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Abstract

In the fast evolving context of globalised higher education, increasing academic
mobility requires constant adaptation from institutions. This paper focuses
on intercultural enrichment programs, often perceived as mere “add ons” to
study abroad, and usually designed as optional not-for-credit extracurricular
offerings. We investigate how institutions can give more value to and deepen
the intercultural learning of more students in spite of constraints of time and of
formal curriculum during short-term study abroad experiences. Resulting froma
close collaboration between academicand administrative staff based at different
campuses, this paper provides a critical analysis of the benefits and challenges
involved in developing co-curricular intercultural enrichment programs that
support formal curriculum during study abroad. Practical recommendations
are based on a transdisciplinary program developed in Italy by an Australian
university that has branch campuses in different countries. We also discuss the
“digitally enhanced” aspects of the program which facilitate the in-class activities.

Keywords: curriculum, intercultural competence, learning experience, study
abroad, transnational education

1. Introduction’

With the increased globalisation of everyday life, cross-border academic
mobility in the 21* century is opening new fields of investigation. Inter-
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nationalisation in higher education is a process that can be analysed on a
continuum ranging from a macro-level (i.e., with regards to institutions)
to a micro-level of analysis (related to individual agency). In this context, a
crucial role is being played by International Branch Campuses (IBCs) (i.e.,
institutions with an international network of campuses; Healey 2015), and
the student experience during study abroad is increasingly becoming a priority
for most countries and institutions around the world, particularly Australia
(Green et al. 2015).

In general, intercultural learning in higher education institutions is devel-
oped either through components of formal curriculum or as ad hoc optional
not-for-credit programs. In this paper, we take as a case study Parliamo!, a
program delivered in an IBC in Italy and specifically designed to support
short-term (i.e., less than a semester) study abroad students’ understanding of,
and adjustment to, the host culture. Parliamo! (from the Italian “Let’s speak!”
or “We speak”) was introduced in mid-2014 to facilitate students’ acquisition
of basic communicative skills in Italian language, to help them familiarise
themselves with, and adjust to, a different culture, and to provide a basic
framework to develop intercultural competence, regardless of their core subject
of study. We use the term “intercultural enrichment program” to distinguish
this initiative from academic courses in “intercultural communication”, “in-
tercultural competence” or “interculturality”, and from immersion language
courses, both available in most higher education institutions. “Interculturality”
emphasises the mixing of social practices and backgrounds, shedding light on
the complexity of cross-border encounters. In Hua’s fitting definition, inter-
culturality is “a line of investigation that problematises cultural identities and
emphasises the inter nature of interactions” (2015, 110) — and is therefore a
long-term process. In contrast, we use the term “intercultural enrichment”
in the setting of a study abroad program to describe a set of activities which
combines the acquisition of communicative language skills and an appreciation
of the socio-cultural setting in order to improve the quality of students’ daily
interactions beyond the limited context of their curricular activities — thus
shifting the focus of practices of “interculturality” towards working to instil
the desire to question one’s own locatedness other than at “home”.

The following research questions guided our study: Does an innovative
approach to intercultural pedagogy enhance the intercultural competence of
students undertaking a short-term overseas experience? How can institutions
provide students with a transformative experience during short-term over-
seas programs and what are the pedagogical implications? To explore these
questions, we propose a case study, framed by a review of literature on IBCs
and on intercultural pedagogy. We look in detail at a specific intercultural
enrichment program being used in an IBC as a vehicle to enhance the devel-
opment of the intercultural competence of students undertaking short-term
study abroad programs.
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2. Literature review on transnational education and intercultural pedagogy

2.1 International Branch Campuses in transnational education

As a by-product of internationalisation in higher education, transnational
education (TNE) programs have flourished since the 1990s. This phenomenon
is particularly prevalent in countries such as the United States, New Zealand
and Australia where commodification practices have been introduced in edu-
cation, and where TNE programs are now a major export industry (McBurnie
2008). The changes in typologies and frameworks of TNE activities capture
the complex and fast-evolving context of internationalisation in education.
Before the 2000s, the most common form of TNE was a process by which a
“parent” institution (often a famous and well-ranked university) established
satellite campuses in other countries. As highlighted by Knight (2016), new
types of partnerships have emerged in TNE that are currently featured in
“off-shore” institutions, “twinning programs”, or IBCs. Such “exporting”
institutions also face criticism for establishing mere replications of the home
campus learning experience in their offshore partnerships, hence the grow-
ing literature questioning the “radical transformation” brought about by the
increase in numbers (of students and programs) with regard to study abroad
(Lewin 2009, xiii), and the bubble effect, which we will discuss in the fol-
lowing section. Recent scholarship on study abroad began investigating more
thoroughly the validity of short-term mobility programs, to challenge the
assumption that “longer is better’ with regard to sojourns abroad” (Chieffo,
Griffichs 2009, 368; see also Donnelly-Smith 2009), while not discounting
the problems entailed by a “celebratory discourse” framing these experiences
(Kortegast, Kupo 2017, 151). In the website of the International Education
Association of Australia, Tsiligiris (2016) proposes curriculum development
as a way for exporting institutions to better integrate with the local culture.

Moreover, in wealthy as well as in emerging countries, universities are
urged to set up and promote overseas programs as a “highly valuable learning
experience which should be open to all students” (Green e 4/ 2015, 513).
In Australia, during the last few decades, successive governments have been
committed to supporting study abroad, as illustrated by initiatives such as
the Overseas Higher Education Loan Program (OS-HELP), or the New
Colombo Plan grant scheme that funds international study programs in Asia
(Potts 2016). These measures encourage students to experience different aca-
demic environments, cultures and languages which could foster intercultural
competence (Deardorff 2006) and raise their international profile in the job
market (Potts 2016). The contextual emerging of a market-driven conception
of tertiary education is worth remembering, as well as the ways the vocab-
ulary of “employability” has reframed “academic curricula” and “learning”.
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This paradigmatic shift is exemplified as a (re)framing of education through
value adding systems and metrics that were formerly exclusive priorities of the
economic sector, such as emphasising one’s “good investments” in education,
values such as meritocracy, and the idea of educational “services” purchased as
“good value for (future) money”. Scholarship across disciplines has addressed
this rising phenomenon, cogently questioning, from within the classroom, the
“recast[ing of ] the relationship between academics and students along the model
of a service provider and customer” (Furedi 2011, 2). In the case of short-term
study abroad experiences such as those under examination here, the risk that
internationalisation brings with it commodification, resulting in “nothing more
than commercial travel masquerading as academic experience” (Lewin 2009,
xv), is particularly high, and in need of scrutiny. In this context of increasing
globalisation and commodification of education (Fraser, Taylor 2016), institu-
tions are compelled to train both international and domestic students to adapt
successfully in multicultural and international environments (Tran 2016).

2.2 Intercultural pedagogy in short-term study abroad programs

Far from being self-explanatory, the notion of “intercultural” has long
attracted transdisciplinary research in various fields such as psychology,
sociology, anthropology, and language acquisition. While intercultural com-
munication is generally defined as involving interaction between people of
different cultural backgrounds, intercultural competence or competency “refers
to intercultural traits, knowledge and behaviour related to one’s interactions
in any intercultural situation or context” (Jackson 2012, 305). Guidelines
issued by international bodies such as UNESCO (2013) supplement the-
oretical developments provided by scholars and can be seen as attempts to
operationalise the complex and multi-layered concept of intercultural com-
petence. A large body of research has also developed around cross-cultural
training for successful adjustment to a new culture (Sit, Mak, Neill 2017). As
posited by Ward (2001), emotional resilience and cross-cultural self-efficacy
can be enhanced when the affective, behavioural and cognitive components
of a training program are combined effectively.

Deardorff (2006, 255) describes intercultural competence as a lifelong
process resulting from a combination of twenty-two elements distributed
among the broader characteristics of openness, respect of all cultures, curi-
osity, and discovery. From this perspective, intercultural competence is not
likely to happen automatically after a specific experience, such as professional
expatriation, study abroad or an international placement, but must be sus-
tained by long-term processes. This poses (some) challenges for supporting
the development of this competence in shorter periods of study in a host
country, as is the case in the present study. It complicates the understanding
of “academic sojourners” as defined by Marie-Claire Patron, who drawing
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from Furnham (1988) speaks of “voluntary travellers whose objectives are
specific and goal-oriented” (2012, 17). It should also be pointed out that
when university students choose to undertake a period of study in another
country, gaining a sense of intercultural competence may play a very small
part, if any, in their figurative baggage of demands and expectations (Lewin
2009; Ramirez 2016; Kortegast, Kupo 2017).

Intercultural pedagogy is a generic term covering teaching and learning
experiences grounded in cultural awareness and entailing the development of
knowledge, attitudes and skills described as intercultural competence (Tran
2016). In reference to different learning theories, intercultural pedagogy can
be “experiential” or “transformative”. Experiential learning refers to Kolb’s
(1984) cyclical model of stages in which “concrete experience” is followed by
“reflective observation”, which in turn leads to “abstract conceptualisation”,
allowing “active experimentation” and yielding a new “concrete experience”.
Transformative learning, on the other hand, is when intercultural pedagogy
is conceived as a “process of self-formation”, and traveling overseas is seen as
an opportunity for a “path of change” to occur (Mezirow 2000 quoted in
Marginson, Sawir 2011, 137, italics in original).

While intercultural pedagogy is increasingly seen as an essential part
of study abroad programs, which are no longer perceived as a mere op-
portunity to increase language proficiency (Jackson 2012), academics and
administrators acknowledge that a lack of preparation for study abroad can
result in a “mis-educative” experience and may sometimes reinforce negative
stereotypes (Lutterman-Aguilar, Gingerich, 2002; Trede, Bowles, Bridges
2013). Of relevance to our case study which is situated in Italy, Anna Cen-
to Bull has illustrated how, as a result of major efforts by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs to promote and foster Italian culture abroad throughout the
post-war period, in the mid-2010s, Italian was among the five most studied
languages worldwide. That “[a]rt, culture, fashion, design, food, and sport
have all contributed to Italy’s seductive, worldwide appeal” (2016, 118-119)
inevitably affects students’ expectations when deciding to visit the country,
especially for shorter periods.

The capacity of short-term sojourns to provide students with the
opportunity to develop intercultural sensitivity is increasingly questioned
(Martinsen 2011). Primarily defined by Bennett (1986, 179) as “the way in
which learners construe cultural difference”, intercultural sensitivity has been
widely recognised as a key component of intercultural competence (Bhawuk,
Brislin 1992). Generally assumed to be less effective than long-term sojourns
in terms of intercultural development, short-term programs are reported to be
increasingly popular, especially in the United States (Institute of International
Education 2012). Specific challenges inherent to short-term programs have
been documented and literature has recently developed around the best ways to
address the issues and enhance the student experience (Donnelly-Smith 2009).
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Yet some research on study abroad demonstrates that, more than dura-
tion, learning context is a determinant variable in overseas program design.
In the context of North American institutions, programs can be placed on a
continuum ranging from “island” to “full immersion” context (Norris, Dwyer
2005). “Island” programs are typically those where students are exposed to
a mere duplication of an American college setting within the host country,
often resulting in “bubble syndrome” (TenHaken 2014). Some scholars such
as Jones ez al. (2012) have investigated whether or not short-term programs are
still “meaning making” experiences. They have found that, even with limited
immersion in unfamiliar contexts, students are nevertheless encouraged to
develop a better understanding of other cultures, and therefore to challenge
stereotypes.

3. The case study context

Founded in 2001, our university centre located in Prato, Tuscany hosts
mostly university students who travel to Italy from their home campus, to
undertake from two- to twelve-week intensive credit-bearing study programs
in a variety of disciplines. The centre attracts over 600 students per year; this
is a significant figure in comparison with other foreign higher education
institutions in the area, including in Florence, where study abroad programs
run, on average, for a full semester. As at 2012, Florence was ranked the sec-
ond-most popular destination for study abroad programs, welcoming 24%
of the total number of university students from North America in Italy, and
cities in Tuscany were chosen by as many as 6,419 out of the 18,791 total
(Prebys 2013, 38-40). These programs are run and administered either by
foreign campuses and centres or by officially recognised private international
institutes that hold agreements with foreign universities. Unlike these programs
which typically deliver credit-bearing Italian language courses as a formal part
of the curriculum, the majority of students studying at our centre are not also
taking a for-credit Italian language course.

Designed to be delivered 77 situ as a short course in Italian communi-
cation skills and culture, the program described here has been developed by
an Australian university operating in multiple countries including a branch
campus in Malaysia, a teaching location in South Africa, and a centre in Italy.
As part of a new four- to twelve-week intensive study abroad program run by
the Faculty of Arts, the delivery of Parliamo! was restructured in September
2017 to include a total of three classes on site, and a cooking class held at a
local restaurant. This new development included grammar-based language
classes; a treasure hunt held after the students’ induction upon arrival at the
centre; and a series of reflective sessions, where students are asked to share
their observations inspired by the curricular and extra-curricular activities.
This structure was also applied to cohorts from other faculties within the
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same period, and it proved particularly effective in the case of Architecture
and Design students, and Education students (as we will describe in the
following sections).

The findings of two research projects informed the design and imple-
mentation of this intercultural enrichment program. The first one was a
comparative study on intercultural capabilities among students enrolled in
study abroad programs at the centre (Baldassar, Mulcock 2012; Polezzi 2012).
Data collected from students and staff revealed a strong assumption among
students that “being there” (i.e., in a new environment) would automati-
cally trigger the development of intercultural competence. In addition, the
“bubble” effect was identified as a potential risk of the programs, whereby
students might analyse their international experience through the biased
lens of familiarity (by virtue of studying at an IBC), and therefore reinforce
rather than challenge stereotypes. In their recommendations, the authors of
the study emphasised the importance of scaffolding international experience
by embedding intercultural competence in the curriculum.

Along the same lines, a longitudinal survey was conducted among
students enrolled in Inter-Campus Exchange (ICE) programs offered at the
Australia, Malaysia and South Africa teaching locations of the same institution
operating in Italy (Normand-Marconnet 2015). The ICE programs are an
opportunity for students to spend a semester at another campus to complete
a degree under the same academic conditions (i.e., similar content and assess-
ment) as those at their home campus. The aim of the survey was to identify
students” perceptions of the benefits and challenges of this type of program.
Data were collected at pre-departure and re-entry stages at students’ home
campuses. The findings showed that students acknowledged their tendency to
underestimate difficulties with social integration and culture shock. Students
assumed that familiarity with the academic environment would correlate with
their ability to adjust to their new environment. In order to avoid these kinds
of misleading assumptions, the research project highlighted the need to build
students’ intercultural competence.

In line with Jones ez al. (2012), Parliamo! was developed from the prem-
ise that intercultural competence is an essential component of study abroad.
It was also recognised that students (and visiting teaching staff) needed a
basic understanding of the local language and culture as well as some kind
of intercultural framework to make meaningful sense of their stay. We argue
that, while IBCs can be regarded as an archetype of the “bubble” context by
reproducing in host countries the same (or a similar) educational environment,
institutions with an international network of campuses may also benefit from
offering a unique setting to provide students with opportunities to discover a
new context from within a familiar environment. Adopting Cresswell’s (2012,
465) definition of case study, in this paper we identify specific areas of con-
cern, including students’ perceptions of cultural stereotypes while travelling
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internationally, to emphasise the relevance, potentialities, and complexities of
intercultural enrichment initiatives such as the one discussed here.

A key question informing our analysis and discussion is: Does the
small number of classes (and hours) of the course allow for developing actual
intercultural competence, and, if so, of what kind? Similarly, how can this
be achieved in the face of macro- and micro-structural limits, including the
constraints imposed by students’ curricular (i.e., assessed) requirements and
broader institutional perceptions and motivations of study abroad experiences?
In the following sections, we provide a critical analysis of the practical and
pedagogical implications for institutions and individuals involved in develop-
ing co-curricular programs to support formal curriculum offerings overseas.

4. Applying an anthropological approach to intercultural competence

A short not-for-credit course available to all students and visiting teaching
staff who travel to Prato for intensive study programs, the Parliamo! program
is based on what is defined by Lussier as an anthropological approach to in-
tercultural competence. This program integrates intercultural interactions in
the learning process not only to improve language competence, but also to
facilitate the development of “(inter)cultural representations and transactions
between individuals” (2011, 34).

4.1 Improving the program design

Given the different subject backgrounds of the students and duration of
their faculty study program, which ranges from two to twelve weeks, Parliamo!
is tailored to specific cohorts where possible, e.g., in terms of which Italian
vocabulary and phrases are taught. Student feedback on the program is crucial
to its development. At the end of the program, students are asked to complete
an online feedback form, the findings of which for 2017 partly inform the
present analysis and discussion. Students are invited to give their feedback
about the quality, structure, and relevance of the program to their daily life
in Prato and whether or not they would recommend it to their peers. They
are also asked to contribute specific suggestions for improvement.

Changes since the first iteration have included the addition of online
resources and more experiential activities such as a treasure hunt in the historic
centre of Prato and workshop-style activities on the use of gestures and other
body language. Several faculties have formalised the Parliamo! program by
making it a compulsory requirement for students enrolled in study abroad
courses at the centre. Yet, as it emerged from the first qualitative analysis of
feedback collected from student surveys over the period from April 2014 to
July 2015, those students for whom Parliamo! was compulsory noted that it
would be particularly useful if at least one language class were delivered before
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their arrival in Italy, or if classes were to commence as soon as they arrived in
Prato. This is not however always feasible due to the time constraints of the
students’” curricular activities. The limits imposed by the short duration of
most of the faculty programs have broader implications as regards the success
of extra-curricular initiatives aimed at fostering “intercultural communicative
competence”, and we will return to them later in this paper.

Based on the feedback from 2014 to 2015, the key concerns for students
to be able to make sense of the intercultural experience offered in Prato were:
the timing and pace of the program; uncomfortableness when practising the
language outside the context of the classroom; and a desire to integrate English
language more into both the language classes and the written course materials.
The cooking class was instead unanimously endorsed; at a local restaurant in
Prato, students learn how to prepare traditional dishes and the lesson ends
with a shared meal. Food can indeed be a powerful tool for sharing experienc-
es and knowledge, especially in an Italian context, and a collaborative form
of interacting in another language, crossing language and cultural barriers
(Camporesi 1993; Counihan, Van Esterik 2008).

4.2 A blended program combining online resources and experiential learning

In the Parliamo! program’s present structure, we have introduced some
grammar-based classes in addition to the conversation-based classes, support-
ed by an online platform. Hosted on a Googlesite, this interactive resource
includes a downloadable language booklet, a series of video recordings filmed
in collaboration with local businesses (to re-create typical conversation ex-
changes from daily life), and additional curated videos dealing with cultural
stereotypes and the language of gestures. The content and structure have been
carefully designed to provide access to select authentic resources seen as valu-
able additions to the in-class real exchanges. The shift towards the digital with
regard to course materials was viewed as an attempt towards offering a more
student-friendly approach, something with which they would feel comforta-
ble and could adjust to and use easily. It allows students to practise language
and culture drills throughout the duration of their stay in their own time.
This shift is in line with recent research demonstrating that, as a supplement
to face-to-face classes and teacher-student interactions inside the classroom,
online resources allow students to become autonomous subjects-agents of their
learning (van Lier 2010). For instance, students are able to complete activities
at their own pace outside the classroom and to learn more about grammar
and vocabulary structures during their stay, as there is not enough time during
the classes to cover these topics. This is also in keeping with current academic
discourse on the role of “blended learning” techniques and approaches, “when
the students themselves are actively engaged in creating, understanding, and
connecting to knowledge” (Marsh 2012, 8). Blended learning thus stimulates
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a more active role for students (Carrier 2017; see also Carloni, Zuccala 2017),
as in this case, through pre- and post-class activities online.

Moreover, in order to maximise the opportunities for students to familiar-
ise themselves with the surroundings, the language classes are complemented
by optional activities organised by the centre: Italian-English conversation
exchanges are held with locals every two weeks, and meals with local Italian
families are organised for students. The latter, in particular, seems to stimu-
late students to reflect on intercultural differences and similarities. During
2017, administrative records of the centre show that as many as 223 students
(over one-third of the total number of students who study at the centre each
year) chose to have a meal with a local family, an opportunity for “genuine”
socio-cultural exchange. Typically, students undertaking the longer programs
(at least four weeks in duration) participated in the meals. We argue that these
encounters are important moments to counter assumptions about “genuine”
and “local” culture(s), which are indeed contentious within the context of
study abroad. As highlighted by the literature in this field, providing opportu-
nities for interaction that move beyond those of buyer-consumer (Kinginger
2013) is crucial to avoid fetishising (local) culture. We also need to take into
account the ways “global citizenship depends upon local thought and action” in
order to shed light on the interrelations of local actions and global phenomena
(Davis, Pike 2009, 68).

By contrast, observations by centre staff involved in the organisation of
these activities indicate that the conversation exchanges are less popular than
the family meal initiative. An analysis of the 20 conversation exchange sessions
held in 2017 revealed a total of nearly 250 local participants compared to 100
visiting students (approximately one sixth of the total number of students
who study at the centre each year). On average, each conversation exchange
attracts five visiting students and 10-15 Italian peers. The highest participation
of visiting students occurred over a two-month period, which coincided with
the running of for-credit Italian language units. Factors that may contribute
to the difference in uptake between the two activities include the limited
time available both for the conversation exchange and for students to feel
comfortable in using Italian, combined with the fact that the activity takes
place at the end of an often long day of study. This highlights the difficulties
in providing opportunities and spaces for cultural enrichment within short-
term study abroad programs.

Feedback gathered from Arts students in December 2017 suggests that the
cooking class in particular was viewed by students as a way to grow personally,
in that cooking for oneself represented one’s independence and autonomy
while living in another country, as opposed to living at “home”. Similarly,
being hosted for a meal by members of the local community was considered
the key to “escaping” — however momentarily — the comfortable, but also
“closed”, community of one’s peers speaking the same language and sharing
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the same culture, although the latter is far from homogeneous. Some students
highlighted the fact that the conversation exchanges provided opportunities to
discuss gender differences openly (an example being that an Australian student
while talking about her playing soccer “startled” her Pratese interlocutor).
Some students noted that the exchanges also encouraged them to commu-
nicate outside the university environment. Other students reported that the
Parliamo! classes developed their confidence in everyday interactions, and an
understanding of their own different cultural background; they also fostered
knowledge and understanding of communication signs more generally, and
of verbal, as opposed to non-verbal, cues in particular.

5. Pedagogical implications of developing an intercultural enrichment program

From this rich and varied student feedback, we posit that the Parliamo!
program enables participants to make sense of their lived experience and to
construct new meanings from unfamiliar situations. An intercultural enrich-
ment program such as this one is intended to address the criticised “bubble
syndrome” that can occur in offshore programs, by helping students to go be-
yond their comfort zone progressively through guided and scaffolded activities.

5.1 Synergies between curricular requirements and co-curricular activities

Time constraints emerge as a key challenge when designing these kinds
of programs, especially with regard to providing students with opportunities
to practise using Italian in authentic situations. As discussed earlier, there are
limits to which language features and intercultural aspects can be covered
adequately in just a few weeks, though this challenge is by no means restrict-
ed to short-term study abroad programs. Scholarship in the field of study
abroad has found the actual value of short-term study abroad experiences
goes beyond a mere “tourism of sorts” or a revenue source for universities in
an increasingly corporatised academic environment (see, for example, Lewin
2009; Kortegast, Kupo 2017).

The optional extra-curricular activities — the conversation exchanges and
the meals with local families — could be exploited further in order to link
the learning of the more formal classroom environment with the “outside”
realities that the students experience first-hand. In spite of the difference in
participation levels between conversation exchange and the family meals,
these activities are an opportunity for peer-to-peer sharing of knowledge,
in addition to the teacher-student interactions in the classroom. They offer
students opportunities to meet locals with different backgrounds, including
Italian students studying English at university, working professionals and
locals without any tertiary qualifications. Through these real and personal
interactions, students are potentially able to find out more about the way of
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life of the local community —and, consequently, to have a true “intercultural”
encounter for which the classes attempt to provide the groundwork.

Activities such as conversation exchanges and meals with local families
are usually welcomed by students. This suggests that real-life experiences may
help sustain the development of intercultural skills such as openness. Some
students reported that these opportunities required them to go out of their
comfort zone and to find strategies to cope with unfamiliar situations. This
type of feedback illustrates the current debate in literature on how programs
based on intercultural pedagogy are expected to equip learners not only with
basic language skills for specific purposes (such as work placements, volun-
teering or internships), but with cues about communication styles (verbal
or non-verbal, direct or indirect, high or low context, etc.). This theoretical
knowledge can be reinforced by situations simulated in class, and even more
so when opportunities are provided for real-life interactions. With their mul-
tiple campuses, IBCs can therefore offer students safe settings to interact in
culturally diverse environments.

Yet not all students participate in both activities. This finding leads us back
to reflect on the factors which limit participation in activities that are not part
of formal curricula, activities which normally take place outside class time and
which are therefore often perceived to be less valuable than class attendance, or
as reducing one’s free time (which can be limited during intensive, short-term
study abroad programs). In fact, one of the greatest challenges for participation
rates and outcomes of this type of program is adjusting it according to students’
curricular requirements in terms of content, duration and timetabling. This
is especially the case for those groups which spend shorter periods of time
at the centre. Tailoring the content of the program to, for instance, subject
or thematically-relevant vocabulary and ready-to-use expressions, has proved
a valuable strategy. For example, for Education students who undertake a
professional teaching experience in local primary and secondary schools, it is
important that they learn some basic Italian language in order to be able to
interact confidently with students in a typical Italian school setting. They also
need to be able to read emotions through interpretation of non-verbal forms of
communication such as body language. These students were in fact the most
critical of the lack of pre-departure language lessons before leaving Australia.

5.2 Providing room to develop in-depth understanding of culture

Generally speaking, students who undertake Parliamo! report being ap-
preciative of the relaxed atmosphere of the language classes. When students
are involved in “open” learning environments such as those created through
collaborative and group work, those who have experience in learning a foreign
language will often help their peers, for example, by choosing less confident
speakers as partners in role-playing activities. It has been observed that a
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positive atmosphere in these classes is also fostered through the active par-
ticipation of the accompanying teaching staff from the home campus. Their
presence contributes to establishing genuine forms of learning together and
sharing, which can even help with overcoming any emotional blockages in
communication exchanges in a foreign language.

In addition to language skills, contextually relevant, intercultural en-
richment programs such as Parliamo! promote deeper understanding and
knowledge of culture, which is seen as a pivotal component in the Pyramid
Model of Intercultural Competence proposed by Deardorff (2006). In the
Parliamo! program, role-plays in class, and authentic intercultural encounters
during conversation exchange or meals with local families, are examples of
experiential activities that have been found to build progressively competences
related to openness and empathy. While limited in terms of duration, these
meaningful encounters play a significant role in allowing learners to move
from ethno-centric to more ethno-relativist perspectives (Bennett 1986).

In the current structure of the course, students are asked to share and discuss
their own experience and observation of daily life in the local community and
during their travel to other cities in Italy. The students reflect on the similarities
and differences between Italian culture and their own cultural backgrounds and
contrast these with their expectations. As such experiences are aimed towards
cultural “adjustments” and intercultural sensitivity, we are reminded of the
experiential nature of the program, as part of a broader institutional effort to
promote a pedagogy that combines a student-centred approach with blended
learning. It is expected that students will become more active participants in
their progress towards the acquisition of intercultural competence, by being
challenged to explore and get involved in cultural dynamics through autonomy
and self-reflection (Mezirow 2000 quoted in Marginson, Sawir 2011).

6. Conclusion

Parliamo! was originally designed to counterbalance the “bubble syn-
drome” likely to be encountered by students from an Australian institution
doing a short-term study abroad program in an International Branch Campus
in Italy. It has since been developed into a hybrid course designed to foster
intercultural competence by combining in-class linguistic-oriented activities
and cultural activities organised outside the classroom. While still a work-
in-progress and with further research needed to evaluate the intercultural
competence development of students who undertake the course, this program
could serve as a model to be adapted in other branch campuses.

Yet how do we situate these kinds of efforts in broader institutional
frameworks within the neoliberalisation of education, “employability” trends,
internationalisation and commodification? Is it conceivable to commit to
intercultural skills development, while at the same time avoiding the “un-
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derlying practices of consumerism, postcolonialism, cultural tourism, and
the commodification of experience” which Kortegast and Kupo (2017, 150)
argue are promoted in short-term study abroad experiences?

Our case study illustrates how intercultural pedagogy can be applied
in the specific context of short-term mobility in IBCs. In line with Ward
(2001), we posit that developing knowledge of different cultures together with
self-awareness of one’s own culture helps facilitate cross-cultural adjustment.
Regardless of the course duration, intercultural enrichment educators must
seek to design activities that balance cognitive, affective and behavioural
components. The content and activities described in this case study program
are an illustration of intercultural pedagogy that draws on Kolb’s experiential
and Mezirow’s transformative learning theories.

We have outlined pedagogical and structural elements that could also serve
as a basis for other institutions interested in developing similar programs. We see
enrichment programs in study abroad contexts as a particularly effective way to
develop the skills and attitudes described in the UNESCO framework as “the
minimal requirements to attain intercultural competences” including “respect,
self-awareness/identity, seeing from other perspectives/worldviews, listening,
adaptation, relationship building, and cultural humilicy” (UNESCO 2013, 11).

As graduates from universities around the world are increasingly expected
to become “employable” global citizens, and self-conscious agents of their edu-
cational progress, the demands and challenges posed by intercultural experiences
may well be fertile ground for a critical understanding of the economic, social,
linguistic, and cultural implications of practices of learning and teaching.
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