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1. Social demography 

 

A group interview conducted on 27 January 2014 included 2 Dutch clinical mentors, one from 

the nursing profession and one from the physiotherapy profession, two Dutch physiotherapy 

teachers who taught exclusively in the International Class, and three foreign physiotherapy 

students, of which one was a full time student (from UK) in the 4-year programme in the 

International Class and two were participating in Erasmus 3-months student exchange 

programmes (both from Austria). The average age of respondents was 42.57 years 

(student’s average = 25,33; mentor’s average = 55; teacher’s average = 56); the youngest 

respondent was 24, the oldest 64. In terms of gender, the sample included 4 female and 3 

male respondents (students 2:1, mentors 1:1, teachers 1:1).  

All mentors and teachers had a higher education diploma: a bachelor's degree. All 

respondents spoke fluently English and could write in English. The interview was done in 

English. The exchange students spoke and wrote also Dutch and one spoke and wrote also 

Spanish. The mentors and teachers could speak and write also German and French. On 

average, mentors had 20 years of experience with mentoring students; one mentor indicated 

to have more than 5 years of experience with mentoring foreign students, the other one only 

little experience. The foreign language used in mentoring was English. International students, 

who were mentored in the past, came to the Netherlands from Iran, China, Ghana, Bolivia, 

Germany and South Africa. Both teachers had more than 5 years experience in teaching 

international students. The language used in teaching was English. International students, 

who came in for study, came to the Netherlands from USA, Canada, South Africa, Norway, 

Italy, Switzerland, Sweden, Israel, Germany, Poland, UK, Turkey, China, Ireland, France, 

Italy. 

Two students respondents participated in a three-month Erasmus exchange programme 

during their final year of physiotherapy studies with the aim of conducting clinical practice. 

One student respondent participated in the 4-year full time programme in the International 
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Class, in his second year. The exchange students were engaged in 2 clinical settings where 

they communicated in English and Dutch. The exchange programmes took place in the 

Netherlands. The full time international student is engaged in 5 or 6 clinical settings abroad 

(outside the Netherlands) in the future.  

 

2. Multiculturalism 

 

Talking about this subject, it became clear that there were different point of views on 

multiculturalism. Some opinions were given in relationship to Universities, others spoke 

about multiculturalism in society. The following quotes and summaries will give an 

impression of discussion.    

Teacher (7): ‘Multiculturalism for me, as a teacher, means working with students from other 

countries, other cultures and not just knowing that they are from other cultures, but also take 

this into account.’  

It’s important to try to find the common parts. To respect each other’s values and at the same 

time try to work together as good as possible. For example when it comes to ‘hands on’. 

Some Asian students could have a problem touching people from the other sex.  

Student (3): But if we want to talk about multiculturalism, we have to define what is culture. Is 

it just the background, country and language, or is it also traditions, habits? It can mean so 

many different things!  

What followed was the question if we should find a shared definition of ‘multiculturalism’. 

Cause there are so many things that we could see as culture. We agreed that we will 

approach culture in a broad way, not just the country or language from the student. 

Teacher (7): ‘It’s so broad, so wide, but at the same time it’s interesting to see which aspects 

we need for teaching/learning.’  

Another opinion is that we tend to force other cultures too much to use the culture of the 

Netherlands, instead of respect their culture. So the question about multiculturalism is not so 

easy, cause is it really multicultural? Another suggestion was to respect the culture that you 

visit, but stick also with your own culture and values. A supervisor (5) states that it’s not that 

difficult for students from Western Europe, but others disagreed with this, because they 

noticed that even for Western European students, the differences is culture are obvious and 

not always easy to handle.  

Supervisor (4): ‘We should not look only to problems or challenges, but also to benefits of 

multiculturalism’. This is confirmed by a student who tells that one reason for his trip to the 

Netherlands is to interact with different cultures and learn from it. If both groups are open to 

each other, it can work well. 

 

These multi-interpretable views on multiculturalism tell us that it’s important for us to search 

for a good explanation for this word. It has been recognized by the interviewees in a way that 

there are different cultures together in Saxion, practical places and society. Also, they agreed 

that we shouldn’t just look at the origin country or language. But what should we include in 

the concept of multiculturalism? That was a question that we couldn’t answer immediately. 

We at least added religion (especially the norms values of certain religions), power 

relationships and physical norms. Later in the interview, interviewees stated that maybe we 

shouldn’t look to people in terms of culture or a group where they belong too, but see the 

student as an individual with his/her own qualities, values and wishes. But is this possible?  
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3. Cultural awareness 

 

There was a discussion how to define cultural awareness. Some people stated immediately 

that they were cultural aware, but others gave a different definition of cultural awareness and 

were not so sure to call themselves ‘aware’.  

Teacher (6): ‘If I can speak for myself, I do. I may make many mistakes, but in the end, I get 

the impression that I’m on the right track. (…) I noticed that I’m more aware than in the 

beginning, more than 20 years ago. But still, am I an expert? I don’t know’.  

Student (3): ‘Cultural awareness is a big statement. I would call myself ‘cultural sensitive’. I’m 

aware that there are differences and I’m open minded to see this and act upon it. But I don’t 

know so much about the other cultures.’ 

These opinions make that others start to think more about this term. Teacher (7) wanted to 

state that he is cultural aware, but after hearing the other perspectives he’s thinking again. 

For him, translated into Dutch, he is aware, but he doesn’t know all the details from all the 

cultures.  

It’s also possible to look at the individual. Not necessarily the country he or she is from, but 

what someone wants to achieve here in the Netherlands when they come for study or 

practical placement.  

An interesting statement that passed by was from one of the students. She said that 

she is more cultural aware in another country than in her own. Cause at home there is no 

need to be very aware of other cultures, it’s easier to ignore. But when you are in another 

country, YOU are the stranger that has to deal with many differences. She would like to be 

more aware also in her own country. 

Student (2): ‘Cultural awareness to me is how you perceive what your perception is to 

people’s difference.’  

If you see the differences as a boundary, you should overcome it and make it an advantage. 

This is only possible if you are willing to understand the other people. Then it will be a benefit 

and as a result, studying abroad will be easier.  

Then the Dutch people also stated that it will be different where people go to study in 

Holland. The way people treat foreign students can differ a lot for example between the west 

and the east of the Netherlands. The students who were present at this interview told that 

since they were open minded and the people they met also, it was not very difficult to come 

from their culture to the Dutch one.  

 

4. Cultural empathy  

 

In the introduction for the new year, there are some activities to introduce new international 

students to the Dutch habits. For example, there are traditional games like ‘koekhappen’ 

(literally: cake biting). It’s a little opening for students and teachers to get to know each other 

and have a small lesson about the country. What’s really important are the questions ‘how is 

your study?’ and ‘how is your relationship to the teacher?’ In the beginning, most of the 

students are afraid to speak out loud about their expectations or suggestions. After this, the 

teachers let the students go for a while to find out themselves. What’s also important, 

according to the teacher (6), is her own personality. She is interested in people and she likes 

to get to know them. That’s why it’s easier to connect to the new students.  

Further introduction or help is given with study coaching or career counselling. 
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The supervisors think that they are not in the first position to assess the cultural background 

of the students. The students go to practical placements when they already had their first 

months in Holland, so it’s not quite new. They can handle most situations. The questions are 

more about life after study/practice. What will the chances be here in Holland? 

 The students told that they had not really discussions or self-awareness exercises. 

Not here, nor in their own country. They would like to have a little introduction before they 

start the study. It’s easier then to take initiative and understand they way of life or acting. One 

student mentions the manners. They are quite different in Holland then he’s used to. First he 

thought some reactions were impolite. Later on, after he learned the manners, he didn’t take 

it personally anymore. According to him, it would be good to not generalize about cultures, 

but just use an introduction to soft people’s perceptions.     

 

5. Open- mindedness 

  

The different cultural and learning experiences and practices were seen both as an asset 

and a problem. Especially in a stressful period when students do their assessment. When 

students are stressed, they act in a different way. Some cry, some feel fine and can handle 

the situation. In these moments, students go back to THEIR ‘normal behaviour’. As an 

assessor, you need to deal with this and don’t get stressed to. It won’t have a good effect on 

the student. 

 The other teacher adds that the different experiences and practices are a challenge. 

As a teacher you have to be reliable and valid when it comes to tests/assessments. Students 

have to explain very detailed and with certain knowledge in a language that is not their 

mother tongue. Sometimes the teacher feels the need to assist the students, but how far can 

he go and still be reliable and valid? It’s challenge to find the good solution. 

 Students also have language difficulties. They have practice in a good place to gain 

experience, but it is hard to communicate well with patients. Instead of asking more 

questions, the students have to listen and try to understand the story as good as possible. 

Especially pain is a difficult subject. In their own language it’s already difficult to 

explain/understand the exact pain, so in another language it’s even harder.  

 For two of the students who come from Austria, it was difficult to integrate quickly in 

the physiotherapy system in their practical placement, because the level and organisation 

are very different. Here, in contrast to Austria, people have direct access to physiotherapy 

and physiotherapists can directly speak to doctors. Second, the manners to speak polite are 

different (u versus jij) and the students don’t know how to talk to the supervisor.  Because of 

these doubts, the students feel insecure. 

 

Teachers have no preference when it comes to students from certain countries. It’s more 

about the characteristics of the student. Teacher (7) sais it’s all about motivation. Students 

already have certain knowledge when they go abroad, but what do they do with it? Are 

students willing to develop their selves? That’s the most important. As the students get a bit 

older, they are more motivated for different reasons (money, job seeking). 

One of the students (2) agrees on this. He had a big motivation himself, cause in his home 

country, it was not easy to become physiotherapist. Instead of giving up his study, he went 

abroad to fulfil his study.  

But there is also a sound against the argument of motivation. The other teacher (6) sais that 

motivation only is not enough. She met students who were willing to make their study a 
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success, but had not enough competencies to speak English/Dutch or learn the good 

methods. 

 

6. Cultural knowledge and skills 

 

Culture is seen as a major force in shaping behaviour, values, etc. As long as people are 

open minded and also like to share their own culture with others. It’s important to accept 

each other’s norms and values.  

Students and teachers recognize cultural diversity in Saxion. With this, they mean 

students with different norms and values, religion, eating habits and background are present. 

It’s diverse in a way that students from different parts of Europe come to Saxion. The 

diversity is mostly seen when it comes to habits and language. Religion is less diverse. 

There are not so many Muslim women, because of their norms about interacting with 

(Western/ non-Muslim) men. Teacher (6) tells that she noticed that Turkish students feel 

quickly ashamed when they have to get naked. For them it’s difficult to study and do their 

practice in the Netherlands where students and teachers feel more relaxed to undress in 

front of others. 

 

Students were not prepared really well before they came to Holland. There were no courses 

in their own country. The Austrian students try to learn some Dutch before their practical 

placement, but it was difficult to learn because they couldn’t practice with Dutch people. For 

all of the students, the language is a problem in their practical part.  

Apart from learning about the different structures in the practical placements, the students 

didn’t need to discuss multicultural issues. They feel that if they are open-minded, they will 

find out. It’s also a part of their international experience. 

 They are also satisfied with the way of teaching. The teachers are able to speak good 

English and they try to help the students as good as possible. It’s more difficult at the 

practical placements, because not all the supervisors, clients and patients are used to speak 

English. 

 

The teachers feel that there should be done more in the institutions to be better prepared for 

international students. Teacher (7): ‘Sincerely, I think teachers do way too little with the fact 

to invite students: welcome, be my guest. But then we do it the Dutch way, the lessons are 

just translated into English.’  

There is a lesson called ‘intercultural healthcare’, where there is attention for healthcare for 

different cultural groups. Also case studies are included. Students have to think how to deal 

in specific situations with cultural issues. Further, a special subject is started for the 

international students: ‘rehabilitation classes’. This subject is more important in other 

countries (the ones where the students come from). The Dutch students don’t have this 

subject.  

There were some initiatives the integrate international students, but somehow they 

stopped. There is no international office and the students go by themselves to explore the 

institution and the city. Teacher (6) has some ideas how to strengthen cultural competency, 

but she doesn’t think the institution will do something with this ideas.  It’s not allowed to 

change the way of teaching, but in a social way, teachers could/should try to find another 

way of teaching. And it could be possible, because the teachers feel they are flexible to teach 

an international student. Besides that, teachers told that it’s even easier to work with 
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international students, because they are more motivated than the Dutch ones. Teacher (6) 

doesn’t like to teach Dutch students anymore, she prefers the international students. 

According to here, they are more respectful, better listening, not distracted, always in time 

and dressed properly. 

 

7. Communication and self-efficacy 

 

To effectively communicate and collaborate with international students, you need to be open-

minded, interested in the other person, willing to listen, motivated to teach to create an 

intimate learning environment and you need to speak a common language.  

The teachers don’t feel limited to speak in a foreign language. It’s just a bit easier to explain 

things in their own language. It’s easier to be specific. But in the end, the teachers feel that 

they can explain everything they need in a way that the students can understand. 

Misunderstandings are rare, because students and teachers are both open-minded and 

willing to make themselves as clear as possible. This open-mindedness and interest is very 

important next to communication. If a teacher cannot create a good atmosphere and has no 

interest in his or her students, communication makes no sense.  

 

Students have no problems with the language at the institution. The teachers have a good 

level of English and explain well. There were more problems at the practical placements, as I 

mentioned earlier. At the practical placement of the Austrian students, the supervisor spoke 

Dutch only. But it went quite well, because he talked slowly and clearly and asked many 

times if the students understood him. It’s more difficult when the students have to work 

together with a bigger group. When many people speak Dutch at the same time, it’s hard to 

understand the topics. Student (1) felt more insecure with the patients. Many of them have 

dementia and could only speak Dutch. But the supervisor supported her to use other 

techniques to make herself understandable. In the end, she talked more in ways of signing 

with hands and feet. Patients started to understand better and student (1) felt more 

comfortable again. 

 

8. Social initiative  

 

Earlier in this interview, we spoke about language and the consequences in institutions and 

practical placements. We also heard before that there is a little support for the foreign 

students, but not very much. Teachers agree that there should be done more to integrate 

international students. Teacher (6) attends the students on a book about services that are 

provided in Holland. 

 The students have some suggestions themselves:  

- An introduction about the work field and dress code. For example: the dress code in 

Austria is wide clothes and the communication between physiotherapists and doctors 

is different than in the Netherlands.  

- An international office where students can go when they have problems. For 

example: when you get sick, where should you go for treatment or medicine?  

- Another suggestion is a buddy system. A student from the institution’s country can 

help the international students when it comes to daily life or questions about the 

study. It’s an easy contact with someone from your own age in the same work field. 
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There was a buddy system for 2 years at Saxion, but the buddy students stopped and 

no one followed.  

- Make clear what’s expected from the students. To tell this, you have to know the 

differences with the international students. Then it’s possible to see where problems 

or challenges can appear. There was an ABC list for 2 years with the questions that 

were asked the most. It was a sort of guide for the students. But also this is gone. 

-  More information about finances. It’s important for students to know about rules and 

possibilities for study finance. Especially when you are in another country for a longer 

period.  

- A better communication between the international and the national students. For 

example, international students didn’t know about the activities of the study 

community.  

 

9. Emotional stability 

 

As said earlier, the teachers feel that they can work with students from different cultures. 

They also gave examples in which way. There were not very personal examples, but more in 

general how they teach the international students. 

Also the supervisors are confident that they can work with international students. 

Supervisor (4): ‘If an international student is coming, we should show interest and ask about 

the students’ background, norms and values. The student can only function if he feels well.’  

 The interviewees define multicultural competence as the capacity to deal well with 

multiculturalism. In this case in HEI’s. As we can see overall, the teachers and students think 

we need special capacities to deal with international students. The teachers try the best to 

get a pleasant collaboration with the students. The students try to be as open-minded as 

possible and learn quickly about norms and values and habits to include this in their study 

and especially in practical placements.  

 

10. Pedagogical methods 

 

The supervisors tell that most of the pedagogical job is done by the institutions. There, the 

students integrate first into Dutch society. When they are used for some time, the practical 

placements welcome them. That’s why they don’t use special methods. The supervisors 

think that the teachers taught the students about the Dutch way of healthcare already. 

From the stories of the students we understand that supervisors try to guide the 

students as well as possible and make sure that they understand everything. The problem is 

that the supervisors don’t know how different the situation for an international student can be. 

What’s normal for the supervisors is not always normal for the students. But these 

normalities are mostly unconscious.    

The way teachers try to give the good example to students to be open-minded and to show 

interest in how the students feel and act. Teacher (7): ‘You should be interested in the 

person, because everybody is different. If you are open-minded, you will be able to coach the 

student.’ The teachers tell clear what they expect from their students: there should be an 

active interaction. Students have to take initiative during their study. Teachers want the 

students to be motivated, interested and open. In this way, it will be the easiest for students 

to live in another country and pass the classes.  
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A challenge for the teachers is to try to stick to the same pedagogical rules as the 

national students have, especially in exams. It’s not always easy to mark the exams when 

students are acting so different or when international students have norms and values that 

make some parts of exams difficult to test.  

 

11. Internationalisation in higher education  

 

International students are desired by the institution. An important reason is the money it 

brings. International students are valuable for Saxion. This is the main reason behind the 

creation of international studies. Besides this, we Dutch can learn from other (cultural) 

perspectives and knowledge. It can be an eye-opener.  

 As told earlier, the teachers are really enthusiast about the international students and 

are willing to provide the services. It’s also valuable for them, because they get to know other 

cultures, or they are able to travel to different countries to gain more experience in the 

international studies.  

 Improvements that can be made: don’t separate the Dutch and the international 

students. Create one English learning program. It’s good for Dutch students to learn in 

English, because the world is getting more and more international. We should be able to 

speak and learn in the international language. Then, the Dutch students also have a chance 

for a good internship and maybe start to work in another country. The students and the 

teachers gave some other suggestions how the study can be improved at the section of 

‘social initiative’.  

 

 

 

 

 


