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Internationalisation, ‘mindfulness’ and the cross-cultural discourse

between UK and international students

The process of ‘internationalisation’ has been a vital one for the higher education

sector in the UK in recent years. A key facet of this strategic imperative has been to

increase both the number of international students on university campuses and the

range of countries from which they are drawn. Around one in six students in UK higher

education institutions are now drawn from overseas, though there is significant

variation between universities and subject areas.

There have been many studies of the experiences of international students in the UK

(with perhaps the most comprehensive being UKCOSA, 2004). As a result, there is

relatively strong understanding of how international students view their integration into

the UK social and academic community and of the satisfiers and dissatisfiers which

they encounter. However, literature surrounding the reaction of UK students to

internationalisation is currently very limited. From work in New Zealand (Ward et al,

2005), Australia (Volet & Ang, 1998) and other countries, there is prima facie evidence

that domestic students generally have an ambivalent view of their peers from overseas

and often choose not to actively associate with them.

This paper will report and discuss on-going work with UK students at two universities in

the southwest of England. The primary data source has been a series of focus groups

with undergraduates from ‘business studies’ and ‘creative arts and media’ courses

across the two institutions, which has been triangulated by other data collection

exercises with groups of students (both UK and international) and staff. Drawing on

the conference themes, the paper will look in some detail at two components of the

wider research project :

Student experiences. This research has shown that UK and international

students generally inhabit quite different ‘social spaces’ within the wider university

community, such that cross-cultural exchange is often minimal and incidental.

The mainstream UK student experience is thus largely untouched by the process

of internationalisation which is going on around them and can be typified as

‘passive xenophobia’.

Learning and teaching. The classroom remains the most frequent and structured

of environments in which UK and international students interact, but research

(e.g. De Vito, 2005) has shown that this often fails to offer gains in cross-cultural

awareness or capability. Student workgroups are often unmanaged and default

to mono-culturalism, preventing students from learning from each other’s

experiences and worldviews.

The paper will examine the concept of ‘mindfulness’ in relation to interaction across

cultural boundaries and demonstrate how a fear of miscommunication or causing

offence serves as a barrier to interaction and meaningful discussions of diversity and

difference. It will also draw on Stephan & Stephan’s Integrated Threat Theory of crosscultural

incidents to explore how this barrier and others are constructed by UK students

and thereby to offer some ideas about how these might be overcome.
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