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1. Social demography 

 

T – the number of foreign students wishing to do their practical training here has 

increased ove the years. The number of supervised students and the latter and their 

personalities have an impact on their experience as supervisors rather than the 

period of time they have been supervisors. Over the years, students have not 

changed, as a rule, they are quite independents, expect concrete answers to 

concrete questions, and this has not changed. Foreign students` preparation has not 

changed significantly. It is often the case that Estonia is not a student`s first choice 

and they have wanted to go somewhere else, but have come to Estonia instead. We 

have noticed that their expectations regarding the upcoming practical training are 

modest and they have sometimes been prejudiced towards Estonia (cold, unsafe, 

etc.), whereas at the end of the practical training they have all been quite satisfied. 

M – the experience of supervising a foreign student during their practical training has 

changed over time as I have developed and learned some general principles of 

supervision as well as new things regarding foreign students. As a rule, foreign 

exchange students are very diligent as those who do their practical training here 

would like to acquire many new experiences. Students` preparation has not changed 

over the years, but it is related to their country of origin. 

S – experiences as a foreign student are very good. In Finland, my supervisor in 

hospital was very active as s/he wanted to practise English. We also communicated 

in Finnish and s/he explained everything we did very thoroughly. I acquired a lot of 

new knowledge, practical (medications, communicating with patients) as well as 

theoretical. In general, experience in Latvia was positive, although the staff could not 

speak English well and therefore it was difficult to communicate with them. In 

addition, I didn`t have a supervisor assigned to me, I had to do everything.  
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2. Multiculturalism 

 

T – multiculturality is a wide term, but primarily I understand this to be cultural 

differences. The term also contains the skill of taking into account cultural 

differences, and a person`s attitude to culture. In the context of supervising a foreign 

student, this is relevant for everyone who meets the student. As a rule, students 

have found information on our culture themselves and they are well aware of our 

country and what to expect here. It is important to know the cultural background 

connected with our profession to ensure better supervision. For example, one must 

know what practical training in a specific country consists of.  

M – in this context, multiculturality means that one is aware of a foreign student`s 

cultural background and the latter is appreciated and taken into consideration when 

providing practical and theoretical knowledge to the student. For example, some 

nursing skills are implemented differently in different countries. For instance, an 

midwifery exchange student from Poland had learned to measure a newborn 

differently compared to how it is done in Estonia (in Estonia, we stretch the newborn 

so that the baby`s legs are also straight, but in Poland, the newborn is measured 

with bent legs, and the results differ significantly). There are definitely more of such 

differences, these should be discovered and discussed.  

Under multiculturality, we could also include a person`s character and behaviour and 

attitudes. For example, how strictly the person sticks to appointments and their 

attitude to time in general.  

For instance, if an exchange student from Poland or Latvia comes to do their 

practical training in our hospital, many employees and patients assume that the 

student speaks Russian. But younger persons do not speak the language and 

communicate in English.  

S – multiculturality refers to the fact that there are so many different people in 

different countries, and if there are so many people with a different cultural 

background in one country, the picture is truly varied. In Finland, I was warned that 

people may have different attitudes towards me as a trainee due to the fact that I 

come from a former Soviet country. Fortunately, such situations did not occur. We 

have experienced other kinds of attitudes which are related to our country of origin. 

 

3. Cultural awareness 

 

T – Multicultural awareness depends on experience gained throughout our lives (not 

only experience related to supervising students). For example, it was very easy to 

communicate with and supervise students from Spain as I have personally 

experienced Spanish culture and people before. At the same time, it took much 

longer with French students due to not having had contact with the French before 

and possessing only theoretical knowledge thanks to doing some research. Each 

new student is a new challenge, and supervising and communicating with foreign 

exchange students is a good means of developing one`s cultural awareness. Thus, I 
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cannot say that my cultural awareness is developed to a high degree, but it is 

constantly improving.  

My personal experience as an exchange student impacts me as a supervisor.  It is 

certain that my cultural background affects my behaviour and communication, 

although on a daily basis I don`t think about how my cultural background impacts the 

latter.  

M – now cultural awareness means mostly what I`ve gained through supervising 

foreign students. I always find out about the cultural background of the student I`m 

going to supervise. I am quite tolerant, but I have noticed certain prejudices and 

stereotypical thinking. For example, Latvian students are thought to be a bit slow. At 

the same time, I have experienced having two exchange students from Latvia and 

they came from totally different cultural backgrounds and their religious beliefs and 

personalities differed as well. It is certain that cultural awareness develops through 

communication.  

S – when sharing the dorm with students from other nationalities, one`s cultural 

awareness develops. In general, I am very much interested in other countries and 

travelling and it is extremely interesting to see how different people are and how 

much there is to learn from them. Personally, I find that when you go to study or work 

in another country, it is important to adopt its traditions and customs and to learn 

about the culture. Cultural awareness develops in communication as well as when 

one observes behaviour.  

 

4. Cultural empathy 

 

T – assessing a foreign student`s cultural background is mainly done by 

communicating with them. Systematic and planned cultural background assessment 

is not carried out, but cultural differences appear when communicating (for example, 

eating culture, behaviour, attitude towards elderly persons, etc.). 

M – a talk during which we discuss aspects of culture in general as well as 

educational culture, also birth culture (especially with midwifery students). Some 

topics are not addressed due to not wanting to seem tactless, so these are dealt with 

indirectly and very carefully by asking rather general questions.  

S – questions were asked mainly regarding the medical system, also pertaining to 

curriculum, skills, knowledge, cultural background was not assessed systematically. 

Experience shows that cultural background is addressed via modest questions.   

 

5. Open-mindedness 

 

T – foreign students are valuable as they enrich our lives and bring variety. When 

they think and act differently, it is extremely exciting. So far, we haven`t had 

problems with them. If we had a situation in which a foreign student wasn`t happy 

here, we would start thinking whether there could be a problem. We have learned a 

lot from foreign students, especially being open when communicating and 

expressing our thoughts.  
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We don`t prefer one country of origin to another. We want to accept all students with 

an open mind.  

M – foreign students do not pose a problem, it is interesting to communicate with 

people with different backgrounds, especially in a foreign language. We have had 

problems with organising the practical trainings (number of hours and goals, etc.). 

We don prefer one country of origin to another, the only requirement is that the 

student can manage with English. It is important to know where the exchange 

student comes from to prepare oneself better for supervising. For example, Finnish 

students are similar to us, whereas Latvian students have not had so much practice 

in nursing skills and it often turns out that it is their first practical experience and they 

need to learn a lot.  

s- I haven`t experienced any problems arising from different levels of preparation or 

cultural background. I was under the impression that our nursing skills were at a 

better level than Latvians`, so we had to teach them how to carry out certain 

procedures. When we compare ourselves to Finland, the content of our curricula is 

not the same, we learn different things in different years. I noticed one difference in 

our and Finnish working culture – in Finland, a nurse carries out procedures that a 

trained nurse in Estonia usually does not, these are done by care workers. 

 

6. Cultural knowledge and skills 

 

T – culture affects our behaviour, values, attitudes, etc. via different environments. At 

the same time, the latter are affected also by upbringing and personal development. 

Culturally speaking, it is important to provide good practical training but also to 

consider the fact that our patients and employees come from different cultural 

backgrounds, including those living on the periphery in Estonia. They have to receive 

the best of medical care and a health care worker has to be professional enough to 

offer that. Portuguese students, who show a lot of respect towards their patients, 

pointed out a cultural difference. 

M – culture affects behaviour, etc., but the latter is also impacted by a person`s 

openness, how one understands the world and how much one wants to develop and 

learn. Cultural context definitely has an impact on service delivery. For example, 

Polish or Latvian students say that our maternity wards offer such client-centred care 

that is not yet the case in their countries. When speaking to a Finnish student, such 

differences did not surface. Also, personal characteristics and openness play a 

crucial role here from the point of view of the service provider as well as the client, 

and also which language they communicate.  

T+M – before the arrival of the foreign exchange student, we receive information 

regarding their knowledge, skills, goals, but not cultural background. Our institution 

does not have special systems for developing cultural competencies.  

S – culture has an impact on a person. If you`ve been raised in one culture, 

difference in cultural background can be seen very clearly when one goes abroad. 

Regarding service delivery, I didn`t see any differences arising from culture, whereas 

I felt that perhaps people`s behaviour was dependent on funding in the health care 
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system, number of employees and other such factors (Latvia). In Finland, working 

culture was different, i.e. the client is truly king. 

Prior to going to practical training, cultural differences were not addressed thoroughly 

in the curriculum. Different cultures are introduced, but one must find out about the 

target culture by themselves. There is a meeting for Erasmus students, but the issue 

is dealt with shortly. 

 

The specific nature of supervising a foreign student: 

T – more time is allocated for a foreign student due to the fact that usually you have 

more students for one teacher to supervise. Foreign students come at different 

times, one teacher has few students and can devote more time to them. You 

definitely need to deal more with issues of general well-being (accommodation, 

transport, possibilities of eating, etc.)  and you worry about such things more. Also, 

issues of health insurance and, if necessary, helping them to organise medical care. 

Otherwise the process of supervision is the same. 

As there are fewer foreign students doing their practical training at the same time, we 

can be more flexible when organising their training, fit the practical training with the 

time that is more suitable for the students.  

M – also, in addition to supervision, issues of daily life are dealt with. Compared to 

students from our own country, it is more complicated to help the student to set goals 

for their practical training, to provide feedback and to fill in other similar 

documentation, that is the organisational issues. Process of teaching and 

supervision is the same, but it takes more time due to using foreign languages. Many 

foreign students are very active and motivated, so they ask their supervisor to call 

them in case the former has an interesting case at work, or for example a woman 

giving birth (midwifery students). And the student comes to hospital even if practical 

training is not scheduled for that day.  

S – compared to practical training in home country, supervisors from College as well 

as hospital were more helpful regarding living conditions, transport and such issues. 

Experiences related to flexibility vary – planning schedules for practical training was 

more flexible and people were more forthcoming (in Latvia). In Finland, the practical 

training schedule was rather inflexible and couldn`t be changed. 

 

Competencies necessary for multicultural awareness, knowledge and skills. 

T – curiosity, open communication, communication skills, language skills, self-

management, cooperation skills, cultural awareness 

M – in case of a supervisor the following are important: suitable personal 

characteristics, ability to develop, extensive knowledge, ability to provide reasons for 

and explain one`s actions 

S – in addition to what has been mentioned above, the ability to take into account 

cultural differences when supervising  
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7. Communication and self-efficacy 

 

Skills needed to effectively communicate and collaborate with international students: 

T+M – openness, listening skills, foreign language skills 

 

Limitations in case of supervising a student in a foreign language: 

M – at times you feel that you can`t express yourself as you would like to, but you 

must explain and adapt more. Grammar mistakes do not disturb very much, but 

content must be considered more carefully. It is important to take into account the 

student`s level of language (for example, whether English is their mother tongue or 

what level of language the student is at). The same amount of knowledge is shared 

with the student but it takes more time. If you don`t know some expression, you use 

body language, other languages the supervisor and the student speak and 

sometimes also Latin. Sometimes you just agree on how to call a procedure or an 

instrument. Quite often these are referred to in Estonian and foreign exchange 

students are very much interested in doing the same. Cultural misunderstandings 

have not really occurred, but if these have, they become problems. To find out how 

well a student understands, mirroring is used, the student is asked to explain what 

and how they understood something, etc. In general, we haven`t had any problems 

with this. S – has experienced language problems especially when communicating 

with the staff. 

 

8. Social initiative 

 

T – sometimes language barrier is a serious issue as some people do not speak 

English, which is the main language for communicating with foreign exchange 

students. 

M – when communicating with colleagues, sometimes you may experience a 

language barrier.  In case of patients, it depends on the specific nature of the 

department. For example, language barriers are more numerous when 

communicating with geriatric patients, and there not so many when communicating 

with children and their parents.  

S – feel that there are language barriers between them and staff as well as patients.  

 

Supporting a foreign exchange student: 

T – at the beginning of the practical training during the time the student is adjusting, 

the supervisor and other support persons in College are constantly alert should th 

student need something or a problem arise. If needed, we help with everyday issues 

(accommodation, eating, transport, etc.), but also when they need to communicate 

with people in their home country, etc. It is a good idea to guide the students to 

communicate with other foreign students or people from the same nationality. It is 

good for the students. It is important to offer all kinds of support regarding everyday 

life, socializing, so that a student will not remain alone. Supervisors themselves do 

not receive supervision, they exchange experiences and learn from these.  
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M – organising and planning practical training is as flexible and students-centred as 

possible, support is offered and interest is shown in issues regarding everyday life, 

etc.  

S – all kinds of support was offered (practical training and everyday life). Support is 

required especially in regard to the organisational side of practical training – how to 

find the hospital and department, how to move around in an unfamiliar place. 

Supervisor helped to become integrated in society which was very good.  

 

9. Emotional stability 

 

T +M – fortunately, problematic and psychologically complicated situations with 

foreign exchange students have not occurred. More skills and knowledge regarding 

cultural differences would be useful, but so far we have always been able to ask our 

more experienced colleagues for advice, search for information ourselves (for 

example, on the internet or in literature), and we have been of course able to ask the 

student regarding their needs.  

 

10.  Pedagogical methods 

 

T – employed teaching and learning methods: supervision, counselling, discussion, 

exchanging experience, analysing the fulfilment of goals. Supervising foreign 

exchange students develops a lecturer from the cultural as well as language 

perspective, and it is better to observe the development of a students as working 

with a foreign exchange student is much more individual than supervising students 

from our own College during their practical training.  

M – in addition, situation analysis, going through a process (not only in theory, but 

actually doing it), demonstration, practising 

S – we did a situation analysis, analysis, discussion and practical tasks.  

 

11.  Internationalisation in higher education 

 

T – foreign exchange students are most welcome in our College. Internationalisation 

is a strategic goal of our development plan, and it is also a top priority in higher 

education in Estonia. Lecturers are interested in supervising foreign exchange 

students. Lecturers have this responsibility and it is specified in their job description, 

but we always take into consideration whether the lecturer wishes to do it and they 

are free to choose.  

Internationalisation provides an opportunity for comparing the nursing curricula in 

different countries. The information obtained can be used to develop the learning 

and teaching process, and it is easier to come up with examples about countries you 

have had contact with when supervising a student from that country. 

Internationalisation enriches life at higher educational institutions, provides variety to 

routine, and enables curriculum development. Also, the general outcomes of  

curricula contain student`s internationalisation, thus, the issue is quite topical in our 
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College. International recognition is valued highly at college as well as practical 

training sites levels.  

M – internationalisation is important, we see many foreign nursing students, but also 

medical students, so the institution cooperates closely with specialists in many fields 

all over the world. Supervising Tartu Health Care College students is voluntary, when 

choosing a supervisor, their competence as a supervisor and language skills are 

considered. The most often recurring problem has been the language barrier. We 

have also had students whose language skills are not very good. 

Internationalisation helps to boost employees` self-esteem as it is good to know that 

I can manage to supervise a foreign exchange student and it is good to see the 

results. This experience definitely broadens one`s mind.  

 

 

12.  Multicultural competencies needed when working with international 

students (indicated by key informants) 

 

M+T – it is necessary to enhance one`s multicultural competencies. 

M – our profession-related English skills are lacking, also understanding different 

cultures and cooperation. There are shortcomings in the area of organisation of 

practical training for foreign exchange students – documentation, feedback sheet 

and content and other such requirements. Supervisors develop themselves to a 

large extent by participating in language courses, via the internet, and learning and 

developing together with the foreign exchange students.  

 


