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Foreword
This brochure is the third in a series 

focussing on experiences with 

internationalization at the University of 

Groningen within the wider context of the 

International Classroom. After stories 

from teachers and students, it is now time 

to hear the voices of our support staff. 

The environment in higher education has 

been changing rapidly through 

globalization and an increasing strategic 

importance in internationalization. 

For students and staff, this has major 

implications. The International 

Classroom project, based on international 

research and local evidence, has developed 

tools and resources for staff and students 

to work and study effectively within this 

increasingly multicultural and 

multilingual environment. An example is 

the recently established Language and 

Culture policy.  Supporting this policy, the 

Language Centre, which has compiled and 

edited this booklet, is a driver of 

internationalization offering expert 

language and intercultural communication 

support to staff across all faculties, 

departments and levels of the university. 

At the University of Groningen, 

approximately 23% of students now have 

a non-Dutch nationality, as have 30% of 

our academic staff. Although the support 

staff is still very Dutch, the university is 

continually stimulating more diversity. 

The support staff work in an environment 

with an increasingly diverse student 

population and with faculties in different 

stages and contexts of 

internationalization. 

In this brochure members of the support 

staff speak about their experiences with 

groups of students and staff. As the staff 

work across different faculties and 

departments their roles and perspectives 

are fascinatingly different. One aspect is 

common in all of their stories: they are all 

enthusiastic about their increasingly 

international work environment. 

The essence of their experiences seems to 

be that it is stimulating to work with other 

people who behave in a slightly different 

way and often have different expectations. 

It takes awareness, time and skills to 

uncover these unknown expectations and 

to learn from each other. 

With tailor-made support and in an open 

environment, the experience of working 

with students and staff from different 

cultural and educational backgrounds 

offers all staff members a better 

understanding. 

 In addition, the environment itself 

provides a better understanding of our 

own cultural and educational background 

and makes those things that are 

characteristic of a Dutch university 

culture or even our university academic 

culture more explicit. 

As the HR Director of the University of 

Groningen, I hope these intercultural 

encounters will improve both the 

experience of working at- as well as the 

performance of the University of 

Groningen.  Situated in Groningen, which 

has proved to be a very attractive city to 

reside in for international students and 

staff, the university is inclusive and 

welcoming. This enables all of us to move 

beyond our “comfort zones” and further 

build our organization, education and 

research.   

I would like to thank all interviewees for 

their time and willingness to share their 

experiences with us. I hope you will enjoy 

reading this brochure as much as I did.

Marion Stolp, HR Director,  

University of Groningen
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CALLISTA JIPPES & JASPER BUURMANCALLISTA JIPPES & JASPER BUURMAN

‘Mixing cultures is benefi cial. It adds 
different perspectives of looking at 

things and I think this is very important 
for education and life in general.’
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words. I always thought I was Dutch, but 

now I feel more Asian.’

Different perspectives

She continues by explaining how meeting 

people from different cultures can make 

you more aware of your own background. 

She can clearly see how Dutch students 

are getting to know themselves by 

meeting other students from various 

backgrounds. 

‘Many Dutch students, I think, are a little 

spoiled with all the material amenities 

they have. They have so many possibilities, 

but because of these possibilities, it is 

difficult for them to focus on what they 

really want, or to be motivated to get the 

best out of themselves. I have seen 

students who, coming 

from countries that 

have been at war for 

years, really appreciate 

all these possibilities. 

So it’s also good for the 

Dutch students to see 

that not to everyone is 

studying as normal as 

it appears to us.’

Buurman completely 

agrees. ‘Mixing cultures is beneficial. It 

adds different perspectives of looking at 

things and I think that this is very 

important for education and life in 

general.’

from the international master in Media 

Studies to the field of video editing. 

‘During these video editing sessions, 

I have noticed that with international 

students, I have to explain the technical 

details a little bit more thoroughly as they 

come from such a variety of backgrounds. 

Having to speak in English while bearing 

in mind the different backgrounds of the 

group requires skill, but at the same time 

triggers you to develop those skills.’

Jippes believes that 

her Indonesian 

background has also 

helped her in 

understanding these 

cultural differences. 

She was born and 

raised in the 

Netherlands, but 

discovered, when she 

travelled to Asia, how 

much influence her 

roots have had on her way of 

communicating. In the Phillipines, locals 

said they could tell that Jippes was more 

like them than other tourists. ‘I wasn’t a 

foreigner there, I was mixing in without 

Intercultural communication

Jippes works as an Audiovisual 

Technician at the AV service desk and 

among her other tasks assists students 

with their video and audio assignments. 

Of all the international students that have 

found their way to the service desk for 

help, she specifically remembers a student 

from Southeast Asia with whom 

communication was initially quite 

difficult. 

‘I didn’t understand her tone of voice and 

she didn’t understand mine’, she explains. 

‘When students from, for example, Russia 

or Asia ask you to do something, it 

sometimes can feel like they’re forcing you 

to help instead of asking you. But in the 

end, when you become familiar with who 

they are, working together is not a 

problem. Sometimes when things are 

difficult in the beginning you put more 

effort in understanding each other.’ 

Learning from experience

Buurman also meets many international 

students and lecturers and notices how he 

and the students learn from these 

experiences. As an example he explains 

that he regularly introduces the students 

Over the years that Callista Jippes and Jasper Buurman have been working at the 
audiovisual department of the Faculty of Arts and Law, they have noticed a 
considerable growth in the number of international students and staff 
throughout the university. Because of that, they have also noticed how they 
themselves have adapted to working with these different nationalities. 

‘So it is good for the  
Dutch students to see  
that not to everyone  

is studying as normal  
as it appears to us.’

Callista Jippes & Jasper Buurman
Audiovisual Technicians at the AV Department, Faculty of Arts and Law
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‘It’s a wonderful opportunity for 
us to broaden our horizons and to 

work with people from so many 
different countries.’
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really goal-oriented in the Netherlands and 

want to have direct, immediate results, 

whereas in other countries, they are much 

more interested in taking the time to 

actually learn from each other. It was really 

good for me that through this experience 

I have learned to be more patient.’ 

Room for improvement

By nature, the HR department of the 

University of Groningen is Dutch. The 

university is linked with Dutch legislation 

and the HR policy is bound to Dutch law. 

Nonetheless, Tamminga thinks it is also 

important to have more international staff 

within her own department. 

While hiring new 

international staff 

could be one solution, 

Tamminga also 

suggests that having 

visiting staff from other countries, 

organizing international internships or 

exchange weeks are effective ways to 

internationalize the staff. 

Tamminga knows that there is still need for 

improvement, but she feels certain that 

internationalization is the right path to 

choose. ‘Sometimes, because of work 

pressure, we forget about the advantages, 

but actually it’s a wonderful opportunity for 

us to broaden our horizons and to work with 

people from so many different countries.’ 

Leadership program of the U4

For Tamminga, an opportunity to learn 

from other universities is through the 

organization of the leadership program of 

the U4 network together with three 

HR-partners from other universities. 

The U4 is a strategic partnership between 

the universities of Ghent, Göttingen, 

Groningen and 

Üppsala through 

collaboration in 

international 

projects and joint 

initiatives in higher education, research 

and institutional management. In this 

leadership program, within one and a half 

years five top level leaders from each 

university travel every four to five months 

to one of the universities in the network to 

share experiences and attend lectures on 

leadership issues.

Tamminga recalls: ‘For me, organizing and 

facilitating this program is a positive 

experience, because of what I have 

discovered about my own culture. We are 

Inclusiveness of the organization

The ‘inclusiveness of the organization’ is 

especially important to Tamminga. She 

explains that according to her, not all parts 

of the university are sufficiently 

international yet. ‘Most support staff are 

born and brought up in the Netherlands 

and live and work solely in a Dutch 

environment. It’s important, therefore, 

to be sensitive to the idea that we all wear 

cultural glasses.’ 

On the other hand, Tamminga is aware of 

how big the changes are for some of the 

support staff members. That is why she 

believes it is important to offer staff 

training, not just courses, but also on the 

job and encourage everyone to have an 

open mind and participate in international 

projects. To further improve the 

international environment of the 

university, Tamminga’s advice is to ‘look 

at your own university through different 

eyes and to be willing to learn from each 

other’. 

With more than a decade of experience working for the Human Resources 
department of the University of Groningen, Dicky Tamminga has seen many 
changes happening as a result of the internationalization efforts throughout the 
university. In her current position as a senior policy advisor and program 
manager on leadership and talent development, Tamminga enjoys being able to 
exchange her experiences with colleagues from other universities. 

‘It’s important to be sensitive 
to the idea that we all wear 

cultural glasses.’

Dicky Tamminga
Policy Advisor on Leadership and Talent Development at the Office of the University
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or Africa. It’s harder to find your way in a 

different culture and I made these weird 

mistakes such as drinking a pack of coffee 

milk because I thought it was normal 

milk. These kind of mistakes can be rather 

amusing, but when they become bigger 

they can cause serious problems.’

Reaching more international students

To better reach the international students, 

the SSC plans to take two measures. First, 

as Uildriks explains, the idea is to not only 

have open office hours at the SSC in the 

city centre, but also at the Zernike 

complex because many international 

students follow programs there. Secondly, 

‘we would like to collaborate more closely 

with the faculties, because they have 

access to the international students. We 

have the knowledge about studying and 

study-related problems, so that is 

something we will focus on.’

Personally, Uildriks very much enjoys 

working together with students. ‘They 

come to me when they have a problem or 

something that they want to change 

themselves. That makes it very easy for 

me to work with them.’ Thinking about the 

international students, he smiles. ‘With 

them, it takes more effort to understand 

the difficulties, but I like that challenge, as 

it is a positive challenge.’  

Finding the best solution

Uildriks recalls: ‘At first, we just 

translated the study skills course into 

English, but not many students showed 

up. So we quickly discovered that just 

translating Dutch course material into 

English and offering exactly the same 

course didn’t work. We have been 

experimenting with it over the years to 

find the best solution.’ 

Looking specifically at the study skills 

courses, Uildriks is convinced that if 

Dutch students already face difficulties in 

their studies, international students 

surely must have problems as well. 

‘They come from 

entirely different 

educational 

backgrounds and might 

find it difficult to 

understand what 

happens in the Dutch 

classroom.’ 

‘I experienced this myself when I travelled 

to Australia for a year, where I worked and 

lived for three months in one place, and 

also when I was travelling in Canada, Asia 

Opportunity to grow

For Uildriks, the internationalization effort 

of the university is a major opportunity to 

grow not only in terms of numbers and 

financially, but also through knowledge. 

Although he believes that the university 

already does many things ‘pretty well’ in 

terms of internationalization, he would like 

to attract more international students to 

the SSC. ‘I would like to see more 

international students gain an even better 

understanding about what they are going 

through and the difficulties they encounter 

in order to help them more and offer them 

better advice.’ 

When he started 

working at the SSC, 

‘internationalization 

wasn’t an issue at all’. 

But slowly the first 

international students 

asked the centre for 

help and about 12 

years ago the team 

around Uildriks decided that these 

international students should benefit from 

the SSC’s trainings, courses and services 

just like the Dutch students had enjoyed.

Erwin Uildriks has been a trainer in study skills at the SSC for more than 16 years 
now and has noticed the necessity to adapt his training in order to be able to 
encourage international students to participate. This, he says, requires a 
different way of working and a different way of thinking.

‘I would like to see more 
international students  

gain an even better 
understanding about what 

they are going through.’

Erwin Uildriks
Trainer/Psychologist at the Student Service Centre (SSC)
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‘They come from entirely different 
educational backgrounds and might 
fi nd it diffi cult to understand what 
happens in the Dutch classroom.’
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FIORELLA BRUSTOLINFIORELLA BRUSTOLIN

‘Sometimes you understand things 
much faster. There is a fl exibility that 
you accumulate in the years of trying 

to fi t into another culture. It’s like 
continuously polishing a knife to get 

it sharper and sharper.’
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here for five years instead of just two,’ she 

laughs. ‘During these times of changes 

and developments, it’s important to keep 

in touch with students and teaching staff, 

especially for someone like me who is 

working at the middle management level. 

After all, they are the ones we are working 

for.’

Increased flexibility

In dealing with the challenges of the 

‘tsunami’, as she describes the enormous 

developments at the faculty, Brustolin 

believes her own international 

background has proven to be very helpful. 

‘Sometimes I understand things much 

more easily. There is a flexibility that you 

accumulate during the years of trying to fit 

into another culture. It’s like continuously 

polishing a knife to get it sharper and 

sharper. This increased flexibility is very 

helpful when you have such a coordinating 

job.’

And this flexibility seems to be a 

necessary asset, since the faculty is 

planning even more changes in the near 

future. ‘We will develop new strategies 

and, among other things, redesign the 

profile of the Master’s degree programs.’ 

But in the end all she can say is that she is 

energized by these changes. ‘The new 

things are the most exciting’, she smiles.

might be fruitful for other faculties of 

the University of Groningen as well. 

In addition, Brustolin also manages 

scholarship programs, which are tailored 

specifically to her faculty.

Major developments

In the two years since Brustolin began 

working as a policy advisor, two major 

developments have changed the entire 

outlook of the faculty. Firstly, the 

exchange 

administration was 

centralized into the 

Faculty Exchange 

Office and at the same 

time 10 international 

bachelor programs 

have been introduced. 

‘It is still a very 

dynamic momentum 

and we undertake 

many new projects. There was nothing 

before and the speed now is seriously fast. 

Sometimes I feel like I have been working 

Crucial processes

Brustolin’s daily job is to advise on and 

manage a wide range of activities. First of 

all, she takes care of the development and 

implementation of the management’s 

policy and is involved in the creation of 

(strategic) partnerships. ‘However, a 

considerable part of my work consists of 

overseeing the two crucial 

internationalization processes: 

admissions and exchange. I am the 

Faculty Liaison 

Officer for the central 

Admissions Office 

and therefore also 

the contact person, 

internally, for all the 

admissions boards of 

the different degree 

programmes.’ 

She also advises the 

faculty board on 

recruitment and target countries that are 

particularly interesting for the faculty. She 

explains that these sorts of collaborations 

In the last two years, the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences has 
undergone major changes to strengthen its internationalization efforts. As the 
Policy Advisor on Internationalization at the faculty, Italian-born Fiorella 
Brustolin has been at the forefront of this change. ‘Internationalization is my 
job’, she enthusiastically explains. It has been a challenge for her and her 
colleagues, but has also been very exciting, as Brustolin recalls.

‘During these times of 
changes and developments, 

it’s important to keep in touch 
with students and teaching 
staff, especially for someone 

like me, working at the middle 
management level. After 

all, they are the ones we are 
working for.’

Fiorella Brustolin
Policy Advisor on Internationalization at the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences
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ANJE DIJKANJE DIJK

‘Part of internationalization is to 
recognize the importance of language 

skills and to emphasize that in a 
truly international university, skills 

to handle cultural differences are 
indispensable.’
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and the cultural glasses you wear, define 

how you relate to colleagues and students. It 

defines your concept of time, your concept of 

the space around you, but also the concept of 

who is important, who is in charge and how 

to get things done’. 

Inspired by richness

For Dijk, her ideal international university 

is a place where, walking through the 

corridors, she hears many different 

languages being spoken, a university 

where students and staff from different 

backgrounds feel welcome and supported 

and where they can thrive, because they 

are inspired by richness of different ways 

of looking at the world. 

‘The biggest challenge to me, as director of 

the Language Centre but also as an 

employee in a more and more international 

working environment, is to convince 

colleagues of the fact that language and 

culture skills go hand in hand and that an 

open mind and willingness to try to 

understand where differences come from 

enriches your life. People from different 

cultures learn things in different ways. For 

example, in China memorization is the most 

pronounced way to study a language which 

is very unlike here in the west where the 

onus is placed on free speech as a tool for 

remembering vocabulary and grammar’.

As Charlemagne once famously said: ‘to 

have a second language is to have a second 

soul’. This is backed up by Dijk: ‘In today’s 

ever expanding global economy, learning a 

second or even a third language is a vital 

21st century skill.’

established its own corporate vision in line 

with the university’s policy. ‘Our main goal 

is that language skills and cultural 

differences should never stand in the way 

when staff or students work, teach or study.’

Language and culture

One of the aspects that most intrigues Dijk 

in the internationalization process is the 

deeply rooted relationship between language 

and culture. For her, the implications of 

language being completely entwined in 

culture, with regards to teaching and 

language policy, are far reaching. 

‘Teachers must be 

aware of the impact 

that cultural 

background and 

language usage have on 

their teaching, choose culturally appropriate 

teaching styles and make use of cultural 

differences to promote understanding 

instead of misconceptions or prejudices. The 

Language Policy must be used to create 

awareness and understandings of cultural 

diversity. And I mean not only big 

differences like, for example, those between 

Chinese and Dutch. Where you come from 

‘When I started at the Language Centre, 

internationalization was often seen as just 

ensuring that lecturers who had to teach in 

English had a suitable level of English and 

making sure that foreign, mostly German 

students, coming to Groningen to study 

psychology through Dutch, were well 

prepared to follow the study in Dutch.’

Importance of language skills

‘Nowadays, internationalization is so 

much more. I am very pleased that within 

the International Classroom project, a 

Language and Culture policy has finally 

been established for 

the whole academic 

community. Part of 

internationalization, 

in my opinion, is to 

recognize the 

importance of language skills and to 

emphasize that in a truly international 

university, skills to handle cultural 

differences are indispensable. And of 

course, in line with that, that tailor-made 

language and intercultural support is 

offered to everyone within the university 

who needs support in one way or another.’

Two years ago the Language Centre 

Anje Dijk 
Director of the University Language Centre

Anje Dijk has been at the helm of the University’s Language Centre since 2004 
and has vividly noticed how the internationalization efforts throughout the 
university have put the wind into the sails of her organization. What started out 
in the 1980s as an almost one-man band relying on the help of a few freelancers, 
the Language Centre today employs almost 100 teaching, translation and 
administrative staff and offers courses in more than 25 languages. 

‘Teachers must be aware 
of the impact that cultural 
background and language 

usage have on their teaching.’
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INA HOFSTEEINA HOFSTEE

‘Almost every problem can be 
solved. Perhaps not in the way it 
was expected, but you can often 

fi nd a solution.’
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‘Almost every problem can be solved. 

Perhaps not in the way it was expected, 

but you can often find a solution.’

Improving the HR department

The HR department is constantly 

improving its services. For example, there 

is now a welcoming ceremony for 

international staff and their partners and 

an information fair and an HR service 

desk. ‘In 2014 we also established 

Partnersupport, which improves the 

service for the spouses of our new 

colleagues, who have to start a new life 

here as well.’

For the future, Hofstee would like to 

become more 

involved in the labour 

market in the 

northern provinces of 

the Netherlands. 

‘I think it is a very 

important issue, 

specifically finding 

jobs for researchers who are here for a 

short period of time and for spouses who 

are moving along. We have to offer 

information, build relationships and 

network more.’ Looking back, Hofstee 

knows that the situation has already 

improved significantly, but ‘there is 

always something to wish for’, she smiles. 

Trouble-shooter for every occasion

Part of the Hofstee service is to 

troubleshoot the problems international 

staff members face. ‘Everybody can come 

to me and I will do my utmost to sort out 

the problems, no matter how small, how 

simple or how big they might be.’ To solve 

the problem, Hofstee is in regular contact 

with other HR colleagues, international 

staff members, the Language Centre and 

other departments, 

but also with 

institutions such as 

the municipality of 

Groningen, 

International 

Welcome Center 

North, Talent and 

Career Center, career advisors, schools and 

real-estate agents. 

For Hofstee, giving up is not an option. 

‘I never take no for an answer,’ she says 

and her eyes glisten with determination. 

She explains that sometimes bureaucracy 

takes its toll, but she always finds a way. 

Customization of the HR service

When in 2010 Hofstee was asked if she 

would like to improve the service for 

international staff, she was ‘thrilled.’ 

Seeing herself as a pioneer, Hofstee 

started off by interviewing international 

staff as well as Dutch employees and 

asked about their experiences and what 

they needed. Many internationals told her 

they were overwhelmed by the wealth of 

information on the university website. 

‘They said the information was very 

general and that it was hard to find the 

information that was relevant to them.  

So this led me to draw up a list of 

problems I wanted to solve.’ 

‘Although there is a lot of information on 

the new website, when international staff 

come to us, the experts, they want a special 

service. They are looking for answers to 

very specific questions and how to adapt 

the general information to their personal 

situation.’ In order to customize the HR 

service, everyone in the department 

contributed in his or her own way.

Ina Hofstee and her colleagues are constantly developing and improving the 
services the university offers to international staff, but most importantly, staff 
are always welcome to ask for advice from the International Staff Advisor of the 
university. Or trouble-shooter for every occasion, as Hofstee lightheartedly 
describes the job herself.

‘In 2014 we also  
established Partnersupport, 
which improves the service 
for the spouses of our new 

colleagues, who have to start 
a new life here as well.’

Ina Hofstee
International Staff Advisor at the Office of the University
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INE NOBENINE NOBEN

‘It really helps to enhance the quality of the educational 
system as a whole. Students are mobile, we are in a 
mobile world, research is mobile, everything moves, 

so we cannot shelter the university from this.’
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staff and students. Maybe lecturers feel a 

bit insecure about their use of English, but 

I don’t think that they have a structural 

language problem.’ 

Different language problems

Noben herself feels confident when 

teaching in English, but because she is 

from Flanders, Noben has very different 

language problems than those 

encountered by many other international 

employees. During her first weeks of 

training, she realized that although she 

speaks and understands Dutch, the words 

Dutch people use differ a lot from her own 

vocabulary. She laughs, ‘In Flanders we 

use the polite form of verbs and 

prepositions more often. Here, many 

colleagues say “You don’t have to be that 

polite.” It’s not that I use it on purpose 

because I want to be polite, it’s just part of 

my language and I really have to think 

about that sometimes.’ 

Given her own experiences in the 

international classroom, Noben is 

absolutely certain of the importance of 

internationalization for the university. 

‘It really helps to enhance the quality of 

the educational system as a whole. 

Students are mobile, we are in a mobile 

world, research is mobile, everything 

moves, so we cannot shelter the university 

from this.’ 

and to reflect on their teaching and 

assessment methods. This motivates me 

in turn, because I can help to optimize 

quality or at least contribute to that.’ 

Find a balance

Discussing internationalization and 

particularly working with an international 

classroom, Noben doesn’t feel any 

resistance from the lecturers in making it 

work. However, what many lecturers do 

mention to her is that they do not always 

see how internationalization fits into their 

schedules. ‘They have to find a balance 

between teaching and research.’ To solve 

this problem, ESI attempts to discover 

more innovative 

methods to help 

lecturers to reflect on 

their work, such as 

online discussions in 

the evening after work. 

On the other hand, teaching in English, for 

example, does not seem to be a problem at 

all. ‘I think the Language Centre is helping 

significantly with the level of English of 

Quality is crucial

Noben explains how she facilitates 

lecturers and PhD candidates on 

structuring their courses, how to give 

feedback or how to cater especially for the 

needs of international students. The fact 

that Noben teaches lecturers how to teach 

is ironic. She smiles, ‘I come from a family 

of teachers, so both my grandparents and 

parents were teachers and I always said I 

didn’t want to work in academia.’ But here 

she is at the University of Groningen 

pursuing a career in education.

For Noben, quality of education is crucial. 

Internationalization of higher education, 

according to her, is 

not a goal in itself, 

but ‘a means to 

achieve better quality 

of education’. She is 

therefore very happy 

about the university 

teaching qualification (UTQ) which goes a 

long way to ensuring such quality. ‘The 

university really tries to involve all the 

lecturers in considering how they teach 

An internship in Paris, an Erasmus semester in London and two months 
volunteering in Cambodia – these are just a few stops on Ine Noben’s path of 
international experiences. Although Noben is only in her twenties, she now 
works as a teacher trainer at the Educational Support and Innovation 
Department (ESI) and shares her rich experience when providing training 
courses about the international classroom. 

‘The university really tries 
to involve all the lecturers in 

considering how they teach and 
to reflect on their teaching and 

assessment methods.’

Ine Noben 
Teacher Trainer at the Educational Support and Innovation Department
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JENNY HILLJENNY HILL

‘We have people from India, 
Romania and Germany, so it’s 

very easy to fi t in here because it’s an 
all-English department.’
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American students who often pay off their 

student loans for the rest of their lives. 

She shrugs her shoulders: ‘Dutch students 

don’t realize how lucky they are. Some 

don’t take their education seriously 

because they don’t have to pay for it. Some 

of our teachers get so upset about this. 

They want dedication, but they can’t get it 

and that’s sad.’ 

In the end, the 

internationalization 

efforts of the 

university have 

created a perfect job 

for Hill and she is always happy to give 

something back by helping her colleagues 

to improve their English. Before she 

rushes back to her office, Hill smiles: ‘We 

try to do as much as we can do to support 

our staff and whatever they need. Just ask 

if I can do it and I will.’ 

really should attempt 

to learn the language 

because otherwise 

you will be behind in 

multiple things.’ 

Internationalization in the US

Comparing the internationalization 

efforts of the University of Groningen with 

broader trends in the United States, Hill 

thinks her home country is falling behind. 

‘In the United States you are encouraged 

to buy American, stay American and not to 

take your company out of America, so the 

country is lagging behind. Here, I see 

moving forward, becoming international 

and realizing that this is where the world 

is headed. It’s a pity to stay within our 

borders when there are inventions like the 

internet or Skype.’ 

But there is also something that especially 

Dutch students can learn from their 

American counterparts. Hill explains how 

expensive higher education is for 

‘I worked as a restaurant manager for 

10 years, I worked in community mental 

health for 12 years, yet this is by far the 

most interesting job I have had in the 

Netherlands.’ Hill explains that she is 

lucky to not only work in a good team in a 

healthy working environment, but also 

her schedule and the benefits she gets are 

marvellous. ‘I was used to working 60 to 

70 hours per week in America; here I work 

40, so to me, that’s like a vacation.’ 

Integration in Groningen

Hill is not the only international in her 

department. ‘I am mainly working with 

non-Dutch colleagues. We have staff from 

India, Romania and Germany, so it’s very 

easy to fit in here because it’s an all-

English speaking department.’ 

To integrate further, she also took Dutch 

classes. She knows that it is important for 

her to also integrate socially and she 

advises every international student or 

staff member to learn some Dutch. ‘You 

‘It’s the best job I have ever had in my entire life,’ says Jenny Hill from Michigan, 
United States. Sitting in the Duisenberg building at Zernike, the secretary’s eyes 
beam when she talks about her position at the Faculty of Economics and 
Business. When she left her old life in America seven years ago, she feared she 
would never find a job because she didn’t speak Dutch. But then she was 
accepted as a secretary in the Global Economics and Management department 
and she has not looked back.

‘We try to do as much as we 
can do to support our staff and 

whatever they need. Just ask  
if I can do it and I will.’

Jenny Hill 
Secretary for Global Economics and Management at the Faculty of Economics and Business
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JESSICA WINTERSJESSICA WINTERS

‘They don’t speak the native language, they have no 
idea what their education is going to be like and they 
could end up being miserable here. Therefore, we have 

to ensure that they have a good time in Groningen.’
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Upgrade of the department

Internationalization, as one of the pillars 

of the university, affects Winters’ daily 

work in recruitment. She explains how she 

not only has to recruit different students 

for different faculties or degree programs, 

but that the internationalization efforts of 

the university have also required an 

upgrade of her own department. ‘We are 

offering our staff extra training, we have 

developed a more coherent plan on 

collaborating with the faculties, we 

recently added two extra people into the 

team and we have more budget available.’ 

The extra training for recruiters and 

marketers included 

several master 

classes in 

intercultural 

communication. 

Winters thinks these 

master classes are 

especially useful 

during face-to-face 

contact with international students at 

fairs or during open university days. She 

explains how the Dutch can come across 

as very direct. ‘Even though you think you 

are doing the right thing, because you are 

honest and clear about the student’s 

possible expectations, there are many 

ways to say no. You can wrap it up a little 

bit and make the student feel better, so 

they walk out the office with a smile.’ 

A benefit for everyone

Today, close to 5000 international 

students study at the University of 

Groningen. Compared to her student days, 

Winters thinks internationalization is 

much more visible. ‘You notice it when 

you walk around the campus and hear all 

those languages being spoken. That is 

what makes me smile. 

It is amazing that 

pretty much every 

programme has 

international 

students.’ She believes 

also that Dutch 

students benefit from 

such a diverse 

university environment and she hopes 

that education, globalization and 

internationalization make better people 

with a broader outlook on life and more 

tolerance towards other cultures.

The university also has a moral obligation 

to its international students, according to 

Winters. ‘I think we have to realize that 

these students decided to leave home and 

some have flown half way across the world 

to come to Groningen. They don’t speak 

the native language, they have no idea 

what their education is going to be like 

and they could end up being miserable 

here. Therefore, we have to ensure that 

they have a good time in Groningen.’ 

A complex transformation

She acknowledges that every change also 

brings difficulties that need to be 

overcome. ‘Sometimes politics play a 

bigger role than logic or sometimes it is 

difficult to get all the faculties and their 

wishes in line because the wishes of the 

Arts faculty for example, differ 

considerably from the Economics and 

Business or Natural Sciences faculties.’ 

Despite these difficulties, Winters is 

enthusiastic about the university’s 

transformation from a Dutch university 

into an international one. ‘I am proud of 

that. I am proud of having been and being 

part of that. I am proud of working for the 

university.’ She blinks, ‘Sometimes I want 

to kill it, too; don’t worry.’ 

www.rug.nl/internationalclassroom 2014 | 400 years

Jessica Winters has known the University of Groningen since her days as an 
American Studies student. Today, she is Coordinator of Marketing at her alma 
mater and responsible for the recruitment of both international and Dutch 
students. Internationalization, according to her, is now much more visible and 
she is very proud to be a part of this ongoing transformation. 

Jessica Winters
Coordinator of Marketing at the Office of the University

‘You notice it when you walk 
around the campus and you 

hear all those languages. 
That is what makes me smile. 

It is amazing that pretty 
much every programme has 

international students.’
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JOEL BAKERJOEL BAKER

‘The international classroom is an excellent 
environment to explore new concepts that you 

never would have thought of, because you learn 
more about what is important to people from 
different cultures. It’s a great way of bringing 

people closer together.’
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Joel Baker has only been working at the University of Groningen since 
September 2014, but he already knows the city and the university from his 
experience as an Erasmus exchange student. Originally from the UK, Baker 
studied Modern Languages at the University of Sheffield and started learning 
Dutch ‘by coincidence’. That was enough reason for him to study for a semester 
in Groningen.

Joel Baker
Translator at the University Language Centre Translation and Correction Service

‘During my Bachelor’s degree, I started 

studying French and Spanish. When I 

had to choose a third subject, I actually 

planned to choose politics, but the course 

was full, so I signed up for a Dutch 

course. I enjoyed it so much that I am 

now living and working in the 

Netherlands’, Baker explains 

enthusiastically.

More than English

Since his first day as a student, he has 

always studied and worked in 

international settings. He therefore 

knows what internationalization entails 

and likes to approach the process of 

internationalization from his 

background in modern languages. 

‘I would love to see a focus on English 

together with other languages. It would 

be great to use that as a way to build 

links between people whose mother 

tongue is, for example, English or Dutch, 

but who would like to learn Spanish or 

French, and people whose mother tongue 

is Spanish or French, but would like to 

learn English or Dutch. Creating more 

programs in which languages are 

“exchanged” could really help to give an 

extra dimension to internationalization.’

Besides student and 

staff courses, he 

knows 

internationalization 

has an impact on the 

university as a whole 

and how languages are used within the 

university. ‘There are language 

standards that international staff have to 

live up to, there are rules about when 

Dutch is used and when English is used 

and also the students have to possess a 

certain level of English.’

Impact of internationalization

Because of the impact of 

internationalization on the use of 

languages, the services offered by the 

Translation and Correction Service and 

the Language Centre are in increasing 

demand. ‘The increase in the number of 

international students obviously means 

that there are more texts that need to be 

translated into English and more 

academic articles that are being 

published in English and need to be 

checked by a native speaker. This is my 

job, but the Language Centre also offers a 

wide variety of courses in language 

learning and intercultural effectiveness 

geared to the specific needs of staff and 

students throughout the university.’

Baker is not only 

fascinated by the 

processes around the 

use of languages, but 

also by the idea that 

‘different people from 

different 

backgrounds understand things in 

different ways’. ‘The international 

classroom is an excellent environment to 

learn more about that and to explore new 

concepts that you never would have 

thought of, because you learn more about 

what is important to people from 

different cultures. It’s a great way of 

bringing people closer together.’

‘Creating more programs 
in which languages are 

“exchanged” could really help 
to give an extra dimension to 

internationalization.’
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August 2014. She smiles as she explains 

that ‘the university has made me feel very 

welcome and I am working in a friendly 

team. As an international staff member 

I have not had any difficulties with 

integrating. I am getting along fine.’

Her own experience in Groningen also 

helps international students to feel more 

comfortable and willing to move to 

Groningen. ‘I am fairly new, but 

everything seems to be working well so far 

and I have only had a positive experience 

arriving here and starting the job. 

Everything has gone smoothly, my 

colleagues are friendly and helpful and 

I am convinced that the facilities and the 

environment that we provide to students 

are excellent.’

Internationalization becomes more 

common

Mallon believes that internationalization 

will become more and more normal. In 

fact, she has noticed that worldwide it has 

already become more common. ‘When 

I compare the world today to what it was 

twenty years ago, I see more people 

travelling and I see that they are able to 

speak more languages. All these factors 

are an outcome of internationalization 

and at the same time they enhance 

internationalization.’

Interacting with people from different 

backgrounds is, of course, part of her job, 

but it is something she enjoys in general. 

‘I like interacting with people from 

different parts of the world, to bring in 

students from 

different places and 

to  form a student 

community.’ 

Moreover, she does 

not mind the trips 

abroad that her job 

requires. ‘I get to visit 

places on a regular 

basis, so I definitely 

like the international 

element that my job 

entails.’

A positive experience

It is rather easy for her to promote the 

University College to international 

students, because she herself has been 

feeling very much at home here since she 

moved from Birmingham to Groningen in 

More international students

Working as the Marketing and 

Communications Officer for the 

University College, Mallon is responsible 

for promoting the faculty as well as 

recruiting students. 

This means her job is 

directly related to 

increasing the 

number of 

international 

students at the 

university. She 

explains that the first 

cohort of the 

University College 

was 32 students from 

11 countries. ‘For the 

next cohort, our team 

aims to recruit 100 students, of which 

50 percent should be Dutch and 50 percent 

international students.

This is a challenge, but it is a challenge 

that Mallon is looking forward to. 

Katie Mallon’s job is centered entirely around internationalization. Not only has 
the fact that she is originally from Great Britain and now lives in Groningen 
contributed to this, but also the international working environment of the 
University College and her job to recruit students from all corners of the globe 
added an international dimension to her everyday working life. ‘I think it is 
fascinating to be part of an international team. It creates a positive environment 
and I enjoy that very much.’ 

‘When I compare the 
world today to what it was 

twenty years ago, I see more 
people travelling and I see 
that they are able to speak 
more languages. All these 
factors are an outcome of 

internationalization and at 
the same time they enhance 

internationalization.’

Katie Mallon
Marketing & Communications Officer at the University College
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KATIE MALLONKATIE MALLON

‘The university has made me feel very 
welcome and I am working in a friendly team. 
As an international staff member I have not 

had any diffi culties with integrating.’
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KEVIN HAINESKEVIN HAINES

‘In the international classroom, we are 
creating microcosms of the real world 
that people are going to work in later. 

At least they can try that out and if 
they decide that’s not for them, then 

that’s fi ne as well.’
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an important aspect of an international 

classroom. ‘When you are working with 

people, you need to adapt your materials 

in a way that enables people to cross 

borders in their thinking processes. In the 

international classroom, we are creating 

microcosms of the real world that people 

are going to work in later. At least they can 

try that out and if they decide that’s not for 

them, then that’s fine as well.’

Looking over the horizon

However, Haines is not only involved with 

the internationalization efforts of his own 

faculty and the university. Looking over 

the horizon is crucial, according to him. 

‘I think we need a wider perspective. It’s 

not just us learning from what we do here, 

but we also need to go out and talk to other 

people and other universities and learn 

from them’

That is why he also is a member of the 

International University Network. In this 

network, 38 educational institutions from 

27 countries across Europe exchange their 

experiences regarding 

internationalization. ‘It’s a really 

important project for me. You talk to 

people from all over the world and that 

really is fascinating and very useful.’ 

Haines smiles. ‘It can be exhausting, but it 

gives you so much energy at the same 

time.’

Reflecting on didactic processes

Since most of the teachers at the medical 

faculty are primarily medical 

professionals, Haines works with them on 

the didactic processes. From skills 

training such as giving feedback to 

helping students to brainstorm ideas, 

Haines and his team assist the teachers to 

reflect on what they 

do in the classroom. 

Haines knows that 

sometimes students 

complain about the 

English proficiency of 

their teachers, yet he 

wants them to understand that their 

teachers are second language users of 

English, just like most of the students. 

‘There’s that potential deficiency, but that 

doesn’t stop them from being excellent 

teachers.’ 

In the end Haines thinks that preparing 

students for their international future is 

Use diversity as a resource

Sitting in his office with a stunning view 

over the city and discussing 

internationalization, Haines bursts with 

energy. It seems internationalization is 

not only part of his daily work, but it has 

also become an engrossing fascination for 

him. In his job as teacher support, he tries 

to improve the current 

efforts of 

internationalization 

even further.

He explains: ‘The 

point is that in the 

international classroom project we see 

diversity as a resource. But often this 

diversity is hidden. Although it’s there, 

we’re not making enough use of it. 

Therefore, a big part of my job is trying to 

enable people to make diversity more 

visible and to find ways of using it as part 

of the learning process.’ 

When Kevin Haines, Head of Faculty Development at the Faculty of Medical 
Sciences, first came to Groningen in the 1990s, Groningen wasn’t exactly a hub 
of international student life in the same way it is today. Originally from Britain, 
Haines has experienced over a long period of time how the internationalization 
efforts of the University of Groningen have developed and how also the city has 
changed. ‘I feel I have been involved in international projects for as long as I’ve 
been here,’ he recalls.

‘The point is that in the 
international classroom project 

we see diversity as a resource. 
But often this diversity is 

hidden.’

Kevin Haines
Head of Faculty Development at the Faculty of Medical Sciences (and member of the 
International Classroom project team)
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LAURA BALLATOLAURA BALLATO

‘At times it can be hard to keep up 
with the fast changes, even though 
we are very willing to welcome all 

the internationals.’
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that we are not yet ready to welcome such 

a large number of international students. 

At times it can be hard to keep up with the 

fast changes, even though we are very 

willing to welcome all the internationals.’ 

Of course she also sees the necessity and 

the benefits of those changes, but 

according to her, it is essential to create a 

good foundation for those changes. ‘I think 

there are many 

advantages, but it 

takes time and 

people need to be 

prepared and 

informed. Being 

prepared requires 

language courses 

and intercultural training and it is 

important to inform staff and students 

about all the different policies that the 

university has. Under these conditions 

internationalization will be very 

beneficial.’

relies on her own experiences as an 

international in the Netherlands. Besides 

that, she has a very useful background in 

research. Her PhD focused on adolescence 

and identity 

formation, so she 

knows what students 

can experience and 

encounter. ‘If I can’t 

help, I try to explain 

why and what are the 

limits. That’s very 

important for young people. They, like 

anyone else, want to be taken seriously. So 

whenever you cannot say yes to 

something, you have to take it seriously, 

acknowledge the problem and show 

understanding.’

Fast changes

Since 2008, the most obvious change for 

Ballato has been the increase in the 

number of international students. She 

sees a conflict here between the 

university-wide internationalization 

policies and what her faculty demands. 

‘They want more and more internationals, 

but sometimes the faculty has the feeling 

At the start of her job as an International 

Academic Advisor, Ballato got to 

experience the start of the English taught 

bachelor program in Psychology. From the 

first day this program attracted large 

numbers of German students, which gave 

rise to many stereotypes about the 

Germans. However, as Ballato explains, 

‘just like with other nationalities, there is 

no typical German student’ and she 

underlines the importance of knowing 

what a stereotype is and what is not.

Be flexible and open-minded

‘You have to be flexible and open-minded 

and you always have to see the good and 

bad in all cultures. Moreover, it is 

important to also be critical about your 

own cultural values and beliefs. Italy is 

not perfect, but neither is Germany nor the 

Netherlands. I keep in mind that every 

student is an individual and that I always 

have to adjust my role as an advisor, 

depending on the person that’s sitting in 

front of me.’

Asked how she adjusts to the different 

needs of the different students, Ballato 

When Laura Ballato left Italy and arrived in Groningen as an exchange student, 
she never would have guessed that one day this city would become her home. 
Fifteen years later, Ballato is the International Academic Advisor of the Faculty at 
Behavioural and Social Sciences.

‘I keep in mind that every 
student is an individual and 

that I always have to adjust my 
role as an advisor, depending 
on the person that’s sitting in 

front of me.’

Laura Ballato
International Academic Advisor at the Faculty of Behavioural and Social Sciences
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MICHAELA CARRIEREMICHAELA CARRIERE

‘There is a different set of 
skills that is necessary for us 

to manage cultural differences 
more proactively, allowing us to 

make constructive use of diversity 
to enhance organizational 

competitiveness and innovation’
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Carriere has just started her job at the 

university’s Language Centre and 

enthusiastically explains she already likes 

many aspects of it. ‘I have had other 

positions as an intercultural trainer or an 

intercultural advisor, but this job is the 

first one that combines all my interests 

and many of the things that I’ve learned so 

far. I plan to develop a whole series of 

courses that the Language Centre will 

offer to all students and faculty members.’ 

Out of their comfort zone

An example of such a course is one for 

when students are abroad, in which 

students are given weekly assignments 

that take them out of 

their comfort zone. 

‘I had a student who 

was studying in 

South Korea, but who 

didn’t experience 

anything from that 

country, because he 

was spending all his 

time in an international student house. 

I suggested to him to go out, visit a market 

and just watch how things happen. 

It opened his eyes to a whole new world 

with different kinds of food and 

interesting ways of negotiating prices.’

Different set of skills

‘Some people also believe proficiency in 

English is enough to communicate with 

other cultures, but I’m glad that many 

people here at the University of Groningen 

have started to realize that 

internationalization entails more than 

that.’ Beyond language, comparing 

cultures and noticing differences helps to 

gain intercultural competence, according 

to Carriere, but even this is not enough. 

‘There is a different set 

of skills that is 

necessary for us to 

manage cultural 

differences more 

proactively, allowing 

us to make 

constructive use of 

diversity to enhance 

organizational competitiveness and 

innovation.’

‘When we invite staff and students to our 

university, we have the responsibility to 

teach them about how we do things here 

and possibly even a step further, to 

understand where they come from, in 

order to facilitate their transition.’ In order 

to do that, Carriere explains that ‘we need 

to have an open and accepting attitude, so 

we can find out more about each other.’

‘There is so much that we don’t know and 

this is often the point at which 

intercultural communication causes 

difficulties. Many of us just become 

irritated when we notice a difference, but 

an important part of the competence is to 

notice “hey, there’s something that I find 

important that they are doing differently 

and I need to understand that”.’

It’s finally happening

All in all, Carriere is delighted that 

internationalization is finally receiving 

the attention it deserves. ‘It is finally 

happening. The University of Groningen 

clearly realizes that internationalization is 

more than bringing students and staff 

from different nationalities together and 

that the fun, but also the difficulties, only 

start at that point. I am so glad that the 

intention is there, because the world of the 

intercultural is incredibly complex and it’s 

not something you can teach over night.’

She has lived for seven years in India, seven years in Indonesia, seven years in the 
United States, three years in Burma, three years in Bangladesh and the rest of 
the time here in the Netherlands. So when Michaela Carriere was asked how she 
became interested in the field of intercultural communication and in a position 
as an intercultural trainer at the University of Groningen, her answer was 
simple: ‘It’s what I am!’ 

Michaela Carriere
Project Leader and Trainer in Intercultural Competence & Communication at the 
University Language Centre

‘I am so glad that the intention 
for internationalization is 
there, because the world of 

the intercultural is incredibly 
complex and it’s not something 

you can teach over night.’
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with the students, he is always happy to 

catch up with them whenever he bumps 

into them at the faculty. 

International Classroom Project

Currently, Katoele works at improving the 

innovation and education of the faculty 

and is looking into the development of 

digital testing and the possibilities of 

video lectures. 

Although he is no 

longer as involved in 

internationalization 

as he was before, he is 

happy about the 

introduction of 

official projects, like 

the International 

Classroom project, 

that consider many 

important aspects of 

internationalization. 

‘I see it as very positive that the projects 

look from top to bottom at the process of 

internationalization and at the people who 

are involved, ranging from students, 

teachers and support staff to board 

members. Talking with them about our 

vision, our expectations and experiences 

with internationalization is important, 

because it makes everyone feel more 

involved.’

When Katoele started with the Saudi 

Arabian students, only the second cohort 

of students had arrived and many 

practical matters had 

to be solved. He recalls 

that housing was a 

major problem, 

because the Saudi 

students wanted more 

space and also more 

privacy than Dutch 

students. Likewise, 

social integration was 

problematic and 

Katoele encouraged 

integration by finding 

guest families or establishing a buddy 

system with other medical students. 

During his time in the prep program, 

Katoele was in daily contact with the 

students and he built a trust relationship 

with many of them. ‘In the beginning it 

was a very intensive program, so I got to 

know them very well and they got to know 

me. This created a good basis for trust and 

openness.’ Although he no longer works 

Katoele appreciates that 

internationalization has always been part 

of his work. ‘I think it has become a part of 

me as well. Since I have been here, I have 

been working in the international 

program, so for me it is just normal to 

work with it.’ He thinks that those who 

started in a Dutch environment have had 

to adapt more and have also seen greater 

differences. 

Different ways of thinking

After completing his study in sports 

management, Katoele wanted to work in 

small groups so he could have more 

contact with people and be part of a more 

organizational team. He ended up at the 

university working in the preparation 

program for Saudi Arabian students who 

wanted to study medicine in Groningen. 

Katoele smiles, ‘I think it was by chance, 

but when I look back, I think I was really 

happy with the job because it was an 

enrichment for me. The mix of people and 

different ways of thinking was very 

interesting and it taught me a great deal at 

the beginning of my working career.’

Many support staff at the University of Groningen initially worked in an all Dutch 
environment that was then impacted by the internationalization efforts of the 
university. However, Michiel Katoele, from the Faculty of Medical Sciences, has 
worked in an international atmosphere since his very first day at the university.

‘I think it was by chance,  
but when I look back, I think 

I was really happy with 
the job because it was an 

enrichment for me. The mix of 
people and different ways of 

thinking was very interesting 
and it taught me a great 

deal at the beginning of my 
working career.’

Michiel Katoele
Assessment Coordinator at the Faculty of Medical Sciences
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‘Since I have worked here, I have 
been working in the international 

program, so for me it is just normal 
to work with it.’

123837-Studying_int_classroom.indd   37 19-08-15   15:45



38

RIEKS BOSRIEKS BOS

‘I have always been fascinated 
by the idea of what drives these 

people to take this chance and be 
so determined to do this.’
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and most of them are from the Northern 

provinces. So we have to look critically and 

ask ourselves are we really international?’ 

According to Bos, internationalization has 

to run through the smallest veins of the 

faculty and to accomplish this, many 

things still have to change. 

Communication and understanding

Although the growing number of 

international students and staff is 

important for internationalization, it 

also represents 

communication and 

understanding 

between all these 

different people. 

‘We really have to sit 

down with the 

students and explain 

to them the rules of 

the international 

classroom. Not just 

the obvious ones like 

being on time, but especially the hidden 

curriculum, the things that are normal to 

us and the things we don’t even imagine 

would be a problem for foreigners.’

Bos underlines the focus on people within 

the process of internationalization. 

‘You have to be very serious about the 

responsibility that you have. Sometimes 

that idea gets lost in a large bureaucratic 

organization like we are, but you have to 

make sure that people don’t get lost or 

crushed in bureaucracy. It’s all about 

people and we should be aware of that.’

International students

His enthusiasm and fascination are most 

tangible when he talks about his 

experiences with students. He describes 

how he witnesses the changes Dutch 

students have gone through when they 

return from an exchange semester abroad. 

‘They are much more self-aware, much 

more assured and more critical about their 

own position in the world; it’s brilliant 

to see.’ 

But he also admires the international 

students who take the step of coming to 

Groningen. He remembers driving to the 

airport to pick up Chinese students that 

had never been outside their own province 

in China. ‘I have always been fascinated by 

the idea of what drives these people to take 

this chance and be so determined to do 

this. It’s a great way to learn from each 

other and to be more involved with others.’  

Internationalization just happened

Bos recalls: ‘When I started with 

internationalization, it just sort of 

happened to us; our faculty became 

increasingly more international.’ At some 

point, he and his colleagues noticed that 

there were ever increasing numbers of 

non-Dutch students and they started to 

think whether the faculty could offer them 

something. Soon the language of 

instruction was changed into English and 

internationalization ‘was no longer 

something that 

happened to you 

and that you just 

had to deal with, but 

a very valuable 

resource for the 

university itself.’ 

Despite the 

enormous changes 

made, Bos is careful 

when describing the 

university as truly international. 

‘Internationalization really needs to be in 

your genes. If you look at the numbers, 

still 80 percent of our students are Dutch 

Since economics and business is by definition international, internationalization 
within this faculty has developed quite naturally too. As the International Affairs 
Officer at the Faculty of Economics and Business, Rieks Bos hopes that soon 
internationalization will be so normal that no one has to talk about it anymore.

‘Internationalization really 
needs to be in your genes. If you 
look at the numbers, still eighty 

percent of our students are 
Dutch and most of them are 
from the Northern provinces.  
So we have to look critically 

and ask ourselves are we  
really international?’

Rieks Bos
International Affairs Officer at the Faculty of Economics and Business
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ROBERT JANZROBERT JANZ

‘ICT is not the goal. The goal 
is that the country will be 

improved. You have policy 
priorities and then you see how 

the information technology 
at the university can help to 
support areas like national 

health or literacy.’
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and then coming back. But they don’t see 

you cramped into an economy seat for 

12 hours, with no sleep after busy days.’

Improving the country

At the end of the day, the international 

projects Janz is involved in do not stop 

with the implementation of information 

and communication technology. He 

explains: ‘CIT is not the goal. The goal is 

that the country will be improved. There 

are policy priorities and then it can be seen 

how the information 

technology at the 

university can help to 

support areas like 

national health or 

literacy.’ 

Janz’s work is not 

purely technical, but 

also involves political issues and he is 

grateful to the university that he has the 

opportunity and support to conduct this 

kind of work. ‘If the university had been 

very restrictive or if they didn’t want to 

take a risk, I would not have been able to 

do what I do.’ 

technologies. In Uganda, for instance, 

Janz and his colleagues helped establish 

the Faculty of Computer Sciences at the 

University of Makerere by creating the 

basic training and 

the infrastructure 

there. In other 

projects, teams from 

the CIT have helped 

to build networks or 

implement centres of 

computer services 

that provide 

expertise in the area of financial 

administration, student information 

systems, and also internet access. 

Janz travels about one week per month 

and the only disadvantage he sees is the 

negative impact on his social life. ‘It’s not 

a big issue, but sometimes you miss out 

on things.’ He stresses that he is not on 

vacation, as some people might think. 

‘They only see that you are in exotic 

countries like Mali, Zambia or 

Mozambique, having a good time there 

Janz mentions three reasons for his career 

changing decision. ‘Personally, I just like 

to be immersed in different cultures. I love 

that. Also, I think it is important for the 

university that its name is known in all 

parts of the world. Not only in Stanford, 

Oxford and Cambridge, but also in 

developing countries.’

The global academic network

Participating in international projects 

cannot be avoided according to Janz. 

Hence it is very important to be part of the 

global academic network. He explains: 

‘Once people know what kind of expertise 

you can offer them, they come to you and 

ask you to participate in a project and 

that’s an income for the university. 

Another major advantage is that 

Groningen attracts more top quality 

researchers and more students.’

Looking at his international project work, 

his day to day work involves capacity 

development at higher education 

institutions and also implementing new 

To be able to continue and develop his work on international projects, Robert 
Janz gave up his management position at the Centre of Information Technology 
(CIT). The former technical director of what was then called the computer centre 
had worked in international projects since 1990. When he realized that he could 
not continue his project work while managing the centre, it was time for him to 
make a decision – and he came down in favour of his project work. 

‘I think it’s important for the 
university that their name is 

known in all parts of the world. 
Not only in Stanford, Oxford, 

Cambridge, wherever; but also 
in developing countries.’

Robert Janz 
Project Manager at the Centre of Information Technology
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XUEFEI KNOESTER-CAOXUEFEI KNOESTER-CAO

‘And in order for education to be excellent, you have 
to create a diverse group of students who come from 
all corners of the world, so they can also learn from 

one another instead of solely from the teacher.’
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‘It might sound strange, but I think it is 

the result of continuously being in contact 

with staff and students from all corners of 

the globe,’ she smiles.‘The international 

contacts tell me stories that inspire me 

and that have an impact on how I think 

and how I look at the world. Exploring 

these new perspectives is what makes 

my job so interesting.’

Enormous changes

As a Policy Advisor at International 

Relations, Knoester-Cao’s job is to contact 

universities in Asia, and China in 

particular, and to discover or identify 

partners in this region that could be 

interesting for the University of Groningen. 

‘When I studied at the university, I was the 

only Chinese student in my program and 

just one of a handful of Asian students at 

the university. In my field, the university 

offered only one English program. Now 

there is a wide range of international 

programs and a very diverse group of 

students, so the internationalization 

efforts have clearly brought enormous 

changes to the university.’

Contributing to internationalization

‘I am also contributing to the 

internationalization of the university 

myself, by attracting more Asian students 

through our partner universities.’ Even 

when a potential partner does not initially 

see the benefits of a co-operation, or when 

a partner at first glance does not seem 

suitable for a co-operation, she works hard 

to find a solution or a common goal.

‘For example, a 

university may 

appear a perfect fit, 

because it is a top 

university in that 

region and very 

interesting for all 

students and staff, 

but perhaps the 

university only offers 

a very limited number of English taught 

courses. In that case we could come to an 

agreement to only send students to study 

on the English programs, or we could 

agree to develop a special program for 

international students, so the partner 

university could also develop and 

internationalize itself further.’

Learning from one another

To Knoester-Cao, internationalization is 

not only important, it is an unavoidable 

and even necessary process for the 

university. ‘A university is a place where 

you train the leaders of the future, it is the 

highest studying institution you can 

attend and therefore you have to set the 

goal of providing excellent education for 

your students. And in order for education 

to be excellent, you have to create a diverse 

group of students who come from all 

corners of the world, so they can also learn 

from one another instead of solely from 

the teacher.’

She believes that 

future generations 

will not know any 

better than to do 

(part of) their studies 

abroad or to study in 

an international 

classroom. ‘Then 

everyone will have a 

better sense of what it’s like to live in 

another culture and people will be more 

sensitive in intercultural situations.’

With her experience as both an international student at the University of 
Groningen and currently as a member of staff at the university and the 
Groningen Confucius Institute, Xuefei Knoester-Cao, originally from China, 
does not feel Chinese anymore. ‘But even though I work and live in a Dutch 
environment, I don’t feel Dutch either.’

‘The international contacts  
tell me stories that inspire me 
and that have an impact on  

how I think and how I look at  
the world. Exploring these new  
perspectives is what makes my  

job so interesting.’

Xuefei Knoester-Cao
Policy Advisor at International Relations & Director of the Groningen Confucius Institute
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YNSKE JOUSTRAYNSKE JOUSTRA

‘They need a welcoming 
place where they can come 

to, where they can ask 
questions and where they 

can ask for help. We invite 
them to the Information 

Desk, even before they 
arrive in the Netherlands.’
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say that they have understood everything, 

afterwards we discovered they didn’t, 

because we didn’t receive the correct 

documents from them.’

For that reason the HR Information Desk 

keeps a very close track of all the 

communication and documents of the 

international employees. That way they 

will know when an employee has not 

understood everything. Speaking about 

that, Joustra is very satisfied with the way 

internationalization is working at the 

Information Desk and also at the 

university as a whole.

The university as a mini-world

‘You can look at the university as a 

mini-world. It clearly 

shows that it is very 

possible to 

collaborate with 

different people from 

all over the world. We 

should take that as an 

example for society. 

Of course there are 

still minor issues and 

there is always room for improvement, but 

in general it works very well and I see 

internationalization as an enrichment at 

all levels. The more diverse, the better.’

Many things work differently here than in 

their home country. ‘For example, 

requesting employees to call their 

secretary when they are ill and to call 

again when they have recovered.’

Cultural differences

And it is already in the way the overseas 

staff receive all the new information where 

Joustra notices 

cultural differences. 

She smiles: ‘I learned 

how to work with that 

over the years, but 

recently we also 

received training in 

intercultural 

competence in order 

to learn how to work 

and communicate with the growing 

number of international employees’. In 

particular checking whether they 

understood all the information can be 

difficult at times. ‘Although many people 

‘It’s a great way to reveal to them how 

international the university is and 

sometimes they see that there are more 

employees who come from the same 

country as they do’, she enthusiastically 

explains. ‘It has happened that they ask 

me how to get in touch with their fellow 

countrymen, because it’s important for 

them to create a new network here.’

A welcoming place

‘Some international employees already 

have a limited network in Groningen or 

the Netherlands, because their partner is 

Dutch or because they have been here 

before, but many of them don’t.’ Therefore, 

Joustra believes that it is important to 

offer the international employees special 

guidance when they arrive. ‘They need a 

welcoming place where they can come to, 

where they can ask questions and where 

they can ask for help. We invite them to 

the Information Desk, even before they 

arrive in the Netherlands.’

As the Coordinator of the Human Resources Information Desk, Ynske Joustra is 
one of the first people new employees make contact with after they have signed 
their contract to start working at the university. She proudly shows the large 
world map that covers one of the walls of her office and explains how each new 
international employee is asked to place a pin on their city of origin. She and her 
colleagues only started doing this in September 2014, but it already shows that 
employees now come from all corners of the globe.

‘You should look at the 
university as a mini-world.  

It clearly shows that it is very 
possible to collaborate with 

different people from all over 
the world. We should take that 

as an example for society.’

Ynske Joustra
Human Resources Services for International Staff & Outgoing staff at  
the Human Resources Information Desk
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