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ABSTRACT Australian universities are increasingly expected to be more entrepreneurial and 
self-funding. This had led to increased activity in recruiting international students, 
establishing an offshore presence and forming partnerships with offshore universities. 
Academics who are required to teach subjects to international students are responding in 
different ways. For example, some offer their subjects without any change at all; others 
include international content; and some make use of examples and cases from the relevant 
local overseas context. This paper is concerned with identifying what is perceived to be best 
practice in teaching internationally. Best practice is developed from the analysis of 
presentations at a Forum on Internationalisation, held at the University of New England, from 
discussions with academics who are teaching internationally in various disciplines, and from 
examining the emerging body of knowledge on teaching and learning strategies for 
internationalisation. 

  

Introduction 

The stimulus for this paper came from presentations at a "Forum on Internationalising Your 
Teaching" which I organised at the University of New England. The forum sought information 
from academics experienced in teaching internationally about the issues involved in 
internationalising courses or units of study and in teaching offshore. The participants were 
invited to respond to questions such as "How did you internationalise your unit?" "Can we 
expect to sell our units and courses offshore without modification?" "What are the challenges 
to be met in internationalising teaching?" "Are there recipes for success?" These questions 
were of current interest in the light of the Vice Chancellor's inclusion in the University's 
strategic plan the goal of a significant increase in the number of international students and in 
an environment where Australian distance education products were being criticised. An 
example of the latter is an article by Maree Bentley (1999), a distance educator who has 
worked in several countries, who made the following observations of Australian international 
courses: 

One of our greatest problems is that our distance products and educators 
lack a global perspective. The first problem is that on the whole we expect to 
be able to sell our distance products offshore without amendment. ... if 
Australia wants to increase, or even to maintain, its market share as a 
provider of distance education courses to international students abroad it 
needs urgently to make a serious effort to tailor its products to the global 
market. It needs to modify its overly locally-oriented products to meet the 



needs of a wider audience. ... To achieve this, the cultural awareness and 
international perspective of Australian educators needs to be lifted. (p.4) 

What practices have already been implemented to internationalise Australian higher 
education (HE)? What more could be done to integrate international perspectives in HE 
curricula and teaching internationally? To address these questions I discuss the experiences 
of the academics teaching internationally who participated in the above Forum and others 
with whom I had discussion. I then review the culturally inclusive practices Australian 
universities have adopted and the benchmarks developed for internationalisation. I also 
discuss a model for cross-cultural teaching and the degree to which such a model may 
transcend cultural differences. In the final section of the paper, I discuss the elements of 
problem based learning which constitutes a good model for culturally inclusive teaching. 

  

Internationalisation Defined 

Internationalisation has been defined as "the process of integrating an 
international/intercultural dimension into the teaching, research and service functions of the 
institution" (Knight and de Wit 1995, p. 17). The process is further conceptualised as two 
types of activities, organisation and program strategies. 

Knight and de Wit perceive the two categories as dynamic and integrated. They 
define organisation strategies as those concerned with the policies and administrative 
systems which help to ensure the institutionalisation of an international dimension. 
The program strategies are concerned with integrating an international dimension in 
teaching and learning practices, in research and the service functions of the university. 

  

Recent Experiences of Teaching Internationally 

The presenters at the Forum raised issues in both the organisation and program categories, 
based on their own experiences of teaching internationally both off and onshore in Hong 
Kong, Singapore, Dubai, Vietnam, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea and Indonesia. Their 
perceptions indicate some of the challenges related to internationalisation. 

Issues of course /unit registration and accreditation 

• the requirement by the overseas university partners that for registration, offshore 
courses should be equal in all respects to courses offered in Australia, was perceived 
as a limiting factor on the internationalisation effort; 

• increasing scrutiny of offerings by offshore partners for quality as well as ideological 
orientation has to be taken into consideration in curriculum development; 

• the limitations imposed by Australian accrediting agencies on the localisation of 
offshore courses offered for a professional qualification although some professions 
like accounting, are moving towards global accreditation; 

• internationalisation was not perceived to be a major problem in the case of non 
professional awards. 



Issues of student diversity and staff attitudes 

• the need to consider offshore students' expectations of receiving Australian content 
; 

• perception of some staff that offshore students value units of study based on the 
Australian context since such units offer them an opportunity to 'look out' or 'step 
outside' their local environment and to use this experience to reflect on their own 
circumstances. Such reflection could be a part of a comparative assessment task; 

• feedback from students was perceived by some staff as the main reason for 
adjusting unit content to local needs rather than a perception that adding an 
international dimension to the unit has value for both on and offshore students; 

• how to respond to perceived differences in learning behaviours of international 
students, such as passivity and a focus on obtaining information, and feeling 
uncertain whether such behaviours are due to cultural or other factors, such as full-
time employment and workload or the design of the unit objectives and assessment 
tasks; 

• importance to offshore students of face-to-face contact with academic staff, of 
ongoing communication and of flexibility, e.g. in negotiating assignment dates, the 
timing of in-country sessions, and provision for extensions of time when needed; 

• the need to look at models which enable and support international postgraduate 
students to work offshore more than they are at present overcome the barrier of the 
'cultural ramp' they have to climb in struggling to understand the Australian political 
and institutional context before they can begin to shape their research in specific 
fields; 

• staff perception that the unit content is universally relevant and need not be 
localised or internationalised; 

• staff cannot assume that international students' analytic, evaluative and critical 
skills are of a high standard, and need to plan learning activities for their 
development in relation to the subject matter taught; 

• discomfort is experienced by some academics when required to teach outside of 
the familiar contexts and frames of reference of their subjects where they have had 
no experience. 

Issues of cost/benefit analysis 

• the need to consider the costs and benefits of the work involved in internationalising 
courses and units before launching new initiatives; 

• the need to explore the potential for growth of alternative markets to the Asian 
Pacific, e.g. New Zealand, Canada, US and Britain, where English language 
proficiency and cultural differences are not of the same significance; 

• academic time involved helping postgraduate students from non English speaking 
backgrounds (NESB) to produce an acceptable product with the difficulties they have 
to overcome; 



• perception that the task of finding appropriate markets for the university's programs 
and appropriate partners and creating such programs requires understanding the 
nature of the market (e.g. students' abilities, the political and cultural context, and the 
competition); this understanding is not always facilitated by the university which can 
lead to costly unsuccessful projects; 

• the need to consider, when planning overseas initiatives, all the costs involved in 
negotiating and delivering a high quality program and services at a reasonable price; 
and 

• developing appropriate structures for overseas operations should address the risks 
involved. 

Issues of Policy 

• critical issue of some students' lack of adequate skills in English for academic 
purposes and whether there should be differentiation in assessment on the basis of 
cultural background and if so, how that would be justified; and 

• how to deal with differential standards in education systems of different countries. 

Issues of student support 

• the need for discipline based language and academic skills support for NESB 
students offshore and university resources for such support which have not been 
forthcoming; 

• language support costs and expectations need to be negotiated with offshore 
partners before partnership agreements are signed; 

• collaboration among universities is needed in the development of language learning 
and study skills packages for offshore and onshore NESB students rather than each 
working in isolation (see program developed at Monash reported by Clerehan, 
Turnbull, Vance and Brown, 1999). 

   

Status of Internationalisation in Australian HE 

The recognition of the need for the university to enter and compete in the the international 
knowledge market was accepted by all the presenters at this Forum. This is in line with the 
corporate plans of Australia's 38 universities which all include a policy statement on 
internationalisation, and also in line with a bi-partisan government policy (Back, Davis and 
Olson, 1996). The report of a study commissioned by the Department of Employment, 
Education, Training and Youth Affairs, (DEETYA) to document the internationalisation 
strategies employed by Australian HE institutions (Back, Davis and Olson, 1996) indicates 
that by 1995, the majority of universities had strategies in place to internationalise the form 
and content of their curricula. A fifth of them reported that they had offshore programs in 
place; three quarters of them reported twinning arrangements with overseas partners, and 
more than half of the universities provided distance education courses to overseas students 
(Back et al. 1996). 



In 1995, international students comprised 8.4% of the total student population and provided 
6.6.% of total university income (Back et al. 1996). By 1999, the overseas student intake had 
increased by 15.1% compared with 0.6% for non-overseas students. Overseas students 
accounted for 12.1 % of all student enrolments or more than 80,000 students, coming mainly 
from Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and Indonesia, with the majority full-fee paying 
(Thorp, 1999). 

HE now ranks as one of Australia's top 10 exports (Thorp, 1999) in dollar terms. The 
rationale for internationalisation is largely economic. HE needs the income from overseas 
students to make up for shortfalls in traditional public sources of funding. In European 
countries, the requirements of the global labour force, education as an export commodity, 
and competition in research and development in new technology appear to be the driving 
forces in internationalisation (de Wit 1999). 

Scott (1998) identifies additional explanations for the push to increase overseas students: 

• the collapse of communism has removed rival, highly subsidised HE destinations in 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe for Asian and African students; 

• new industrial countries in the Asia-Pacific region have developed large middle 
classes with surpluses to spend on HE; 

• student flows are no longer determined by colonial or post-colonial links as 
evidenced by student exchanges between developed countries and between 
countries forming regional groups; 

• students are now driven by the market not the state, as evident by increases in 
student numbers in the areas of business, management and accountancy; 

• universities from developed countries are increasingly setting up local colleges in 
developing countries and developing collaborative programs; 

• internationalisation is perceived to add educational and cultural value to the 
institution, to widen the cultural horizons of students and staff, and to promote 
international understanding and cross-cultural sensitivity (Bruch and Barty, 1998, 
p.21); and 

• the belief that internationalisation is a goal in its own right for universities, 
broadening their knowledge base, and increasing the breadth and reputation of their 
research. 

Australian universities have developed a wide range of practices to provide local and 
international students with cross-cultural experiences (Back et al. 1996). These include: 

• teaching the language and culture of the countries from which international students 
are most likely to come; 

• offering international study tours, exchange programs, and overseas placements for 
clinical practice and work experience (see Paterson, Rouse and Brian (2000) on 
overseas fieldwork); 

• integrating international comparisons and examples into the curriculum content; 



• using external advisers (overseas students, graduates and employers) as 
consultants in course and curriculum development; 

• establishing specialist study centres, e.g. the Centre of South East Asian Studies at 
Monash, and offering specialist degrees; 

• establishing twinning arrangements with offshore institutions to upgrade local 
diplomas and to offer Australian courses; 

• offering staff induction session in cross-cultural communication; 

• organising mentoring programs for new international students, and 

• discipline-based academic preparation and support programs (see Leask, 2001). 

  

The Importance of "Good Practice" 

While the demand for HE has increased worldwide by an estimated 61%, from 51 million 
students in 1980 to about 82 million in 1995 (Sadlak, 1998, p. 101), so has competition for 
capturing this market, particularly from the corporate 'virtual' and 'for profit' universities in the 
US (DETYA, 2000). With the decline of government funding Australian and overseas 
universities are increasingly relying on the revenue from enrolling domestic and international 
full-fee-paying students and from retaining them until graduation. However, with 
diversification, the domestic and overseas student body includes increasing numbers of 
mature 'earner-learners' paying full fees, rather than mostly school-leavers publicly 
subsidised. Consequently, the identification of students as 'customers' shopping for the best 
products and expecting value for money has to be given greater consideration. 

Another factor is government regulation. The increasing numbers of students and 
universities in Australian HE, for example, from 57,000 students in 10 universities in 1961, to 
640,000 in 36 universities in 1992 (Martin 1999, p. 8) has meant increased expenditure to 
support the enlarged system and also increased accountability and quality assurance 
measures, including three recent rounds of Quality Reviews of Australian universities. 

The Department of Education, Training and Youth Affaris (DETYA) has also funded the 
development of benchmarks for internationalisation, published inBenchmarking, A manual 
for Australian Universities (McKinnon, Walker and Davis, 2000). Two kinds of benchmarks 
are provided for good practice: criterion referenced, which define the attributes of good 
practice in a specified area, and quantitative measures for the desired outcomes. The 
authors claim that they have attempted "to identify measures that will give a valid and 
balanced picture of the parameters that distinguish good universities" (p. 3). 

In the section of the manual on internationalisation, there are seven benchmarks provided, 
ranging from describing good practice in developing an "Internationalisation Strategy" to 
developing good practice in "Overseas Links and Activity" with overseas institutions. 

In relation to teaching and learning, the most relevant benchmark can be found in "Students' 
Exposure to International Experience". In this publication good practice is described in the 
following terms (p. 131): 

1. Exposure to study abroad 



At least 5% of the completing undergraduate cohort will undertake some 
component of their study abroad through such activity as exchange 
programs, work or clinical attachments and study teams. Around 3% of 
completing research students undertake a component of their research 
abroad. Percentages should be increasing each year. 

2. Internationalised curriculum 

Processes in place to ensure all students have access to internationally 
relevant programs of study: 

• All professional programs enable registration in at least two countries. 

• A formal mechanism at faculty/departmental level to develop and monitor 
internationally relevant curricula for all courses. 

• Appointment and promotion criteria for academic staff require that teaching 
should include international perspectives. 

• Curriculum review occurs with partner institutions on a regular basis. 

• Staff with relevant international experience. 

• OSP/sabbatical leave applications required to demonstrate the relevance of 
their programs; follow-up of implementation. 

• Financial support programs for staff to develop international experience and 
curricula. 

3. Staff and student international contact 

• 25% of academic staff will have had recent research, teaching or practice 
supervision experience, with a duration of more that 4 weeks, in an overseas 
country within the last three years. 

• 25% of home campus students will have had substantial interaction (in 
excess of five hours of contact) with international visiting academics. 

The percentages are based on DETYA student data collections, annual reports and data 
from international offices of universities, and from university planning and statistics offices. 

While the manual does provide useful reference points, it is short on ideas for actual 
practice. There are many issues that need to be addressed as indicated by those generated 
by the participants at the UNE Forum on Internationalising Your Teaching. For example, 
what would count as good practice in developing an internationally relevant unit of study in 
different subject areas? What would count as good teaching and learning practices in 
developing international perspectives? What would count as good practice in assessing 
students performance in an international context? 

At the University of South Australia staff have taken "an infusion" approach to 
internationalising the curriculum. According to Leask (2001), this requires understanding of 
what internationalisation means for what and how staff teach. It also means the development 
of knowledge and skill in order to "develop curricula which in methodology and content, are 



culturally inclusive and which develop multi-cultural awareness and cross-cultural 
communication skills while achieving the specific skills and knowledge appropriate to the 
discipline area" (p. 390). This constitutes a challenge indeed for curriculum developers! 

At the University of South Australia the development of "Graduate Qualities" is mentioned as 
a useful conceptual framework for further development work. Of the seven Graduate 
Qualities formulated, the seventh is concerned with internationalisation. It states that 
"graduates will demonstrate international perspectives as professionals and as citizens"(p. 
392). Following this is a set of performance indicators which include knowledge, skills, 
values, and cross-cultural awareness. 

7.1 display an ability to think globally and consider issues from a variety of 
perspectives 

7.2 demonstrate an awareness of their own culture and its perspectives and other 
cultures and their perspectives 

7.3 appreciate the relation between their field of study and professional traditions 
elsewhere 

7.4 recognise intercultural issues relevant to their professional practice 

7.5 appreciate the importance of multicultural diversity to professional practice and 
citizenship 

7.6 appreciate the complex and interacting factors that contribute to notions of 
culture and cultural relationships 

7.7 value diversity of language and culture 

7.8 appreciate and demonstrate the capacity to apply international standards and 
practices within the discipline or professional area 

7.9 demonstrate awareness of the implications of local decisions and actions for 
international communities and of international decisions and actions of local 
communities. 

Table 1. Graduate Quality #7: Generic Indicators (Leask, 2001, p. 392) 

  

"Thus", as Leask observes "these indicators signal that the emphasis in the development of 
the graduate quality will need to be on more than content" (p. 392). The performance 
indicators provide more guidance for the design of learning activities, selection of resource 
material and design of assessment tasks in a specific subject area than does the statement 
of the Graduate Quality alone. At the University of South Australia team-based curriculum 
development for international teaching 

has resulted in a clarification of what internationalisation means in different subjects 
within a discipline area and the implementation of significant changes to the content, 
teaching and learning and assessment arrangements in subjects (Leask, 2001, p. 
394). 



  

Teaching in a Cross-Cultural Context 

Teaching culturally diverse groups of students has become common with the increase in 
international student numbers and offshore teaching. As the presentations at the UNE 
Forum indicated, academic staff teaching offshore students encountered different learning 
behaviours, language problems, and performance on assessment tasks which was 
considered below an acceptable standard. There is also now an increasing body of literature 
on the problems experienced by international students and the academic staff teaching them 
(see Mullins, Quintrell and Hancock, 1995). A recent example is the study reported by 
Jones, Robertson and Line (1999) on the learning experiences of Malaysian students and 
their perceptions of teaching at the University of Tasmania. Students reported 

• having problems with language in relation to the workload and the 
assignments 

• their need for greater support from lecturers 

• lack of clarity in lectures (see also Mulligan and Kirkpatrick, 2000 ) and 
assessment criteria; and 

• an apparent lack of understanding by lecturers of the students' educational 
backgrounds. 

Jones and her associates indicate that students could articulate the differences between 
Malaysian and Australian teaching styles and understood the need to adapt but did not 
always know how to do it. 

The academic staff also perceived the following as problem areas in relation to teaching 
international students as well as Australians: 

• speed of lecturing 

• lack of critical thinking 

• concept of multiple answers being acceptable 

• written language skills 

• spoken language and comprehension 

• taking responsibility for their own learning 

• dependence on rote learning, 

• reluctance to participate, and 

• understanding of technical language. 

The work of Biggs (1996; 1997) in relation to cross cultural teaching is relevant to such 
learning/teaching problems. Biggs has proposed a model of three levels or orientations that 
teachers can consider in teaching culturally diverse groups as illustrated in Figure 1. 



Figure 1: Cross-cultural Teaching and the Ladder of Abstraction 

(adapted from Biggs, 1997, p. 4.) 

  

Education dimension Culture dimension 

Level 3: Good teaching: Focus on similarities 

focus on engaging appropriate 

cognitive processes 

Level 2: Relativistic teaching: Focus on accommodating differences 

focus on culture specific teaching 

techniques 

Level 1: Inappropriate teaching: Focus on assimilating differences 

focus on student difference 

  

A level 1 teacher observes that students from some cultural groups demonstrate different 
learning behaviours and have difficulty or are unable to cope with the learning activities 
designed by the teacher, e.g. learning by actively participating in small group discussion or 
by asking questions. The teacher attributes the students' problem to some deficit, perhaps 
culturally induced, which the student needs to address by changing his or her behaviour to 
conform to the teacher's expectations. 

Biggs asserts that with this orientation there is a tendency to stereotype students' cultural 
backgrounds, e.g. the passive, uncritical, rote learning 'Asian' student. Recent studies such 
as that of Smith and Smith (1999) and others cited by Biggs (1997) do not support this 
stereotypical portrayal. Such stereotyping reflects an 'us' and 'them' attitude and a form of 
"conceptual colonialism: it involves imposing the concepts of one's own culture on another 
culture, as if they were universal" (Biggs, 1997, p.3). The use of terms like 'uncritical', 'rote 
learner', 'passive', also blame the student and relieve the teacher of responsibility. Biggs 
claims that such labels should be seen more as reactions to or as outcomes of a teaching 
system rather than as pre-existing characteristics of the learner. 

These labels also reflect an essentialising, unitary concept of cultural identity whereas, as 
Said (1993) has shown, historical experience and imperialism suggest cultural hybridity. As 
Said (1993) observes, 

Partly because of empire, all cultures are involved in one another, 
extraordinarily differentiated, and unmonolithic (p. xxix). ... No one today is 
purely onething. Labels like Indian, or woman, or Muslim or American are no 
more than starting points, which if followed into actual experience for only a 
moment are quickly left behind. No one can deny the persisting continuities of 
long traditions, sustained habitations, national languages, and cultural 



geographies, but there seems no reason except fear and prejudice to keep 
insisting on their separation and distinctiveness (pp. 407-08). 

A teacher with a level 2 orientation respects and values cultural differences, accepts the 
student's learning behaviour and encourages the expression of beliefs, values and 
worldviews. He/she focuses on designing appropriate learning activities and using a 
teaching style which corresponds to the observed learning style, e.g. learning from lectures 
and note taking. This may entail a teacher having to learn a variety of teaching techniques to 
cater for all the learning styles in a culturally diverse classroom which could be very 
demanding on the teacher's time and resources. It also indicates a focus on teaching 
techniques which could result in not paying enough attention to learning outcomes achieved 
in terms of students' intellectual and social development. 

A level 3 teacher focuses on cognitive outcomes and cultural similarities and thus the two 
dimensions of themodel converge at level 3. He/she assumes that universal principles apply 
across cultures, such as students' cognitive processes need to be engaged to carry out an 
academic task. Level 3 teachers "discover more abstract attributes of teaching and learning 
and find that they apply across systems" (p. 4). In this orientation the teacher focuses on 
engaging the cognitive processes that are common to all students which in Biggs' view, 
transcend cultural differences. 

In sum, Biggs' position with respect to cultural differences is that "The problem lies in the 
teaching, not in the students" (p. 17). Good teaching practice is inclusive and "needs to 
make few concessions to presumed cultural differences" (p. 18). 

A question in relation to Biggs' model is – does it sufficiently account for the influence of 
culture on the development of cognitive processes? Culture is a contested concept as 
Raymond Williams' (1976) analysis of the history of the concept indicates. Contemporary 
cultural studies provides a definition of culture as "the signifying system through which 
necessarily (though among other means) a social order is communicated, reproduced, 
experienced and explored" (Williams 1981, cited in Jordan and Weedon, 1995, p. 7). Culture 
thus may be interpreted as "a set of material practices which constitute meanings, values 
and subjectivities" (Jordan and Weedon, 1995, p. 7). 'Subjectivity' encompasses the 
emotions and the subconscious and unconscious dimensions of the individual. Culture 
works through 'discourses' which may be defined as "forms of knowledge, or ways of 
constituting meaning of the world which take a material form, have an institutional location 
and play a key role in the constitution of individuals as subjects" (Jordan and Weedon, 1995, 
p, 14). 

Wilson (2001) observes that "practitioners are becoming increasingly aware of the obstacles 
that arise in the interface between instruction generated in one culture and learners who 
come from another" (p. 52). Allen and Boykin (1992) refer to these as "cultural 
discontinuities" which they define as "a lack of contextual match between the conditions of 
learning and a learner's socio-cultural experiences" (p. 587). Learning is either facilitated or 
hindered by the degree of match. Cultural discontinuities, due to worldview differences, 
culturally specific vocabulary and concepts, linguistic intrusions from the learner's first 
language, reasoning operations and reading behaviours, may arise in educational settings 
and have a significant bearing on how learners process information coming from another 
cultural setting (Wilson, 2001). 

The social and cultural context is also deeply implicated in cognitive and constructivist 
learning theories, to which Biggs subscribes. They take into account social and cultural 
context in a number of ways (Shephard, 2000, p. 8): in maintaining that intellectual abilities 
are individually constructed and socially and culturally mediated; that learners construct 



knowledge and understandings through social activity; new learning is shaped by prior 
knowledge and cultural perspectives; and cognitive performance depends on disposition and 
identity. 

It is not the case that Biggs discounts the influence of culture and cultural differences. For 
example, he distinguishes several characteristics of Confucian heritage culture, which 
facilitate academic learning, from those of Western culture (1997, p. 8). His model 
encourages the problematising of the cultural dimensions of learning which is a desirable 
thing for the development of learning theory. His stance is against stereotypical and deficit 
views of cultural influences and the underemphasis of the cognitive activity involved in 
learning tasks and their outcomes. In his model cultural factors are relevant in teaching 
methods and in the specific design of learning activities as the following passage illustrates, 
but the focus of teaching is on the cognitive outcomes: 

If appropriate learning is conceived as demanding a particular kind of 
cognitive activity, then it is a matter of using local resources to ignite that 
activity and not another acitivity, such as listening to a lecture. ... The 
teacher's role is to provide the scaffold to support students so they have a 
better chance of doing what the teaching objectives require of them. The 
details of the particular scaffolding used may vary from culture to culture, but 
the principal focus at Level 3 is ... on the general cognitive processes that 
need to be engaged and that are common to all students. (p. 12) 

  

Problem Based Learning in a Cross-Cultural Context 

The concept of 'scaffolding' that Biggs refers to is an element of a constructivist learning 
theory which supports problem-based learning (PBL). This type of learning is most 
appropriate for integrating international perspectives into courses since most of the 
important issues today are global and problematic. PBL is now commonly used in HE, in 
both flexible and face-to-face teaching modes (MacKinnon, 1999; Minasian-Batmanian, 
Asmar, Clark, Bayly and Lovell-Simons, 1999). PBL is a curriculum design as well as a 
teaching/learning strategy. 

Constructivism as a philosophical position is based on the following premises (Savery and 
Duffy, 1995, p.131): 

• Understanding is a function of our interaction with the environment. 

• Cognitive conflict or 'puzzlement is the stimulus for learning and determines 
the organisation and nature of what is learned. 

• Knowledge evolves through social negotiation and through the evaluation of 
the viability of individual understandings. 

These premises suggest a set of teaching and learning principles (Savery and Duffy, 1995, 
pp. 32-34) such as the following for developing a PBL environment. 

  

(i) Anchor all learning activities to larger tasks or problems. 



These should be engaging and perturbing problems that reflect real world issues in the 
sense that they are not usually clearly defined and present the natural uncertainty about the 
concepts, rules and principles which may be used for solving them. Such problems should 
also reflect what practitioners actually do in a field. e.g. in law, medicine, education, science, 
ethics or cultural studies. 

Developers of PBL units or lessons design and present problems in the form of a detailed 
scenarios, or narratives, including information on their social, political and ethical contexts, 
and the set of events which leads up to the problem that needs to be resolved. The design of 
the problem scenarios is one of the crucial tasks in developing PBL. The scenarios could be 
designed around global and cross-cultural issues or include international perspectives. 

The problem should also raise the concepts and principles that are relevant to the field of 
study. A mapping strategy is often used by designers to identify the topics, concepts and 
principles which should be embedded in the scenario. However the data presented 
should not highlight the critical features of the problem but rather present it in rich detail. It is 
up to the students to generate the critical issues, based on their analysis of the problem and 
the data provided. 

(ii) Support the learners so that they develop 'ownership' of the problem. 

This could be done by soliciting problems from the learners or presenting the problem in 
such a way that it is 'brought home' to them and they see its relevance, e.g. through a video. 

Students develop a sense of ownership as they identify their goals in working through the 
problem and what they need to understand and learn in order to resolve it. They also need 
to decide how they will manage this learning process and the task involved in working 
through the problem. They work in collaborative, self-directed learning groups and not in 
isolation. The group context and interaction allows them to develop a common conception of 
the problem and the sharing of information in order to reach a solution. 

Engagement with the problem requires exploring and analysing the scenario, identifying 
relevant previous experience and knowledge, identifying what further information learning 
and resources are needed, reasoning, theorising, speculating, conjecturing, hypothesising 
about possible solutions and their effects, drawing conclusions, reflecting on what did or 
didn't work, on why it worked, and on what they have learned from engaging with the 
problem. 

(iii) Challenge the learners' thinking and support their reflection on both the content learned 
and the learning process. 

Students are assisted and supported by the teacher who acts as a facilitator and consultant 
during the analysis of the problem and also provides modeling, scaffolding and coaching as 
they work towards the problem's resolution. Content is not taught per se, the problem 
scenarios provide both the focus and the content in a PBL based unit of study. 

The teacher assumes a major role in modeling the metacognitive thinking associated with 
problem solving by asking questions which probe deeply the students' thinking and 
knowledge. The teacher may also demonstrate how to perform an activity or how to 
articulate the reasoning and decision-making that learners could follow in engaging in a 
learning strategy, or how to develop an argument to support strategies for solving the 
problem. 



Scaffolding represents any kind of support that is provided by the teacher in working out the 
problem, e.g. helping them to learn or to manage the learning process. 

In coaching the teacher motivates the learners, monitors and analyses their development of 
skills and performance, provides feedback and advice on their performance, and provokes 
reflection and articulation of what has been learned. 

Formative assessment in the PBL unit may be conducted in a variety of ways: e.g. by the 
facilitator in relation to the group's problem solving strategies, by the group's self-evaluation, 
or by the facilitator's feedback on group reports. Tests could also be given on what the 
students have identified as learning issues. Summative evaluation can also take a variety of 
forms, including individual and group reports, or even a final examination on the solution of 
the problems and the related knowledge (see also Minasian-Batmanian et al. 1999). 

  

Conclusions 

The intent of this paper was to position the views of a specific group of academics at UNE 
on internationalising their teaching in the wider context of what is happening with regard to 
best practice for internationalisation in Australian HE and in relation to teaching cross-
culturally . 

The Forum which was a stimulus for this paper indicated that there was a need within the 
university for the sharing of experiences about teaching internationally and for the pooling of 
knowledge gained and dissemination of the lessons learnt. Given the increases in academic 
workloads and the effects of that increase (Soliman and Soliman, 1997), most academics do 
not have the time for the scholarship required to keep up to date with developments in 
internationalisation in the course of their day to day work. It is also important to recognise 
and support the work of the academics involved. 

The attainment of the suggested benchmarks for internationalisation requires professional 
development, careful planning as well as resourcing and development of infrastructure to 
ensure success. The forum indicated that academics are very aware of the cost/benefits of 
their initiatives and the risks involved. There is also a need to rethink assumptions about 
what internationalisation and cross-cultural teaching mean and what good practice entails. 
Better understanding of all these issues would benefit from further research. All these factors 
need to be considered by individual institutions as well as by the HE system as whole, given 
the context of economic rationalism, without losing sight of academic rationalism (Soliman, 
2001). 
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