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ABSTRACT 
 
Internationalisation of the Curriculum (IoC) forms a key part of the current drive for 
higher education institutions to internationalise their activities, both in the pursuit of 
increasing international student numbers and in order to provide a global dimension 
to the student experience for home and international students alike.  The Department 
for Employment and Learning’s (DEL) current strategy for Higher Education, 
Graduating to Success, makes explicit reference to substantially increasing 
international engagement through teaching collaboration.  Furthermore, the 
University of Ulster’s current Corporate Plan 2011/12-2015/16 has as one of its key 
objectives, “to diversify the learning environment by increasing the number of 
international students.” (University of Ulster Corporate Plan 2011/12-2015/16, p. 4)   
Ulster’s current Internationalisation strategy 2011/12 - 2015/16 aligns itself with the 
priorities outlined in the DEL strategy and further seeks to:   
 

“Exploit opportunities within course design and delivery for 
internationalising the curriculum and embedding an international 
dimension within Ulster programmes through engaging in continuous 
curriculum refreshments.” (University of Ulster’s Internationalisation 
strategy 2011/12 – 2015/16, p.11)    
 

The goals associated with internationalising the curriculum also reflect the 
University’s commitment to develop in all Ulster graduates, the qualities of self-
confidence, global citizenship, sustainability and ethical leadership as well as 
recognising and promoting the tangible benefits accrued by all who are able to 
operate effectively in an increasingly globalised marketplace.  In doing so, efforts to 
internationalise the curriculum serve to support the delivery of the University’s 
overarching vision to be a leading provider of professional education for professional 
life.      
 
This paper draws on the significant evidence base that has been developed by the 
UK’s Higher Education Academy (HEA) in relation to teaching international students 
and internationalisation.  Recommendations as to how best to build upon the 
excellent work already undertaken at Ulster to internationalise the curriculum and to 
support the continuing provision of a high quality international experience for all 
students will be provided for consideration by members of the Teaching and 
Learning Committee. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the past decade, there has been a rapid expansion in the international 
education activities undertaken by higher education institutions (HEIs) around the 
world.  Internationalisation is considered to be synonymous with increased student 
mobility and the growth of international students on campus studying alongside 
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home students.  The resulting diversity in the classroom has created both challenges 
and opportunities for staff as they are tasked with teaching students with a greater 
diversity of learning needs than ever before.  More broadly, the internationalisation 
agenda in higher education is a sector wide response to the impact that the 
accelerating forces of globalisation have had on the provision of higher education in 
general terms.  The primary rationale for engaging in a process to internationalise 
curricula is premised on the notion that in an increasingly globalised, complex and 
interdependent world, the development of “understandings, competencies, attitudes, 
language proficiencies, participation and identities necessary for successful cross-
cultural engagement” (Heyward, 2002, p. 10), is essential to prepare students to take 
up their professional and civic roles when they leave university.  The curriculum is 
crucial in determining whether or not students are encouraged to develop such 
graduate qualities while at the same time cultivating global perspectives within their 
respective disciplines.  It certainly cannot be taken for granted that the growth of 
international student numbers alone will lead to an inevitable process of 
internationalising the curriculum.  Rather, a strategic institutional approach is 
required if these goals are to be realised in any systematic and meaningful way to 
support the delivery of a high quality international student experience for all students.   
 
This paper will sketch out the parameters of Internationalisation of the Curriculum 
(IoC) and examine its various aspects as they relate to the University of Ulster’s 
current and future teaching and learning activities.   It will provide guidance on the 
wide range of resources and tools available to encourage greater internationalisation 
of the curriculum across the institution. These include exploring the 
Internationalisation at Home (IaH) agenda; supporting international students studying 
at Ulster on campus, off shore and online; and increasing the uptake of opportunities 
available for outward staff and student mobility.  Finally, recommendations on 
possible approaches to further embed this work will be outlined for consideration by 
the University’s Teaching and Learning Committee. 
 
WHAT IS INTERNATIONALISATION OF THE CURRICULUM? 
 
Internationalisation of the Curriculum (IoC) is a multifaceted process that 
encompasses a variety of factors, ranging from what is taught in the classroom to 
how it is taught.  IoC includes elements of curriculum design, curriculum content, 
pedagogical approach and assessment.  Associate Professor Betty Leask defines it 
as:  
 

“the incorporation of an international and intercultural dimension into the 
content of the curriculum as well as the teaching and learning processes 
and support services of a program [sic] of study. An internationalised 
curriculum will engage students with internationally informed research and 
cultural and linguistic diversity. It will purposefully develop their 
international and intercultural perspectives as global professionals and 
citizens.” (Leask, 2009 p.209)  
 

Leask’s work on ‘internationalisation of the curriculum in action’ is recognised by the 
UK’s Higher Education Academy (HEA) as an example of international best 
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practice.1  Definitions such as this that describe the broad goals and vision of IoC are 
plentiful and are more clearly articulated in the literature than those describing the 
mechanics of how to go about it.  Van der Wende suggests a wide variety of 
approaches to IoC in her seminal and widely cited ‘typology of international 
curricula’. She states that it can be curricula:  
 

1) with an international subject  
2) in which the traditional/ original subject area is broadened by an 

internationally comparative approach  
3) which explicitly address cross cultural communication issues and provide 

training in intercultural skills  
4) which are interdisciplinary covering more than one country  
5) which prepare students for international professions and/ or recognised 

international qualifications  
6) which lead to joint/ double degrees from different countries  
7) of which compulsory parts are taught at institutions abroad  
8) in which the content is especially designed for foreign students.   

      (Van der Wende, 1996, p. 187) 
 
The approaches described within this typology demonstrate the diversity of 
methodologies that can be undertaken when working to internationalise curricula.  
These range from the more shallow approaches which focus primarily on content, 
such as creating international case study examples relevant to a subject discipline, 
through to deeper pedagogical approaches that address cross cultural 
communication issues and provide training on intercultural skills as described by Van 
Der Wende. Moreover, the latter approaches take seriously the different learning 
styles and traditions of students in the classroom and make pedagogical adaptations 
to create a more inclusive and critically reflective learning environment that 
encourages students to be active participants and partners in the learning process.   
 
A body of applied research that addresses the detail of how to implement, monitor 
and evaluate efforts to internationalise the curriculum is emerging as academics 
grapple with the various aspects of how to provide all students with a high quality 
international student experience (cf. Ryan 2013, Bourn 2011, Montgomery 2010).  
To this end, the HEA hosted and co-funded the Teaching International Students 
project which ran for 2 years from 2010 – 2012 and was staffed by a group of 
academics dedicated to building an online repository of teaching resources for all UK 
higher education institutions to use.  It is available on the HEA website.  This was 
followed by the establishment of a HEA Special Interest Group (SIG) on 
Internationalisation of the Curriculum in 2012, which is composed of a wide range of 
academic and academic related staff drawn from across the HE sector in the UK.  
The University of Ulster is represented on this group by the Head of International 
Student Experience, to ensure that the resources and learning developed through 
the SIG is brought back to the institution and disseminated to colleagues.      
 
Best practice in IoC advocates a student centred approach that puts the quality of 
the student experience and the goal of maximising student engagement in the 
learning process at the heart of any attempt to internationalise curricula.  This is 

                                                           
1 For further information about Leask’s Internationalisation of the Curriculum in Action, see: 
http://www.ioc.net.au/main/course/view.php?id=2   

http://www.ioc.net.au/main/course/view.php?id=2
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reflected in Bourn et al’s publication, the Global University: the role of the curriculum, 
which states that: “[e]nsuring high quality learning is at the heart of all higher 
education institutions…means that the means and forms of learning must develop, 
challenge and enhance students’ understanding of the world.” (Bourn et al, 2006, 
p.4).  This commitment to student engagement and the quality of the student 
experience is similarly expressed in the Draft Teaching and Learning strategy 
2013/14-2017/18 in its overarching strategic aim, “[t]o promote meaningful staff 
student partnerships that engender a shared responsibility for transformative, high 
quality, learning experiences.” (University of Ulster Draft Teaching and Learning 
strategy 2013/14-2017/18, p. 4) 
   
ELEMENTS OF INTERNATIONALISING THE CURRICULUM 
 
There are a number of factors to consider when embarking on an institutional 
approach to internationalising the curriculum.  This first is how to internationalise the 
experience for the vast majority of Ulster students who cannot or will not avail of any 
off shore or international learning experiences.  It is important to ensure that these 
students are comparably well equipped to engage positively and confidently with the 
globalised world that they live and work in, when compared to those who are able to 
be internationally mobile.  The second consideration is how to continuously support 
and improve the learning experience for the increasing number of international 
students we will attract to the University to maintain and grow the University’s 
reputation as a leading provider of a high quality professional education for 
professional life; and the third is how we promote the variety of outward mobility 
opportunities on offer for home students to promote engagement with international 
learning.  The development of all of these aspects of Ulster’s international activity are 
intimately linked with what and how to teach an increasingly diverse student body 
and develop in students the graduate qualities of self-confidence, global citizenship, 
sustainability, ethical leadership and employability. The University’s Draft Teaching 
and Learning strategy, 2013/14-2017/18, is described as an ‘enabler’ and its 
overarching goal is to, “[t]o lead Innovation in Learning through flexible, inclusive and 
accessible provision.” (University of Ulster Draft Teaching and Learning strategy 
2013/14-2017/18, p. 4) The advice on Internationalisation of the Curriculum offered 
in this paper should be viewed as an instrument to provide tangible support for the 
delivery of this goal, particularly in relation to inclusivity and accessibility.  
 
INTERNATIONALISATION AT HOME (IAH) 
 
‘Internationalisation at home’ refers to activities designed to support the provision of 
an international dimension to the learning experience of non-mobile students.  The 
International Association of Universities in its publication, “Affirming Academic 
Values in Internationalization of Higher Education: A Call for Action”, identified as a 
key principle for universities, the pursuit of: 
 

“internationalisation of the curriculum as well as extra curricula 
activities so that non-mobile students, still the overwhelming majority, 
can also benefit from internationalization and gain the global 
competences they will need.” (IAU, 2012, p.5 quoted in Sayers 2013, 
p.2)  
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Internationalisation at home activities support the majority of students at university 
who, for a variety of reasons, are not willing or able to take up an international 
learning experience.  In order to ensure that these students are given the opportunity 
to develop such global competences, it makes sense to harness the international 
diversity that exists in the learning environment, through encouraging integration with 
international students in the classroom.  Seminars and groupwork are a good 
example of where this opportunity presents itself but is often lost if not properly 
managed by academic staff.  Viv Caruana has published an annotated bibliography 
of resources for Internationalisation at Home in her work for the Centre for Academic 
Practice and Research in Internationalisation (CAPRI) at Leeds Metropolitan 
University.  In this she states:  
 

“in terms of curriculum design the major issues emerging are how to 
design effective multicultural group work encounters and how to promote 
engagement, interaction and integration between home and international 
students on campuses across the globe.” (Caruana, 2010, p.1) 

 
The other areas for development as described in this review of the literature on 
Internationalisation at Home include the interrelationship between multicultural 
education, diversity2 and other educational agendas as well as “[a]voiding cultural 
bias and understanding and countering plagiarism in assessment of learning, [and] 
[h]ow to evidence intercultural capability and measure student achievement of 
international objectives.” (Caruana, 2010, p.1)  These are all areas that should be 
factored in when creating or signposting existing staff development resources to 
support academic staff, in their efforts to internationalise their curriculum.   
 
TEACHING INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS – RESOURCES FOR ACADEMIC 
DEVELOPMENT AND SUPPORT 
 
A highly recommended source of information3 on teaching international students can 
be found on the Higher Education Academy’s website at: 
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/teaching-international-students.  The Teaching 
International Students project was funded by the Higher Education Academy, the UK 
Council for International Students Affairs (UKCISA) and the Prime Minister’s Initiative 
2 (PMI2).  The project ran for two years and was created to provide advice and 
guidance on how best to support the learning process for international students while 
at the same time benefitting all students.  One of the key outputs of this project was 
the creation of the International Student Lifecycle Resources Bank.  A direct link to it 
can be found at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/international-student-lifecycle.  This 
resource provides advice on for example, teaching contexts which addresses 
lecturing, tutorials and seminars, professional placements, supervision, online 
teaching and multimodal/transnational teaching; teaching approaches addressing 
pedagogic theory, group work, language and assessment and feedback; and 
learning that includes information about critical thinking, academic writing, 
addressing plagiarism, independent learning, language and reading and note 
                                                           
2 See also Jackson, E. and Huddart, T. (2010) Understanding internationalisation of home students 
for improvements to curriculum design for information on a study conducted with students who are not 
culturally diverse and who have had limited experience of cross cultural engagement 
3 This resource is recommended as an example of guidance and good practice in the QAA (2012) UK 
Quality Code for Higher Education: Part B Assuring and Enhancing Academic Quality, Chapter B3 
Learning and Teaching p. 12 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/teaching-international-students
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/international-student-lifecycle
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making.  The advice and guidance provided is comprehensive and takes account of 
the needs of on campus, off shore and online international students.  There are links 
and references to a wealth of resources and articles provided for further enquiry.  It 
would be useful if all academic staff at the University of Ulster were made aware of 
this resource and were encouraged to use it to enhance their own professional 
practice in supporting international students. 
 
INCREASING OUTWARD STUDENT MOBILITY OPPORTUNITIES 
 
The University of Ulster offers a variety of opportunities for students to study and/or 
work internationally, either as part of the formal curriculum through for example, the 
Diploma in Professional Practice (DPP) or the Diploma in International Academic 
Studies (DIAS), as well as via other extra-curricular opportunities that encourage 
international mobility.  The main vehicles for outward student mobility at the 
University of Ulster are the Erasmus programme, study abroad opportunities through 
for example, the ISEP programme or Study USA (the former BEI programme), 
Summer Schools and short term study programmes such as Study China and Study 
India which are funded by the government and allow students to have a 3-week long 
learning experience in universities in China or India.  Ulster students should be 
further encouraged to avail of these opportunities, where their personal commitments 
and responsibilities allow.  The benefits of a quality assured international learning 
experience are significant.  This is reflected in the findings of the Wilson review into 
University-Business collaboration in the UK.  It states:     
 

“First, we should raise the importance of the skills acquired through 
international experience amongst our students and encourage more UK 
students to study or to take an internship/placement outside the UK in 
order to provide work experience and therefore skills development in a 
different business environment. Universities, together with the students’ 
unions, should consider how to promote international internships and 
placements amongst the student body.” (Wilson, 2012, p.49) 

 
Ulster’s institutional commitment to promoting such employability initiatives is 
articulated in the Draft Teaching and Learning strategy 2013/14-2017/18 in its 
strategic aim, [t]o enhance Ulster’s reputation as a sector leader for student 
employability as an integral part of the wider student experience.” (University of 
Ulster Draft Teaching and Learning strategy 2013/14-2017/18, p. 4)   
 
Attempts to increase outward student mobility numbers must be combined with equal 
efforts to guide and support students in their international learning experience.  This 
includes how to advise and prepare students to study in another cultural and 
institutional context; how best to support them during their study; and how to help 
them integrate the learning from their intercultural experience when they return 
home.  This will ensure that students are well equipped to gain the most out of the 
learning experience on offer and to develop their understanding and appreciation of 
cultural and/or linguistic diversity, intercultural communication and global 
perspectives.  The advantages of an intercultural learning experience are considered 
by many employers as an “excellent way of developing wider employability 
competencies such as the ability to adapt to changing situations, understanding 
cultural difference in the workplace and gaining new knowledge from different 
experiences”. (Wilson, 2012, p.48)  Another aspect to encouraging greater outward 
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student mobility is to create learning opportunities that allow students to draw upon 
their experiences when they return to the university to complete their studies.  This 
will provide a value-added global dimension to the learning for all students in the 
classroom if handled sensitively.    
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
In light of the considerations outlined in this paper, the following recommendations 
are presented as a means by which to ensure that the University of Ulster is well 
placed to provide all Ulster students with a quality assured international student 
experience that develops their graduate qualities and global competences.   
 

1. The University of Ulster Teaching and Learning Committee should consider 
making internationalisation of the curriculum a key transversal element of the 
proposed Teaching and Learning strategy 2013/14-2017/18. 

2. Staff at the University of Ulster should be provided with staff development 
seminars on how best to internationalise curricula on a subject/discipline 
specific basis within their respective course teams.  These seminars and 
workshops should draw on the well-developed evidence base and the 
significant range of existing resources that exist in the public domain.  Their 
purpose is to build and consolidate capacity within course teams to deliver a 
quality international curriculum across all disciplines as appropriate.  Such 
staff development workshops could be delivered in partnership between, for 
example, the International Department and Staff Development through the 
Centre for Higher Education Practice.   

3. An Internationalisation of the Curriculum (IoC) toolkit should be developed – 
similar to the Employability Development Opportunities Review Toolkit 
(EDORT) for reviewing and developing employability opportunities within 
programmes of study – to support course teams in their efforts to 
internationalise curricula.  This should include signposting to the International 
Student Lifecycle Resources Bank available on the Higher Education 
Academy website.  

4. A section devoted to internationalisation of the curriculum (IoC) should be 
included in the programme approval/validation documentation to further 
encourage course teams to engage with the agenda when they review and 
refresh their programmes of study (as per the revalidation cycle), with 
appropriate guidance and support being provided through the aforementioned 
measures. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The University of Ulster has clear ambitions to grow its international student numbers 
and the range of international activities it is engaged with through a variety of 
teaching, research and academic enterprise initiatives and partnerships.  
Furthermore, the Department for Employment and Learning’s HE strategy has 
placed a statutory duty on HEIs in Northern Ireland to internationalise their work as 
expressed in its current HE strategy.  The University’s approach to this is outlined in 
its current Corporate Plan, which makes reference to the University’s commitment to 
grow international student numbers and to enhance the institution’s global standing. 
The University’s Internationalisation strategy 2011/12 – 2015/16 and the Draft 
Teaching and Learning strategy 2013/14-2017/18 together provide an excellent 
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framework for the promotion of the IoC agenda.  The next step is for collective action 
to ensure that these measures are implemented so as to continuously improve the 
quality of the experience provided for an increasingly diverse student body as well as 
how best to prepare home students to engage capably and constructively with a 
more diverse, complex and interdependent world. Concerted efforts to 
internationalise the formal curriculum will complement the work being undertaken 
throughout the University to internationalise more generally and to support a high 
quality international student experience, regardless of where and how students come 
to study with us, be it on campus in Northern Ireland; at one of our off shore or 
partner sites or through online modes of study.   
 
The internationalisation agenda in higher education has the potential to transform all 
HEIs into sites of intercultural engagement and learning if properly harnessed.  By 
engaging with this process and raising awareness with staff about its importance, the 
University of Ulster will be better positioned to deliver on its vision to be a leading 
provider of a relevant and quality assured professional education for professional life.  
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