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Over the last two decades the internationalisation of higher education has developed into a 
legitimate field of research (Kosmutzky & Putty, 2015). This development has been reflected in 
higher education policy and practice worldwide. Much of the literature purports extensive and 
varied benefits of internationalisation: it enriches teaching and research, enhances the e mployability 
of graduates, and supports economic prosperity and global leadership (Kosmutzky, & Putty, 2015, 
Gothard, Gray & Downey, 2012, Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 
 
In New Zealand government policy has focused on the economic value of internationalisation. The 
2011 Leadership Statement for International Education (New Zealand Government, 2011) asserted 
that international education was a key contributor to economic development. More recently the 
Tertiary Education Strategy 2014–19 (Ministry of Education, 2014) identified international education 
as the fifth largest export industry in New Zealand. Despite this economic focus there is also an 
underlying acknowledgement of the need to develop the intercultural capabilities of our domestic 
students to succeed on the global stage. This concept is recognised in policy objectives such as 
increasing “New Zealanders’ skills and knowledge to operate effectively across cultures” (New 



Zealand Government, 2011, p.7), and providing more support for domestic students to study 
overseas (Ministry of Education, 2014).  
 
The Auckland University of Technology’s Strategic Plan reflects this international focus; here too 
there is a drive to increase the number of international students but there is also commentary about 
enhancing our international reputation through the mobility of our staff and students, and 
enhancing our “students’ international and intercultural capabilities” (AUT, 2012). One strategy to 
encourage student mobility is to develop reciprocal agreements with overseas universities to enable 
the ‘exchange’ of students.  A student can spend time at an overseas institution and credit their 
study back to their home institution. It has been argued that student exchange programmes like 
these are an important way of developing cross cultural capabilities; contact with culturally diverse 
individuals can promote cultural awareness, communication skills and openness to different 
perspectives (Mutz, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). But is providing the opportunity to study 
overseas enough to guarantee the development of intercultural capabilities? Some research notes 
that people seem to choose homogeneous groups and that “even if they do join a heterogeneous 
group, they are likely to gravitate toward and interact with fellow group members who are similar to 
them” (Theis-Morse & Hibbing, 2004, p.233).  
An Australian Learning and Teaching Council funded project (Gothard, Gray & Downey, 2012) argued 
that there needs to be extensive support activities to improve the graduate outcomes of student 
exchange programmes. The project developed learning and teaching materials to do just this. 
However, one of their final observations is interesting: despite all the work of the project team the 
students did not always perceive the need for these structures to support their overseas 
programme.  
 
The aim of this project is to explore students’ perceptions of overseas exchange programmes and 
how they contribute to their personal and professional development. Semi -structures interviews will 
be conducted to explore the students’ experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This approach puts 
students at the centre of the research and represents the individual as an active player in the way 
they construct events. The research process is designed to engage students in discussions about 
overseas exchanges and the debate about their purpose, problems and possibilities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


