
The University of Groningen has had a very 

successful internationalization strategy. 

Over the last fifteen years we have developed 

many English-taught programmes and have 

established many international partner-

ships at faculty and university level. We 

have attracted many talented international 

staff and students and enabled many to 

gain international experience abroad. As our 

student and staff body continues to diver-

sify and the extent of our English-taught 

programmes is still increasing, we are now 

entering a second phase of internationaliza-

tion, with additional focus on the pro-

gramme and course levels, which involves 

all staff and students. 

It was in this changing environment that the 

Executive Board initiated the International 

Classroom (IC) project in 2013, with the am-

bition of integrating students and staff from 

diverse backgrounds into a single learning 

environment, to achieve higher educational 

standards using diversity as a resource, and 

to prepare students for a life and career in 

a globalized world. The overall questions 

guiding the project are: What makes our 

programmes international? How do we build 

a model international classroom? How do 

we make use of the diversity of students and 

staff as a resource? How should we adjust 

our policies to realize our vision of interna-

tionalization? and, How do we ensure the 

appropriate support for staff and students? 

By demonstrating the added value of the 

international classroom and clarifying its 

institutional conditions we hope to attain 

the Distinctive Quality Label for Interna-

tionalization (DQFI) from NVAO, the Dutch/

Flemish accreditation body, by 2017.

As a great deal of experience in the interna-

tional classroom has already been developed 

by lecturers in many different fields, the IC 

project began by determining ‘good prac-

tices’ in each faculty. We asked: What can 

we learn from current practices? How can 

we exchange experiences across course, pro-

gramme and even faculty levels? and, What 

needs to be improved? It was therefore very 

important to hear from both the staff and 

students, in order to learn from their experi-

ences and ideas. This booklet is a collection 

of staff voices, with staff members from a 

variety of faculties and backgrounds teach-

ing in different fields sharing their experi-

ences and opinions. The stories illustrate 

the richness of experience that we have built 

teaching in the international classroom. At 

the same time, they illustrate the new chal-

lenges we face.

I would like to thank the lecturers who con-

tributed to this booklet for their openness 

and enthusiasm in sharing their stories. 

I hope they will inspire many others. If we 

want to be a truly international university 

with international programmes we need to 

take the next steps and we can only do this 

together.

 

 

Franka van den Hende

Project Manager, International Classroom 

www.rug.nl/internationalclassroom

Foreword
Good Practices in the International Classroom  

at the University of Groningen, 2014
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The implementation of an international classroom raises many questions for 
Dr Liane Voerman, coordinator of the Master’s programme in Marketing. For 
example, there are questions about how to manage the expectations of both 
Dutch and international students, but also about what she as a lecturer can do 
specifi cally to make the international classroom a success.

D r  L i a n e  V o e r m a n

‘Try to be open to their problems and 

acknowledge their problems.’
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The implementation of an international classroom raises many questions for 
Dr Liane Voerman, coordinator of the Master’s programme in Marketing. For 
example, there are questions about how to manage the expectations of both 
Dutch and international students, but also about what she as a lecturer can do 
specifically to make the international classroom a success.

During her years of teaching, Voerman has 

observed several problems faced by many 

international students. Asian students in 

particular seem to have a hard time under-

standing lectures or books at the beginning 

simply because their English proficiency 

is not good enough. To help them, Voer-

man allows them to record her lectures: ‘I 

understand why they do it, because when 

they are back home behind their desk they 

can really listen to it carefully and combine 

this with the slides to better comprehend the 

material.’ 

However, with a lack of understanding also 

comes anxiety and stress. She explains: ‘I 

can see that they are much more anxious 

about doing the right thing, and they want 

to know exactly what is expected of them.’ 

There is not only pressure to obtain a degree 

and support a family, but also financial 

pressures on many international students. 

Consequently, the students seem to experi-

ence more problems. As a lecturer, Voerman 

needs to get to the bottom of what is going 

on. ‘Try to be open to their problems and 

acknowledge their problems’, she advises. In 

this way, she hopes to circumvent a situa-

tion in which students only share a problem 

when it is already too late to resolve it.

To create an atmosphere where students 

are more comfortable and willing to share 

their problems, but also to give them the 

opportunity to express their own opinions 

and give feedback, Voerman uses a simple 

trick to break the ice. In individual meetings, 

she asks students not only about the country 

they are from but also about the specific 

region. While language problems or high 

stress levels concern individual students, 

Voerman has also experienced a more gen-

eral problem: ‘How to get the students to un-

derstand the learning style we expect.’ One of 

the solutions she hopes will be implemented 

is an introductory workshop for internation-

al students to acquaint them with the Dutch 

academic system. She also encounters this 

problem when Dutch students enter a Mas-

ter’s or pre-Master’s after completing their 

Bachelor’s degree.

She envisions an ideal international class-

room that offers ways to raise awareness of 

the implicit assumptions in the Dutch learn-

ing and teaching style. ‘We assume that if 

we simply tell students to use articles, they 

will actually know what we mean by that.’ 

This is not necessarily the case. 

Voerman emphasizes that awareness is 

crucial in an international classroom. An 

awareness that international students often 

come from very different academic back-

grounds and might therefore need differ-

ent support to Dutch students can help in 

anticipating problems. Despite the problems 

Voerman has encountered, she likes the 

fact that an international classroom not 

only offers the opportunity for intercultural 

learning experiences, but also enables Dutch 

students to reflect on their own culture 

when international students challenge cer-

tain perspectives. 

D r  L i a n e  V o e r m a n

‘Try to be open to their problems and 

acknowledge their problems.’
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For Dr Nina Hansen, a lecturer in the Social Psychology department, the 
international classroom is notable for three reasons: the diversity of its 
participants, the content of the course, and the transfer of knowledge.

D r  n i n a  H a n s e n

‘The minute they have given a presentation 

and led the discussion it becomes much 

easier for them to engage in the next 

discussion.’
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For Dr Nina Hansen, a lecturer in the Social Psychology department, the 
international classroom is notable for three reasons: the diversity of its 
participants, the content of the course, and the transfer of knowledge.

However, Hansen has observed that it is this 

transfer of knowledge in particular that is 

often a challenge for international students. 

Therefore, she uses a three-step model to 

slowly work towards a final level of knowl-

edge transfer which is beyond the mere 

reproduction of facts. First, she illustrates 

how social psychology is relevant to the daily 

lives of students, triggering their inter-

est in learning more about the underlying 

theory and associated empirical research 

by asking students to choose and describe a 

recent societal problem or phenomena. This 

also means that they draw on very different 

examples from around the world. Second, 

she asks students to choose a theory that 

may help analyse the societal example they 

have chosen. This requires them to identify 

the relevant aspects and assumptions of the 

theory and then apply these to the example. 

In her courses, students are asked to apply 

this knowledge to design interventions that 

aim to address a societal issue. Another 

challenge in an international classroom is 

students’ active participation: ‘What I do 

in the first session is really to set the norm. 

I explain that learning mainly depends on 

their own participation. They should read 

the content at home and engage in learning 

in the classroom. In my courses students 

have to give a brief presentation of the 

results of group discussions or lead the dis-

cussion. I also facilitate different interactive 

assignments.’ She adds that it takes much 

longer for students from different cultures 

to engage, but she uses student presenta-

tions to make her students speak up: ‘The 

minute they have given a presentation and 

led the discussion it becomes much easier 

for them to engage in the next discussion.’

Another way to facilitate interaction and 

discussion within the group is small group 

exercises, where groups of two or three have 

to address a task together. During the group 

work, Hansen engages with each of the 

groups separately. Later the students have 

to share their conclusions with the class. 

If nobody speaks up, she will ask a student 

to share what he or she contributed to the 

small group discussion: ‘It helps me and 

gives me the opportunity to invite them to 

share their ideas, which I normally would 

not have known about.’

Students are also given small assignments 

as homework that they must email to her be-

fore class. This provides Hansen with input 

from the students which she can use to stim-

ulate discussion in class. When students 

recognize the ideas, they are more likely to 

engage in discussion. One thing she would 

not like to burden her international students 

with is a multiple choice examination. She 

thinks students often struggle more with 

understanding the questions than being 

able to share their knowledge: ‘Having an 

individual assignment which they can work 

on throughout the course, receive individual 

feedback on […] helps them to excel.’ Another 

option would be open questions in exams. 

For Hansen, the benefits of the international 

classroom concern the diverse perspectives 

in terms of scientific knowledge, examples, 

methods and ways of analysing situations: 

‘When you make it obvious, students can 

learn from each other.’ 

However, as well as having international 

students at the University of Groningen, 

Hansen thinks there are also two other ways 

to internationalize the curriculum. First, 

Dutch students could also go abroad as part 

of their education. She explains how she 

supervises Bachelor’s and Master’s thesis 

students who, in one of her research proj-

ects, conduct the field work for their thesis 

abroad: ‘I prepare them for the cultural ex-

perience and field research abroad. My stu-

dents always collaborate with students or 

colleagues abroad. I think that this a unique 

learning experience for them. So it’s also 

about going abroad in the context of learn-

ing.’ She considers that lecturers should also 

go abroad: ‘I think this will also help us to 

support our staff in understanding what 

it means to be in a different context, what 

students experience when they come here.’ 

For Hansen, ‘teaching abroad in different 

contexts and bringing that experience here 

to enrich their classroom’ is another way to 

further internationalize the university. 

D r  n i n a  H a n s e n

‘The minute they have given a presentation 

and led the discussion it becomes much 

easier for them to engage in the next 

discussion.’
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‘It’s about having a diverse group of students, with different backgrounds and 
different orientations, from different countries, who are all in a given learning 
situation.’ However, for Prof. Jos Roerdink, from the Faculty of Mathematics and 
Natural Sciences, the international classroom includes everything surrounding 
the class as well. He thinks that an important element of the international 
classroom is to create an awareness ‘that the world is bigger than just the 
Netherlands or any other country you come from.’

P r o f.  J o s  r o e r D i n k

‘So, as a graduate of the University of 

Groningen, if you have had this experience 

in the international classroom and end up 

working in such an international company, 

I think you would have a great advantage.’
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‘It’s about having a diverse group of students, with different backgrounds and 
different orientations, from different countries, who are all in a given learning 
situation.’ However, for Prof. Jos Roerdink, from the Faculty of Mathematics and 
Natural Sciences, the international classroom includes everything surrounding 
the class as well. He thinks that an important element of the international 
classroom is to create an awareness ‘that the world is bigger than just the 
Netherlands or any other country you come from.’

Although he started teaching occasionally 

in English 15 years ago, he adapted to the in-

ternational group in a structural way when 

the Master’s programme officially switched 

to English. One of his adaptations concerned 

the more technical background of computer 

science. He observed that many internation-

al Master’s students lacked certain skills. 

To compensate for this Roerdink now offers 

optional sessions at the beginning of his 

courses and he thinks this works quite well. 

In addition, his teaching style has changed: 

‘I think I have become, and this may be 

because of the international students, 

somewhat more explicit in the way I present 

the material.’ He also tries to vary his teach-

ing style during the lectures to make them 

more interesting for students and to create 

feedback moments for them, switching, for 

example, from a PDF presentation to the 

blackboard or asking questions. 

Now with the introduction of the interna-

tional classroom at the Bachelor’s level, 

Roerdink and his colleagues are working 

hard to address a number of concerns. Some 

of the Dutch students have quite a bit of dif-

ficulty speaking English. As a solution, op-

tional English courses are being offered, but 

Roerdink is not convinced this will work be-

cause of the workload the students already 

face. He thinks it is necessary to integrate 

the development of academic language skills 

into the curriculum itself.

With regard to the international students, 

many have complained about the clustering 

of Dutch students. While it is quite natural 

for Dutch students to do this, Roerdink also 

understands that it is difficult for inter-

national students to feel included if only 

Dutch is spoken. He therefore tries to foster 

group interaction and encourages students 

to introduce themselves to their neighbours 

when they first meet in a new course. For 

Roerdink this is a way ‘to get the idea across 

that we are in a classroom as a group of 

people, not just as a set of individuals.’ 

The international classroom also has clear 

advantages. As he explains, ‘when you 

ask questions, you may get very different 

answers from Dutch and international stu-

dents. They have different ways of interpret-

ing the question. That’s very interesting. I 

also try to get discussions going in lectures.’

Another positive effect of learning in a cul-

turally diverse group of students is the level 

of ambition of many international students: 

‘In general, their motivation is high, which 

the other students also observe. This also 

has a positive effect on their interest in 

certain topics.’ 

In the end, learning in an international 

classroom also has very practical advantag-

es for the students. For example, it prepares 

them for future work in the IT sector, where 

companies such as Philips or ASML have 

very international work environments. As 

Roerdink concludes: ‘So, as a graduate of the 

University of Groningen, if you have had this 

experience in the international classroom 

and end up working in such an international 

company, I think you would have a great 

advantage.’ 

P r o f.  J o s  r o e r D i n k

‘So, as a graduate of the University of 

Groningen, if you have had this experience 

in the international classroom and end up 

working in such an international company, 

I think you would have a great advantage.’
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For Caroline Fournet, lecturing in the Faculty of Law, it is important to create 
a comfortable atmosphere for international students. A lecturer in procedural 
criminal law, criminology and international criminal law, she uses a little 
humour to loosen up her students: ‘One of the things I usually tell them right 
from the beginning is that I am the one deciding whether a question is stupid or 
not. They ask it and then I decide. Usually that makes them laugh.’

P r o f.  C a r o L i n e  f o u r n e t

‘For internation alization to actually mean 

something, people have to believe in it.’ 
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For Caroline Fournet, lecturing in the Faculty of Law, it is important to create 
a comfortable atmosphere for international students. A lecturer in procedural 
criminal law, criminology and international criminal law, she uses a little 
humour to loosen up her students: ‘One of the things I usually tell them right 
from the beginning is that I am the one deciding whether a question is stupid or 
not. They ask it and then I decide. Usually that makes them laugh.’

If students are insecure about their English, 

Fournet simply refers to her own French 

background. She laughs: ‘If I can talk to 

them for two hours, they can surely talk 

for two minutes.’ During lectures, she also 

tries to leave room for questions that might 

arise. It is important to her that the stu-

dents continue to ask questions if they don’t 

understand: ‘I always think that if I have 

a few students who do not understand a 

point, then it’s not their fault, it must be my 

explanation.’

In general, Fournet understands the 

situation and possible problems that her 

international students face. Having studied 

in France, Sweden and the United King-

dom and now teaching in the Netherlands, 

she knows that making students aware of 

certain rules and expectations is crucial for 

teaching in an internationally diverse set-

ting: ‘The type of exam that I give now is not 

what I am used to either. So I am completely 

aware that even for very good students, if 

they are simply not made aware of what is 

going to happen, they might be extremely 

disturbed.’ 

She also thinks that lecturers should adapt 

somewhat to the students they are teach-

ing. For example, the way of addressing a 

lecturer differs greatly in different cultures. 

‘There should be a dose of formality’, says 

Fournet. ‘If they want to call me by my title 

that is fine because in their culture it can be 

very difficult, almost impossible, to call me 

by my first name.’ 

While teaching in an international class-

room can be ‘very rewarding in the end’, it 

can also mean extra pressure on lecturers. 

Fournet’s advice to young colleagues is: 

‘Don’t invent an answer!’ She explains that 

one simply cannot be an expert in all the dif-

ferent criminal systems in the countries that 

the students are from: ‘Just say, I’ll look it up 

and get back to you.’

However, the divergent legal contexts in 

each country are also a big advantage for 

the international classroom: ‘Each student 

comes with his or her own legal tradition 

and knowledge and brings that to the debate 

within a group. I think that is what makes 

the discussion and teaching very rich and 

interesting for everyone. There is real ex-

change here.’ 

In the international classroom, the national-

ity of the lecturer is irrelevant, according to 

Fournet. It doesn’t matter where somebody 

comes from. It all starts with awareness. 

Understanding that ‘there might be more 

than two languages being spoken in the cor-

ridors’ is what is most important. 

‘For internationalization to actually mean 

something, people have to believe in it’.

P r o f.  C a r o L i n e  f o u r n e t

‘For internation alization to actually mean 

something, people have to believe in it.’ 
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Prof. Nico Bos remembers exactly what his fi rst lecture in the International 
Bachelor of Medicine was like. His students surprised him by asking numerous 
questions, which meant he only fi nished a little more than half the lecture: ‘That 
made it into a very interactive way of teaching and that was new to me.’

P r o f.  n i C o  B o s

‘Enjoy it. It’s really fun. 

And it’s fun every day.’
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Prof. Nico Bos remembers exactly what his first lecture in the International 
Bachelor of Medicine was like. His students surprised him by asking numerous 
questions, which meant he only finished a little more than half the lecture: ‘That 
made it into a very interactive way of teaching and that was new to me.’

Four years after the start of the International 

Bachelor’s in the Faculty of Medical Scienc-

es, Bos still sees this high level of interactivi-

ty as the most significant difference between 

the International and Dutch Bachelor’s 

programmes, which he not only teaches but 

also coordinates: ‘The Dutch students are a 

nice group, they are hardworking, very mo-

tivated, but anonymous to me, while in the 

International Bachelor’s, I know almost all 

the names and they interact with me.’ 

Bos thinks that the bonding is stronger 

between the international students be-

cause they have all come to Groningen from 

elsewhere and cannot socialize with family: 

‘They cannot go back [home] every weekend, 

so there is much more interaction going on 

between the students.’ 

In addition, the medical student association 

Panacea also helps to make the interna-

tional students feel at home. They not only 

organize social activities, but also elect in-

ternational student representatives for each 

year of the Bachelor’s degree who provide 

feedback to university staff. 

Extensive feedback and extensive explana-

tions of how things work in the Dutch educa-

tional system are an important aspect of the 

international classroom. Bos explains that 

students learn in problem-based learning 

systems that involve a lot of brainstorming 

and discussion: ‘So I go over it and I explain 

it and explain why we do it, how we do it, and 

the principles of it.’ 

When his group touch upon sensitive is-

sues such as abortion, it becomes clear how 

students are influenced by their cultural 

backgrounds. For Bos it is sometimes hard 

to build bridges between the different per-

spectives, but he also takes the discussion to 

a more abstract level. In the case of the abor-

tion issue, he did the same thing: ‘Then we 

went to the level of, okay, we have to respect 

different views on ethical dilemmas ... in the 

medical field and [realize] that these come 

from different cultural backgrounds.’ 

In general, for Bos, the international class-

room means making use of the additional 

resources you have: ‘What is really crucial 

for me is that we use this diversity, use it as 

a very rich source of information.’ He adds, 

‘that makes the whole environment much 

richer because the differences that you see 

help us better understand the problems 

we are dealing with.’ It is also important 

that lecturers understand problems that 

might arise in an international classroom. 

To ensure this, the Faculty started a special 

training programme for small group teach-

ing with international students: ‘It’s about 

cultural awareness; understanding that a 

quiet Dutch student might simply be shy, 

while an Asian student might remain silent 

out of respect for the teacher. This is the kind 

of awareness that we impart to our teachers.’

His final advice concerning teaching in an 

international classroom is clear: ‘Enjoy it. 

It’s really fun. And it’s fun every day.’ 

P r o f.  n i C o  B o s

‘Enjoy it. It’s really fun.  

And it’s fun every day.’
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‘It’s extremely thought provoking for me personally as well in relation to my own 
work and it can be extremely challenging at times.’ Dr Ansgard Heinrich teaches 
in both the Dutch and International Master’s programmes in journalism in the 
Faculty of Arts. 

D r  a n s g a r D  H e i n r i C H

‘You cannot expect by just telling students, 

“This is what I want you to do”, that they 

then know what you want them to do.’
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‘It’s extremely thought provoking for me personally as well in relation to my own 
work and it can be extremely challenging at times.’ Dr Ansgard Heinrich teaches 
in both the Dutch and International Master’s programmes in journalism in the 
Faculty of Arts. 

She explains why the international class-

room is so thought provoking: ‘There is not 

necessarily one such thing as journalism 

which is the same everywhere you go. Even 

within one country, journalism might be 

practised in significantly different ways. 

Well, that problem actually multiplies as 

soon as you cross borders.’ 

Her students come from countries such as 

Bangladesh, Sierra Leone, Serbia and Can-

ada and they question many of the theories 

and practices that they are taught, bringing 

their own cultural backgrounds and experi-

ences with them. For Heinrich, this con-

frontation also improves her own work and 

her critical reflection: ‘I became much more 

aware, thinking “Look, we cannot overstate 

enough that journalistic practice is not the 

same everywhere”.’ 

However, an international classroom setting 

also brings challenges. Depending on their 

cultural upbringing and the educational 

system in their home countries, the stu-

dents’ level of participation in class varies, 

from being very outspoken and critical to 

shy and non-confrontational. For Heinrich, 

the question then becomes how to approach 

these students and ensure that all of them 

have the same experience and opportunity 

to learn. 

‘You cannot expect that by simply telling 

students, “This is what I want you to do”, 

that they will then know what you want 

them to do.’ Elaboration is crucial to over-

coming the difficulties that can arise in an 

international classroom. She adds: ‘Be very 

explicit in the instruments you are using, in 

your expectations of the students; present 

clear outlines, make things visible and give 

them examples.’ 

Another way to improve class discussion 

among all students is to encourage them 

individually. Heinrich would never pick on a 

student who is too shy to speak up. Instead, 

she would rather approach the student dur-

ing a break and tell them that the contribu-

tion they could make would be very valid 

and help the entire class. Moreover, she uses 

small group assignments to bridge cultural 

differences: ‘I have seen quite amazing 

projects come out of that, because students 

use their cultural backgrounds and their 

discipline backgrounds as the basis of their 

comments and in their interactions.’

However, Heinrich also realizes that lectur-

ers sometimes need to remind themselves a 

little more that international students face 

many challenges. They not only face a new 

educational system with its very specific un-

derstanding of participation, academic writ-

ing or plagiarism, but also other challenges 

outside the classroom, such as finding ac-

commodation, buying books or even cycling: 

‘The awareness might help to just give that 

little bit extra, to approach the student once 

in a while and just check how they are doing.’ 

‘Let them in, open the door.’ 

Time and resources are very important 

in ensuring the best preparation, to take 

advantage of the opportunities offered and 

face the challenges of the international 

classroom. She would like to have more time 

to reflect on her own practices and on why 

students respond in specific ways. She also 

thinks that more counselling is needed, with 

specially trained counsellors who can assist 

students beyond the level that the lecturer 

can offer: ‘There are just certain things that 

students sometimes bring with them, in 

terms of personal “luggage” that might be 

extremely problematic for them and that I as 

a lecturer cannot and should not tackle.’ 

She concludes: ‘You cannot expect that this 

is all going to happen without teachers being 

prepared and without resources being put 

into internationalization.’ 

D r  a n s g a r D  H e i n r i C H

‘You cannot expect by just telling students, 

“This is what I want you to do”, that they 

then know what you want them to do.’
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For Prof. Johan Woltjer, who is involved in an international study programme, 
teaching is all about learning by doing. Since the start of the International 
Master’s in Environmental and Infrastructural Planning (EIP) in the Faculty of 
Spatial Sciences (2002), Woltjer and his colleagues have realized that teaching 
in an international classroom – currently with 65 students – can be diffi cult at 
times: ‘We learned by taking small steps and by making a lot of mistakes, right 
from the beginning.’

P r o f.  J o H a n  W o Lt J e r

‘It was quite a lesson for us to learn that the 

way we were used to doing things in the 

Netherlands was different and unique.’
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For Prof. Johan Woltjer, who is involved in an international study programme, 
teaching is all about learning by doing. Since the start of the International 
Master’s in Environmental and Infrastructural Planning (EIP) in the Faculty of 
Spatial Sciences (2002), Woltjer and his colleagues have realized that teaching 
in an international classroom – currently with 65 students – can be difficult at 
times: ‘We learned by taking small steps and by making a lot of mistakes, right 
from the beginning.’

Coming from a Dutch academic background, 

he and his colleagues only started to realize 

the ‘Dutchness’ of their rules when interna-

tional students came to Groningen: ‘It was 

quite a lesson for us to learn that the way 

we were used to doing things in the Nether-

lands was different and unique.’ Indonesian 

students, in particular, were failing to an-

swer questions during exams that involved 

their own critical reflection or opinion about 

a topic: ‘At that point, we started to explain 

what we expected in examinations, and now 

we have a standard explanation on examina-

tions at the beginning of every year.’

Another problem for international students 

was active participation in class. While 

Woltjer acknowledges that there are always 

some students ‘who don’t like the idea of 

interactive discussion’, he always actively 

facilitates interaction. He explains to all his 

international students that giving an opin-

ion is completely normal and also appreci-

ated in the Dutch academic system. In addi-

tion to facilitating interaction, Woltjer also 

sees it as his responsibility to facilitate the 

mixing of groups of international students. 

During the very first meeting, students 

must write a short summary about someone 

else in the class who they don’t know, and 

for the interactive workshop during the first 

semester of the programme students are 

deliberately assigned to groups, rather than 

giving them a choice, to work on seminal 

texts within environmental and infrastruc-

ture planning. 

While Woltjer knows that ‘this puts an extra 

burden on lecturers’, he appreciates the op-

portunities that come with an international 

classroom. These days he can use the variety 

of student perspectives to tackle a certain 

problem in class: ‘If you ask students to 

provide examples of how they might solve 

a problem, it is amazing how many ways 

a planning problem such as flooding can 

be dealt with, if there is, for example, less 

money available.’

International comparative learning is 

another key element for teaching in an in-

ternational classroom, according to Woltjer, 

who also teaches a course in comparative 

research and planning practices, where he 

uses the variety in the classroom to generate 

insights: ‘We have students make compari-

sons on a topic of their own choice. But they 

have to partner with someone else in class 

with a different background.’ ‘Comparative 

insight is the key to understanding some-

thing new, to understanding how something 

can be done in a different way and also 

to understanding how strange your own 

choices are.’

Looking at the contexts of problems or 

projects is another crucial point in inter-

national classrooms. From his own experi-

ences, Woltjer knows how important it is to 

constantly explain the contextual factors in 

a project. This also relates to how lecturers 

prepare for classes: ‘When you prepare your 

class always make sure you understand how 

a chosen example compares to other coun-

tries, other places, or other cities.’

His advice for other lecturers teaching in an 

international classroom would be: ‘Don’t 

take it for granted, don’t just start.’ He 

smiles: ‘You better be prepared.’

P r o f.  J o H a n  W o Lt J e r

‘It was quite a lesson for us to learn that the 

way we were used to doing things in the 

Netherlands was different and unique.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



‘The international classroom is more than a place where people from different 
nationalities study together. It’s also where you study international topics.’ 
This is why Renée Bakker and her colleagues in the Faculty of Medical Sciences 
have designed a Global Health profi le for their students in the International 
Bachelor’s programme in Medicine.

r e n é e  B a k k e r ,  m s C

‘It is very useful for them, as they have 

the ability to work with patients who are 

not fl uent in Dutch or who have different 

cultural views because they have already 

experienced this through engaging with a 

fellow student in the classroom.’
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‘The international classroom is more than a place where people from different 
nationalities study together. It’s also where you study international topics.’ 
This is why Renée Bakker and her colleagues in the Faculty of Medical Sciences 
have designed a Global Health profile for their students in the International 
Bachelor’s programme in Medicine.

Bakker explains what it means to teach in 

a global health setting: ‘We not only teach 

with a view to the international context, but 

also with a view to the local context and try 

to compare the two.’ In this way, any medical 

topic that is discussed in class is placed in a 

broader global context.

To even further internationalize the content, 

every student in the International Bachelor 

of Medicine must adopt a country that he 

or she specializes in: ‘We have divided each 

year group into regions; each student has the 

task of becoming an expert on one country.’ 

As a result, 80 to 100 different countries 

are represented in the classroom. Bakker 

adds: ‘Each student has to find out what the 

situation is in their country of study and 

then they get together into regional groups, 

discuss their findings and present them to 

the lecturer.’ 

In this way students not only learn about the 

various perspectives in the medical world 

but, according to Bakker, it also provides 

them with a reality check. It not only ques-

tions the awareness of both the Dutch and 

international students, but also broadens 

the input. Bakker sees the international 

classroom as good preparation for the fu-

ture. ‘If you have been trained in an inter-

national classroom, I think you more easily 

understand that you have to make an effort 

to understand new settings’, she explains. 

‘It is very useful for them, as they have the 

ability to work with patients who are not flu-

ent in Dutch or who have different cultural 

views because they have already experienced 

this through engaging with a fellow student 

in the classroom.’

In the classroom, Bakker’s idea is that she 

and her students learn by doing. In the case 

of class participation, for example, it is up 

to the students to give oral presentations 

or ask questions. To facilitate this Bakker 

makes it very clear to her students why it is 

necessary to participate: ‘In the end, when 

they get their degree, the outside world 

expects them to be able to speak in public. 

So they have to practise.’ The students know 

what is expected of them, so Bakker thinks 

that they should decide whether they want to 

be prepared for that moment or not. 

One challenge in the international class-

room is that, although all students meet 

the entry requirements to study Medicine, a 

lecturer cannot assume that every student 

is on the same level. Bakker has a tip in this 

regard: ‘Nothing is obvious. You have to 

accept that and find your way and determine 

the best angle of approach.’ She thinks it 

also benefits the international group if a 

lecturer tries to be more open and also puts 

more time and effort into getting to know 

the students. Bakker, for example, always 

ensures she knows her students’ names: 

‘Get to know the classroom,’ she says.

r e n é e  B a k k e r ,  m s C

‘It is very useful for them, as they have 

the ability to work with patients who are 

not fluent in Dutch or who have different 

cultural views because they have already 

experienced this through engaging with a 

fellow student in the classroom.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



Prof. Kocku von Stuckrad, the Dean of the Faculty of Theology and Religious 
Studies, has had very positive experiences with culturally diverse student 
groups: ‘I think it is a true enrichment of the teaching culture and also of the 
classroom.’ He adds that ‘it is a positive challenge, it is not something that is 
only scary or diffi cult to handle.’

P r o f.  k o C k u  V o n  s t u C k r a D

‘It’s just a very good exercise, a very good 

form of confrontation, and it enriches self-

refl ection and intercultural competence.’
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Prof. Kocku von Stuckrad, the Dean of the Faculty of Theology and Religious 
Studies, has had very positive experiences with culturally diverse student 
groups: ‘I think it is a true enrichment of the teaching culture and also of the 
classroom.’ He adds that ‘it is a positive challenge, it is not something that is 
only scary or difficult to handle.’

However, this positive impression does 

not mean that there are no problems when 

students from very different cultural and 

educational backgrounds come together 

in one group. He has noticed, for example, 

that Dutch students in particular tend to 

be intimidated by native English speakers, 

and especially by American students who 

are very self-assured. While Von Stuckrad 

is aware of the fears of his Dutch students, 

he does not let this experience dictate his ap-

proach. He explains that it is just a process 

of getting used to the reality: ‘Welcome to the 

real world! It is normal that you have a dis-

advantage with English being your second 

or third language.’ 

To assist his students, he encourages them 

to make use of the native speakers in the 

group to correct their English. Moreover, he 

takes sufficient time to openly discuss these 

issues with the group. He asks them about 

their expectations, what it means to them, 

and he emphasizes why it is important for 

them to bring their own opinions into the 

discussion: ‘I have good experiences in just 

making this a topic.’

If he notices an individual student strug-

gling with these problems, he encourages 

them to take on extra assignments and addi-

tional presentations. Sometimes he matches 

very outspoken students with those who are 

shy, to encourage them to get involved in the 

conversation.

Learning from each other is also part of what 

he considers the ideal international class-

room: ‘I would love to have international 

participation as a standard rather than an 

exception in all programmes at the univer-

sity, to really feel the world present in the 

classroom, in a situation where people can 

bring in their own perspectives and learn 

from each other.’ Von Stuckrad thinks that 

the international classroom is extremely 

important for academic life, but also for 

whatever students do after their studies: ‘It’s 

just a very good exercise, a very good form of 

confrontation and it enriches self-reflection 

and intercultural competence.’ 

However, he is also aware that international 

students need time to adapt. Getting feed-

back from him as a professor is something 

his international students have to get used 

to: ‘Some of them are flabbergasted. They 

like it, but sometimes I have to encourage 

them as well by telling them “If you don’t 

ask, I won’t know what you want. You have 

to come to me with questions”.’ Furthermore, 

he also encourages networking and social 

activities organized by student associations 

to facilitate the integration of international 

students into Dutch culture. In the begin-

ning he asks them how they are coping or 

points out specific characteristics of Dutch 

culture.

While Von Stuckrad does not think that the 

didactics used in an international classroom 

differ much from teaching a monocultural 

group of students, he has one piece of advice: 

‘Learn by doing and be curious and open to 

the experiment. This will transform your 

way of teaching quite naturally, because you 

are confronted with all these questions and 

you have to reflect on them.’ He adds that 

you cannot expect an international class-

room to be just the same as a monocultural 

one, it is important to be aware of all the 

different backgrounds. 

P r o f.  k o C k u  V o n  s t u C k r a D

‘It’s just a very good exercise, a very good 

form of confrontation, and it enriches self-

reflection and intercultural competence.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom
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Dr Robbert Maseland teaches International Economics and International 
Business – the programme’s name says it all. He teaches in an international 
classroom on a daily basis, with many students coming from countries such as 
China and Germany, as well as a number of Eastern European countries. Both 
the form and content of his classes are international. 

D r  r o B B e r t  m a s e L a n D

‘We need to think about exactly what kind 

of student we want to deliver, which parts 

of the Dutch university we really believe 

are crucial and therefore want to maintain 

and which are simply expressions of a 

biased system.’
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Dr Robbert Maseland teaches International Economics and International 
Business – the programme’s name says it all. He teaches in an international 
classroom on a daily basis, with many students coming from countries such as 
China and Germany, as well as a number of Eastern European countries. Both 
the form and content of his classes are international. 

While he does not want to make too much of 

the fact that his international students and 

Dutch students learn in an international 

classroom setting, he has observed some 

practical issues over the years. He advises 

that it is not a good idea to have all students 

of one nationality in one group. Not only will 

the learning experience be less dynamic, but 

there is also a practical reason behind this. 

Chinese students, for example, ‘tend to be 

less inclined to speak in public, to answer 

questions, to ask questions and to be active 

in discussion.’ 

That does not mean that these students are 

not sufficiently motivated, but simply that 

they have some difficulties in confronting 

their teachers, Maseland explains. There-

fore, he tries to remove this hurdle: ‘The 

only way to do this is to try to have a very 

friendly and extremely open-door policy. 

Try to counter your status as a lecturer. And 

try to present yourself as a participant in 

the discussion rather than a professor who 

knows everything.’ 

Another way to overcome this distance, as 

well as differences between international 

and Dutch students, is to provide feedback. 

‘You need to focus on different things’, he 

says. While Dutch students are usually well 

trained in giving presentations, interna-

tional students often have more in-depth 

knowledge of the content. So each group gets 

feedback according to their needs: ‘What I 

often find is that if you give them [interna-

tional students] more extensive feedback, 

then they are quite surprised. That was a 

little bit of an eye-opener for me.’ 

Maseland has also observed how some 

international students might excel in the 

reproduction of knowledge but struggle with 

more reflective thinking. To improve this he 

challenges his students a little when work-

ing on academic papers in tutorial sessions: 

‘So you have an article saying one thing and 

the professor arguing something else; some 

students get really stressed by that. But I 

think that this is good because it is the start-

ing point for thinking for yourself.’ 

In the end, what he wants to teach his stu-

dents is to have a global mind-set: ‘Be aware 

of cultural differences, be aware of institu-

tional differences, but especially be aware of 

your own biases.’ 

While Maseland sees the advantages of what 

he would prefer to call a global classroom, 

he also considers that some practical issues 

need to be improved, such as the grading 

system. The Dutch grading system is unlike 

any other, he explains: ‘We tend to give very 

low grades when compared internationally, 

which is a really big problem for students 

who want to do their Master’s elsewhere.’ 

In addition, international differences in 

semester timing can hamper students. 

Maseland explains that while studying 

abroad for a semester is part of the curricu-

lum, the semesters in each country do not 

always coincide and many students come 

back two or three weeks after the semester 

has already started in Groningen, missing 

out on important classes.

Finally, he thinks that more reflection is nec-

essary when it comes to the international-

ization of the university. Most international 

students go back to their home countries 

and in Maseland’s opinion it does not make 

sense to completely adapt these students to 

the Dutch educational system. ‘I guess the 

best way is to meet halfway’, he suggests: 

‘We need to think about exactly what kind 

of student we want to deliver, which parts 

of the Dutch university we really believe are 

crucial and therefore want to maintain and 

which are simply expressions of a biased 

system.’ 

D r  r o B B e r t  m a s e L a n D

‘We need to think about exactly what kind 

of student we want to deliver, which parts 

of the Dutch university we really believe 

are crucial and therefore want to maintain 

and which are simply expressions of a 

biased system.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



‘What I have learned is that it is not just about translating stuff into English’, 
explains Dr Nienke de Deugd, ‘but it is much more about including different 
perspectives.’ She is the programme director for undergraduate studies in 
International Relations and International Organization (IRIO), and since 2010 
her department has been fully functional as an international programme, with 
mixed groups taught in English. 

D r  n i e n k e  D e  D e u g D

‘Don’t scare them off by being too strict or 

too formal. When you are new and they are 

new it is best to try and create that open 

atmosphere.’
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‘What I have learned is that it is not just about translating stuff into English’, 
explains Dr Nienke de Deugd, ‘but it is much more about including different 
perspectives.’ She is the programme director for undergraduate studies in 
International Relations and International Organization (IRIO), and since 2010 
her department has been fully functional as an international programme, with 
mixed groups taught in English. 

In a core module, De Deugd teaches third-

year students about transformations in 

Central and Eastern Europe, attempting to 

incorporate various non-Western perspec-

tives. Last year, she had two exchange stu-

dents from Serbia who had experienced the 

NATO bombing campaigns first-hand. The 

perspectives of these students were unique 

and very helpful to the other students. In 

this case it ‘was very easy to incorporate dif-

ferent perspectives and you would be a fool 

not to.’

Generally, De Deugd tries to stimulate 

discussions in her seminars: ‘Sometimes 

I use documentaries. YouTube is great for 

this.’ However, for international students 

in particular, participation is not always 

easy. Being alone in a seminar of about 

20 students often makes them even more 

reluctant to speak up: ‘You have to ease them 

into it.’ De Deugd tries to make her students 

feel at home. She always introduces herself, 

explains where she is from, what her back-

ground is and lets her students know that 

they can always get in touch with her. She 

explains: ‘I try to chat with them. It is not al-

ways about the course per se.’ She also asks 

students what they think about Groningen 

or what bothers them. She thereby gets to 

know them a little better and ‘then hope-

fully they accept that I am not the bad guy, or 

scary like a professor you cannot approach.’ 

Being approachable also helps international 

students to cope with their new environ-

ment and especially exams. Since the inter-

nationalization of the programme, De Deugd 

has observed that international students 

have high stress levels, particularly during 

their first year: ‘They are hyper-stressed 

about exams.’ To ease their fear of failing 

exams, she always provides a few mock 

exam questions, discusses the answers in 

class and explains a few do’s and don’ts to 

improve exam performance: ‘We try to give 

them some examples so they know what it 

is like, what we expect of them, but also how 

they can meet these expectations.’

To anticipate such problems, the IRIO 

Bachelor’s programme underwent another 

important change in 2013. In the History of 

International Relations course, for example, 

a small group of 20 students will now attend 

one lecture and two seminars per week. 

Additionally, they will have three exams 

over a ten week period. In this way there 

will be more feedback opportunities for 

students. Seminars will also be offered to 

students during the second and third years 

of the Bachelor’s programme. These changes 

reflect the Groninger model, which enabled 

the IRIO department to hire new lecturers 

and develop a more hands-on approach to 

their students: ‘The idea is that when you 

sign up for a course you actually participate 

and then you also pass.’ De Deugd acknowl-

edges that this will put some extra burdens 

on lecturers. However, she thinks it will 

be worthwhile. When large groups of 250 

students only come together in a lecture set-

ting, individual students find it difficult to 

approach the lecturer to ask questions and 

this just widens the gap between lecturer 

and students even more.

To counter the formation of closed groups 

or international students feeling unwel-

come, she encourages all students to speak 

English before class and also during breaks. 

This makes it easier for international 

students to join in, but she will not force 

students to think internationally: ‘I can set 

an example, but it is up to them to follow.’

When trying to overcome international stu-

dents’ fears and problems, she would advise 

colleagues to be open: ‘Don’t scare them off 

by being too strict or too formal. When you 

are new and they are new it is best to try and 

create that open atmosphere.’

D r  n i e n k e  D e  D e u g D

‘Don’t scare them off by being too strict or 

too formal. When you are new and they are 

new it is best to try and create that open 

atmosphere.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



For Prof. Marleen Janssen, the curriculum coordinator of the Master’s in 
Communication and Deafblindness, an international programme in the 
Educational Sciences, openness and trust are the key to success. 

P r o f.  m a r L e e n  J a n s s e n

‘I tell the students from day one that they 

have to be honest and open about any 

problems they might have. I cannot see 

inside their heads.’
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For Prof. Marleen Janssen, the curriculum coordinator of the Master’s in 
Communication and Deafblindness, an international programme in the 
Educational Sciences, openness and trust are the key to success. 

Ten international students, primarily from 

Europe and Africa, participate in the pro-

gramme. Many students already work with 

deafblind people in their home countries and 

use the programme to gain additional tools 

and skills.

According to Janssen, the Master’s is the 

only programme in the world that focuses 

on communication with deafblind people. 

Because the field is so small, its orientation 

is by definition international: ‘We know each 

other and have to orient ourselves interna-

tionally in order to learn more in our field.’

What is unique about the programme is 

that the students only stay in Groningen for 

a very short period. While the programme 

extends over one year, the students only 

attend the University of Groningen for the 

first four weeks of the first semester. These 

four weeks are very intensive for both the 

students and the lecturers. After the first 

two days ‘we are like a family’, says Janssen. 

The group cohesion formed during the 

first weeks is essential for the rest of the 

programme. After these four weeks, the 

students return home and conduct their 

Master’s thesis research. Supervision of the 

individual theses generally occurs only by 

email and sometimes through telephone 

contact. In March every year the department 

also organizes a seminar on deafblindness 

with one day of supervision for the students.

According to Janssen this is not a problem 

because, due to their own international 

backgrounds and their work in the field of 

special education, the thesis supervisors are 

very sensitive to the problems that might 

arise during the writing process. 

However, she is also aware that openness 

and trust from both sides are crucial to the 

successful completion of the Master’s: ‘I tell 

the students from day one that they have to 

be honest and open about any problems they 

might have. I cannot see inside their heads.’

One problem that can arise in an interna-

tional programme such as Communica-

tion and Deafblindness concerns language 

difficulties. Janssen explains that some 

students simply do not have sufficient writ-

ing skills in English. If that is the case, she 

tries to help the students with very close 

supervision: ‘Unfortunately, I currently 

have one thesis which I will have to send to 

the language centre to ensure that the final 

outcome is good.’

Another problem she has observed concerns 

the integration of the international stu-

dents: ‘At present they only stay here for four 

weeks, but if they stayed for the entire year I 

think it would be very difficult for them.’

While Janssen thinks the Master’s pro-

gramme, with its international students 

and lecturers, comes close to what an ideal 

international classroom should look like, 

she also has a wish for the future. When the 

Master’s is reviewed in a few years time, she 

hopes to have more room in the curriculum 

to focus on the cultural diversity of the stu-

dent group. In addition, more students from 

Asia and the United States would further 

internationalize the programme. 

Ultimately, for Janssen, teaching in an 

international classroom has meant per-

sonal growth and greater awareness of the 

system she works in. In the beginning, she 

was firmly grounded in the Dutch academic 

system. Now, 8 years later, she has learned 

to be more open and also more trusting: 

‘These days I agree to thesis topics I would 

never have agreed to during the first years of 

the programme.’ 

P r o f.  m a r L e e n  J a n s s e n

‘I tell the students from day one that they 

have to be honest and open about any 

problems they might have. I cannot see 

inside their heads.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



With her long experience working in an international environment, Prof. 
Jacquelien Scherpen from the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences 
primarily sees a difference in the attitudes of international and Dutch students.

P r o f.  J a C q u e L i e n  s C H e r P e n

‘Ideally, international students would 

mingle well with the Dutch students and, 

as they remain strongly motivated, they 

also encourage the Dutch students to be 

more motivated.’
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With her long experience working in an international environment, Prof. 
Jacquelien Scherpen from the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences 
primarily sees a difference in the attitudes of international and Dutch students.

‘My own experience with international stu-

dents, at least at the Master’s phase, is that 

they are very motivated and in that sense 

work harder than the average Dutch student. 

After all, they have made an effort and taken 

the risk to leave their home to study in the 

Netherlands.’ According to Scherpen, stu-

dents from abroad not only ask more ques-

tions, but also always attend the lectures, 

while Dutch students have a tendency to 

skip classes: ‘International students are the 

most active.’

In an ideal international classroom, Scher-

pen expects that this high level of motiva-

tion would also spread to the rest of the 

class: ‘Ideally, international students would 

mingle well with the Dutch students and, as 

they remain strongly motivated, they would 

also encourage the Dutch students to be 

more motivated.’ 

Scherpen considers the international class-

room to be very enriching and hopes that 

her Dutch students also appreciate this. In 

an international group, students learn to 

respect each other and discover that they 

might have different viewpoints on things. 

She adds that ‘the Dutch perspective should 

also be enriching for an international stu-

dent, there should be mutual interaction.’ 

Strong international students can also add 

much to the discussion in class and even 

function as examples for others. 

However, in general, Scherpen does not 

overly focus on the different cultural 

backgrounds of her students. She consid-

ers that mathematics is a global language 

which does not differ much across the globe, 

although you do need to adapt to all of your 

students. 

Nevertheless, practical aspects of the inter-

national classroom, such as lecturer-student 

communication or the grading system, do 

require Scherpen’s attention. 

She has observed that some international 

students have difficulties in admitting that 

they do not understand things: ‘They say 

they understand, but they don’t. I try to tell 

them to be straightforward on this.’ She 

encourages them to be honest, rather than 

walking away without a clue. 

Another concern is the grading system. 

Because Erasmus students, in particular, 

receive their degrees from a university other 

than the University of Groningen, Scher-

pen tries to adapt her grades for MSc thesis 

projects to these other systems: ‘I find out 

which country they come from and what the 

rules are there and then give them a grade 

according to those rules.’ She often uses her 

international network and talks to supervi-

sors from other universities.

For the future, Scherpen hopes that the 

housing situation for international stu-

dents is improved. Of course, housing is not 

directly related to the international class-

room, but she thinks that bad housing is a 

source of frustration and wasted energy. She 

concludes: ‘It is also about making them feel 

welcome, I think. This is important for how 

they feel about their education as well as the 

way they start to get involved in student life.’ 

P r o f.  J a C q u e L i e n  s C H e r P e n

‘Ideally, international students would 

mingle well with the Dutch students and, 

as they remain strongly motivated, they 

also encourage the Dutch students to be 

more motivated.’

2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



T
ea

ch
in

g 
in

 A
ct

io
n

D
r

 n
ie

n
k

e
 D

e
 D

e
u

g
D

34



2014  |  400 yearswww.rug.nl/internationalclassroom



For Dr John Morijn, lecturer in European human rights law in the Faculty of Law, 
one of the challenges of the international classroom is to bridge the divisions in 
the levels of engagement and the expectations of students from diverse cultural 
and educational backgrounds so as to create the best learning environment for 
all.

D r  J o H n  m o r i J n

‘Don’t be afraid to ask for feedback [from 

students] or just have a little chat in the 

break to ask how the things that you said 

landed and so understand as quickly as 

possible how you have come across.’
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For Dr John Morijn, lecturer in European human rights law in the Faculty of Law, 
one of the challenges of the international classroom is to bridge the divisions in 
the levels of engagement and the expectations of students from diverse cultural 
and educational backgrounds so as to create the best learning environment for 
all.

Throughout his years of teaching, Morijn 

has adopted several strategies to overcome 

these difficulties. First, he explains to his 

students why discussion in his lectures is 

essential. However, it is also about his own 

awareness: ‘If two people have their hands 

raised, I always make sure that I give the 

floor to the one who has not spoken yet, to 

really facilitate them in speaking.’

A second strategy he uses to get his students 

involved in the discussion is to use YouTube 

films with English subtitles so everybody 

has access to the same level of information. 

Morijn also invites the students to sit at the 

front of the classroom: ‘Typically there is a 

bit of a tendency with people to sit all the 

way up the back and that basically signals, 

“I am just here to listen, I don’t want to 

participate”.’ However, Morijn thinks that 

students learn better and remember things 

more easily if they are actively involved in 

the classroom. 

Another challenge in every international 

classroom is expectation management. To 

bridge different expectations Morijn tries to 

be very explicit about what he expects from 

his students: ‘In almost every class, I say 

something about the materials that they 

should use; what I expect from the exam 

questions.’ He also gives students a couple 

of sample exam questions so that they know 

what to expect.

However, the international classroom also 

requires additional effort from the lecturer. 

Throughout his course, he emphasizes that 

it is the students’ responsibility to cover all 

the material. His task is to explain the main 

elements of the material to them and to 

facilitate discussion, so his preparation for 

class is quite extensive. He also starts every 

year anew, looking for fresh ideas about how 

he will present the course. He finds that ‘if 

you are enthusiastic about it, you can radiate 

this, and that’s important in an interna-

tional classroom.’

In an ideal international classroom, 

students would really develop the specific 

aspects of themselves that they have not yet 

developed: ‘For Dutch students it is often a 

real capacity for reflection and being open to 

other interpretations that are outside their 

comfort zone, while for the international 

students it is more the opposite. It is more 

about really learning that what you want 

to be doing at the Master’s level is to think 

creatively yourself.’

To bring them closer to this ideal, Morijn 

has simple advice to lecturers: ‘Don’t be 

afraid to ask for feedback [from students] 

or just have a little chat in the break to ask 

how the things that you said landed and so 

understand as quickly as possible how you 

have come across.’ He adds, ‘and perhaps 

be realistic about what you want to achieve; 

it is better to teach five cases well than ten 

superficially.’ 

D r  J o H n  m o r i J n

‘Don’t be afraid to ask for feedback [from 

students] or just have a little chat in the 

break to ask how the things that you said 

landed and so understand as quickly as 

possible how you have come across.’
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Dr Louise Meijering, lecturer in the Faculty of Spatial Sciences in the Master’s in 
Population Studies and the Research Master’s in Regional Studies programmes, 
knows that transparency and time investment are crucial in making an 
international classroom a success.

D r  L o u i s e  m e i J e r i n g

‘It is nice to work with these groups, 

and most people are very eager to learn, 

open to news things and try very hard.’
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Dr Louise Meijering, lecturer in the Faculty of Spatial Sciences in the Master’s in 
Population Studies and the Research Master’s in Regional Studies programmes, 
knows that transparency and time investment are crucial in making an 
international classroom a success.

During the Research Process course, a joint 

course for both Master’s programmes, 

Meijering realized that the international 

students in particular have very different 

ideas about how to conduct research. She 

explains that students coming from abroad 

do not always find the Dutch way of doing re-

search easy to understand: ‘My approach is 

really to coach the students and ask a lot of 

questions and try to make them think about 

issues that they might encounter during 

the research. I have noticed that this works 

really well with some people, but some really 

have to get used to this approach.’ 

To facilitate this adaptation, Meijering also 

modifies her teaching methods to address 

the needs of her culturally diverse group: ‘I 

try to be very explicit and transparent about 

what I expect from them and why I expect it.’ 

However, she also realized that getting to 

know the students a little better helps her 

assist them in successfully negotiating 

between their own backgrounds and the 

academic requirements of a Dutch univer-

sity. Therefore, she now spends more time in 

the introductory phase on everyone getting 

to know each other better.

‘I ask them to all introduce themselves, 

explain where they are from and what their 

background is and also something about 

themselves that is not related to the course. 

Then we all have an idea of who everybody 

is.’ In addition, the department organizes 

informal get-togethers of staff and students 

at the beginning of each year. Meijering 

thinks that this helps students feel at home 

because they learn how staff and students 

interact with each other and realize staff are 

easy to approach. A challenge that Meijering 

particularly sees at the beginning are the dif-

ferences in the levels of class participation. 

While students from a Western context and 

with English as their native language tend to 

dominate class discussions, others feel very 

uncomfortable expressing themselves. As 

an incentive to contribute in class, participa-

tion is part of the final grade. 

However, she also uses feedback, which 

students must give each other in small 

groups of three which facilitate discussion, 

encourages engagement with the course ma-

terial and tries to make use of the students’ 

different backgrounds. This is what contrib-

utes to the added value of an international 

classroom: ‘Everybody really contributes 

their own ideas and expertise. They com-

ment on each other’s research ideas and 

bring in things from their own background.’ 

Moreover, Meijering appreciates the attitude 

of the international students: ‘It is nice to 

work with these groups, and most people 

are very eager to learn, open to new things 

and try very hard.’ The added value is also 

present outside the classroom. She explains: 

‘I think everybody can learn more from each 

other. Not just with regard to the course, but 

over a coffee, talking about their different 

backgrounds, learning from each other in 

that way.’ 

Without the support of higher structures, 

such as an international curriculum or an 

internationally oriented faculty, she consid-

ers that the international classroom would 

be hard to realize: ‘It’s also important that 

the international classroom, about which we 

are talking now, is embedded in these higher 

level structures that facilitate the interna-

tional classroom on the smaller scale’, she 

concludes. 

D r  L o u i s e  m e i J e r i n g

‘It is nice to work with these groups, 

and most people are very eager to learn, 

open to news things and try very hard.’

‘It is nice to work with these groups, 
and most people are very eager to learn, 
open to news things and try very hard.’
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‘We can only benefi t from having different perspectives, and different 
perspectives mean people from other countries of course, but also people from 
this country with different cultural backgrounds.’ For Rosalind Franklin fellow 
Catarina Dutilh Novaes this means that inclusiveness at different levels is 
essential for successful teaching.

D r  C ata r i n a  D u t i L H  n o Va e s

‘Just try to use examples that speak to 

a wide range of people, which don’t 

specifi cally require background knowledge 

of Dutch culture.’
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‘We can only benefit from having different perspectives, and different 
perspectives mean people from other countries of course, but also people from 
this country with different cultural backgrounds.’ For Rosalind Franklin fellow 
Catarina Dutilh Novaes this means that inclusiveness at different levels is 
essential for successful teaching.

According to Dutilh Novaes, the interna-

tional classroom that she would prefer to 

call an ‘inclusive classroom’ benefits from 

the different perspectives involved: ‘If every-

body has the same cultural background, the 

discussion can become very limited, because 

then you discuss experiences as though 

they were universal; but it is just that these 

values are shared by this group of people’, 

she explains. 

Accordingly, for an international classroom 

to be a success it should consist of as many 

different dimensions as possible, not only 

recognizing different nationalities but also 

gender differences, those with disabilities or 

those coming from different ethnic back-

grounds within the Netherlands. Her own 

intercultural experiences have helped her 

to teach a diverse group of students. Dutilh 

Novaes uses simple methods to create a 

welcoming atmosphere and to overcome the 

differences between the individual students. 

One tip she shares concerns the choice of 

examples: ‘Just try to use examples that 

speak to a wide range of people, which don’t 

specifically require background knowledge 

of Dutch culture.’ This ensures that inter-

national students are not excluded simply 

because they do not understand what the 

example refers to.

Dutilh Novaes uses student presentations in 

particular to improve participation and in-

teraction in the classroom. While she under-

stands that standing in front of a class can 

be frightening, especially for international 

students who do not know all the cultural 

rules of their new host country, her experi-

ence is that presentations make it easier for 

other students to participate. A positive side 

effect is that the distance between her as a 

lecturer and them as students decreases. 

Starting the discussion of a text with very 

open questions such as, ‘What is your im-

pression?’, also facilitates participation. 

To avoid unfairness in calling on people to 

speak up or answer a question, she uses a 

bingo ball system. In this way she en-

sures that students are chosen randomly, 

something that they also think is fun. She 

explains that lecturers, of course, also have 

preconceptions about people, so to avoid 

overly focusing on a specific group that 

catches her attention she uses methods such 

as this.

In addition, Dutilh Novaes also thinks that 

transparency is important. At one point 

she encountered a situation in which some 

students refused to prepare for class, so 

she took the time to explain why thorough 

preparation was important. She told the 

class: ‘I depend on your preparation for the 

seminar to work and I don’t think it is fair 

that some people do the preparation and oth-

ers don’t and that these people then benefit 

from it.’ By making the effort to explain the 

reasons behind her decisions, they become 

more acceptable to the students. 

In conclusion, she offers an example of what 

an international classroom might look like. 

In one of her Greek philosophy classes, she 

had a Greek student whose knowledge of the 

language greatly enriched the class. Because 

of his deep background knowledge he added 

a lot to the discussion, and the entire class, 

including herself, benefited from this.

D r  C ata r i n a  D u t i L H  n o Va e s

‘Just try to use examples that speak to 

a wide range of people, which don’t 

specifically require background knowledge 

of Dutch culture.’
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