 
activities. Stu- dents from similar cultural backgrounds tend to form their own closed 
groups of friends. Perhaps taking up sports and joining clubs and societies could be a 
good start for Chinese students to meet peers with common interests. Besides, 
Chinese stu- dents should be supported to understand that being open to different 
cultures is central to developing intercultural competence (Edwards et al. 2003).  

Conclusion  



This research reveals that curriculum internationalisation is an area to be improved in 
both universities in Scotland and Australia, and that the lack of international and inter- 
cultural elements in the curriculum has made Chinese students doubt the value of 
Master’s programmes. The findings of this study offer a starting point to understand 
the practice and strategies of curriculum internationalisation across business and 
engin- eering studies in a Scottish and an Australian university, and to consider how 
to improve the learning experience of students from diverse cultural backgrounds.  

Further empirical research with different types of universities is needed in order to 
better understand how the practices and strategies of curriculum internationalisation 
differ between universities and education systems. So far, we have seen that there is 
a divide between engineering and management courses. However, future research 
could investigate new domains (e.g. arts or politics, social and medical science) where 
it might be more difficult to infer the degree of curriculum internationalisation. 
Moreover, it would be helpful to conduct a longitudinal study on Chinese graduates 
from Western universities to follow their progress towards employment, either in China 
or internationally. Understanding their endeavours could put universities in a better 
position to offer practical advice to current students, or focus on the aspects that are 
the most relevant in the field of studies, including not only theoretical knowl- edge, but 
also skills development.  

 

References  

Andreasen, R. J. 2003. “Barriers to International Involvement.” Journal of International 
Agricultural and Extension Education 10 (3): 65–9.  

Bamber, M. 2014. “What Motivates Chinese Women to Study in the UK and How Do 
They Perceive Their Experience?” Higher Education 68 (1): 47–68.  

Barnett, M., and R. Duvall. 2005. “Power in International Politics.” International 
Organization 59 (01): 39–75.  

Bell, M. 2004. “Internationalising the Higher Education Curriculum: Do Academics 
Agree.” Paper presented at transforming knowledge into wisdom: holistic approaches 
to teaching and learning: 2004 Annual International Conference of the Higher 
Education Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA), Milperra, 
NSW, Australia, July 4th–7th.  

Bourn, D., and I. Neal. 2008. “The Global Engineer: Incorporating Global Skills within 
UK Higher Education of Engineers.” Report for the DFID Development Awareness 
Fund project on: “Promoting Development Awareness through dialogue and 
partnership explora- tion: UK Engineering Higher Education.” London: Engineers 
Against Poverty. Accessed November 9, 2015. 
http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/839/1/Bourn2008Engineers.pdf.  

Carroll, J., and J. Ryan. 2007. Teaching International Students: Improving Learning 
for All. London: Routledge.  



Caruana, V., and J. Hanstock. 2003. “Internationalising the Curriculum: From Policy 
to Practice.” Paper presented at Education in a Changing Environment. University of 
Salford, UK, September 17th–19th.  

Centre for Population Change (CPC). 2013. “European Union and International 
Students in Scottish Higher Education Institutions.” Accessed October 10, 2015. 
http://www.cpc.ac. 
uk/publications/cpc_briefing_papers/pdf/BP13_European_Union_and_International_ 
Students_in_Scottish_HEIs.pdf.  

Clifford, V. A. 2009. “Engaging the Disciplines in Internationalising the Curriculum.” 
International Journal for Academic Development 14 (2): 133–43.  

Department of Education. 2014. “Study Pathways of International Students in Australia 
(Research Paper 2014/1).” Accessed April 14, 2016. 
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/ research/research-
papers/Documents/Study%20Pathways%202014_1.pdf.  

Doherty, C., and P. Singh. 2005. “How the West Is Done: Simulating Western 
Pedagogy in a Curriculum for Asian International Students.” In Internationalizing 
Higher Education, edited by P. Ninnes, and M. Hellstén, 53–73. Dordrecht: Springer.  

Dunne, C. 2009. “Host Students’ Perspectives of Intercultural Contact in an Irish 
University.” Journal of Studies in International Education 13 (2): 222–39.  

Edwards, R., G. Crosling, S. Petrovic-Lazarovic, and P. O’Neill. 2003. 
“Internationalisation of Business Education: Meaning and Implementation.” Higher 
Education Research & Development 22 (2): 183–92.  

Glass, G. V. 2002. “Grouping Students for Instruction.” In School Reform Proposals: 
The Research Evidence, edited by A. Molnar, 95–112. Greenwich: Information Age.  

Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). 2014. “Decline in Global 
Demand for English Higher Education.” Accessed October 10, 2015. 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/ news/newsarchive/2014/news86922.html.  

Huang, Y. 2012. “Transitioning Challenges Faced by Chinese Graduate Students.” 
Adult Learning 23 (3): 138–47.  

Huang, R. 2013. “International Experience and Graduate Employability: Perceptions 
of Chinese International Students in the UK.” Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sport & 
Tourism Education 13: 87–96.  

Iannelli, C., and J. Huang. 2013. “Trends in Participation and Attainment of Chinese 
Students in UK Higher Education.” Studies in Higher Education 39 (5): 805–22.  

ICEF Monitor. 2015. “The State of International Student Mobility in 2015.” ICEF Inc: 
Bonn, Germany. Accessed November 10. http://monitor.icef.com/2015/11/the-state-
of- international-student-mobility-in-2015/.  



International Association of Universities. 2012. “Affirming Academic Values in 
Internationalization of Higher Education: A Call for Action.” International Association 
of Universities. Accessed September 28, 2015. http://www.iau-
aiu.net/content/affirming- academic-values-internationalization-higher-education-call-
action.  

Kentli, F. D. 2009. “Comparison of Hidden Curriculum Theories.” European Journal of 
Educational Studies 1 (2): 83–8.  

King, R., A. Findlay, and J. Ahrens. 2010. “International Student Mobility Literature 
Review.” Report to HEFCE, Co-funded British Council, UK National Agency for 
Erasmus. HEFCE. Accessed August 14, 2015. 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/hefce/content/pubs/2010/rd2010/ rd20_10.pdf.  

Knouse, S. B., and G. Fontenot. 2008. “Benefits of the Business College Internship: A 
Research Review.” Journal of Employment Counseling 45 (2): 61–6.  

Leask, B. 2005. “Internationalisation of the Curriculum.” In Teaching International 
Students. Improving Learning for All, edited by J. Carroll, and J. Ryan, 119–29. 
London: Routledge.  

Leask, B. 2009. “Using Formal and Informal Curricula to Improve Interactions Between 
Home and International Students.” Journal of Studies in International Education 13 
(2): 205–21.  

Leask, B., and J. Carroll. 2011. “Moving beyond â wishing and hopingâ : 
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