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Abstract
This thesis investigated students’ perceptions regarding the role of dialogue in developing
intercultural competencies during different phases of the Bachelor of Environmental Sciences (BES)
in Wageningen using focus groups. The BES case study is chosen since the programme was
internationalised in 2018. The newly created culturally diverse classes increased the necessity for
intercultural competence development in the programme. Furthermore, intercultural competence is
crucial in boundary-crossing environments like the field of environmental sciences. Hence,
Intercultural competence development is crucial for BES to optimally prepare the students for their
culturally diverse work environments. The research targeted students since there is a strong
relationship between students' motivation and their performances in academic behaviour. Students
are more motivated to learn from topics that they feel affection for. Most interestingly were that the
students mentioned the importance of connection, (historical) knowledge, the role of language and
the necessity of time and patience for intercultural competence development. In developing their
intercultural competence students saw most challenges in language and the international content of
BES. English is not always the spoken language in learning activities and the programmes content
does not become international by changing the language to English. The course content in BES could
be improved by implementing worldwide course topics and addressing intercultural competence
development in the lectures. Students did see opportunities in group work since intercultural
competence development emerges naturally in group work if the groups are culturally diverse
enough. Furthermore, it is argued that intercultural dialogue is seen as an effective method for
developing this competence. Also, students argued that dialogical learning activities might increase
intercultural competence development if the groups are kept small. Although, remarkably, students
emphasised the importance of language to make yourself understood in dialogue, while there was
little attention to improving their listening skills. Moreover, the BES students were enthusiastic about
creative dialogue methods, like the use of visuals and theatre. They believed that the more playful
side of the dialogue tools stimulates a casual interaction between the students, which increases
intercultural competence development.
Key words: Intercultural competence development, intercultural dialogue, dialogue methods, student
perceptions, higher education
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1. Introduction
Education prepares students for their future careers. Globalisation and innovation have increased
the need for soft skills on the work floor (Asonitou, 2015; Gerstein & Friedman, 2016; Hoidn &
Kärkkäinen, 2014). Therefore, programmes increasingly focus on developing critical thinking,
communication skills, writing skills, presentation skills, discussion skills, problem-solving skills or
advocacy skills, and teaching course-specific knowledge. There is also a growing interest in
developing students' intercultural competencies (Golubeva et al., 2017; Deardorff & ArasaratnamSmith, 2017). Intercultural competence is the ability to function effectively across cultures (Leung et
al., 2014). Intercultural competence is crucial when global, environmental and complex issues are
addressed since these issues often require boundary-crossing solutions (Fortuin, 2015). Furthermore,
today's society is very internationally focused, and students are likely to study or work in a boundarycrossing field (Kramer, 2009; De Hei et al., 2020). Moreover, our multicultural society has been
polarised over the years, and extensive global movements have taken place (Lähdesmäki et al.,
2020).
The cultural diversity in classrooms nowadays may support the develop intercultural competencies
(Popov et al., 2022; De Hei et al., 2020; Broome et al., 2019; Räsänen, 2007; Witteveen, 2009). Many
programmes across Europe teach now in English. In the Netherlands alone, there are over 2000
programmes taught in English, of which more than 20% are bachelor programmes (Nuffic, n.d.). Also,
mobility programmes are becoming more and more popular. According to the UNESCO Institute for
Statistics, at least 143% more globally mobile students than 20 years ago (Choudaha & de Wit, 2018).
However, students hardly develop intercultural competencies when there is little interaction
between students (De Hei et al., 2020). Therefore, specific action is needed to guide students in
developing this competence (Ippolito, 2007). More and more programmes, courses and academic
institutional plans address interculturality (Golubeva et al., 2017).
Dialogue is a valuable method for increasing students' intercultural skills (Deardorff, 2020; Deardorff
& Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017; Witteveen, 2009; Elias & Mansoursi, 2020; Räsänen, 2007; Broome et
al., 2019). Dialogue is an interaction between at least two people in which listening is central to
stimulating the understanding of different worldviews and learning from each other (Broome et al.,
2019; Holms, 2014; Lantz-Deaton& Golubeva, 2020). Lähdesmäki et al. (2020) and Salo-Lee (2007)
even argue that universities should take the lead in developing dialogical learning activities to
increase intercultural competence.
It is important to include student perceptions when developing new educational activities in a
programme since students are more motivated to learn from topics that they feel affection for
(Deardorff, 2017a). Especially for intercultural competence development, it is helpful to include
student perceptions. Intercultural competence is very generic and knows many sub-competencies.
Including students' perceptions makes it easier to define issues that students care for. Besides that,
students' perceptions will contribute to a better and more holistic understanding of where and how
intercultural competencies can be included in a programme and where they can be amplified
(Golubeva et al., 2017). However, not much research has been done on this. Only Witteveen (2009)
and Ippolito (2007) researched this topic, and the students who participated in these studies were
optimistic about the effectiveness of the dialogical activities on their intercultural competence
development.
The Bachelor of Environmental Sciences (BES) of the Wageningen University & Research (WUR)
intends to develop its students' intercultural competencies through dialogue methods. The
programme already educated students who are likely to face a multicultural work floor in
7

environmental sciences. Additionally, the programme became 'international' in 2018. This means
that all courses are taught in English, attracting students from all over the world. The newly created
multicultural classroom emphasizes the need to develop intercultural competencies in the
programme even more. Therefore, the BES programme is an excellent case to research students'
perceptions of the role of dialogue in developing intercultural competence.
Therefore, this research aims to gain insight into the student perceptions of the role of dialogue in
developing intercultural competencies during different phases of the BES programme. Firstly, it is
essential to identify what students perceive as intercultural competence development. Secondly, the
student perceptions of challenges and opportunities for intercultural competence development in
the BES programme are investigated. Then, the student perceptions of how dialogue can enhance
intercultural competence development among BES students are researched. Lastly, this research
sheds light on different student cohorts' perceptions, from first-years to alumni students. Therefore,
this thesis answers the following research questions.
What are the BES students' perceptions of the role of dialogue in developing intercultural
competencies during different phases of the BES programme?
1. What do BES students perceive as intercultural competencies?
2. According to BES students, what are the challenges and opportunities regarding developing
intercultural competencies in the BES programme?
3. What opportunities do BES students identify for incorporating dialogue methods to enhance
intercultural competence development in the BES programme?
4. In what way do the student perceptions of Q1-3 differ between cohorts of students, ranging
from first-years to alumni students?
To answer the research questions this thesis will first explain the most important concepts in a
conceptual framework. The concepts of culture, intercultural competence, dialogue and student
perceptions will be described. This is followed by the research methodology in which also the case
study of the bachelor of Environmental Sciences will be explained. Then the results of the study are
presented followed by an discussion, conclusion and recommendations.
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2. Conceptual Framework
It is important to get grip on the different concepts that are used in this thesis. First, the thesis
elaborates on the concept of culture which is important to understand the following concept of
intercultural competence. In that section will also become clear why intercultural competence
development should take place in higher education institutes. Then, the thesis elaborates on
dialogue methods. Furthermore the importance of including student perceptions in education
development is explained, before showing the link between the concepts and the case study of BES.

2.1 Culture
Culture is one of the most widely discussed concepts when discussing global topics (Elias & Mansouri,
2020). It is so often discussed since the concept can be interpreted from various perspectives. In this
thesis, the concept of culture is discussed as subjective culture, which is significantly different from
objective culture. Objective cultures are artefacts. These are what you will first notice when you
enter a new country (Nunez et al., 2017). It is the form of culture representing society’s institutions
(Bennett & Bennett, 2004). Arts, books, paintings, music, historic buildings, traditional clothing,
cuisine, and traditions are part of objective culture. Understanding the objective culture of a society
is helpful but is not embedding an intercultural competence. On the other hand, subjective culture is
about people’s worldviews and their reality. It is about why people behave like they do, based on
beliefs, values, and basic assumptions (Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020; Nunez et al., 2017). We are
mostly unaware of our basic assumptions and their influence, and we often do not even remember
learning them. However, negative or positive judgment usually originates from those basic
assumptions. According to Bennett & Bennett (2004), subjective culture is crucial to understanding
diversity on both global and local levels. Respect and mutual adaptation emerge when this subjective
culture is understood and appreciated on a deeper level.
This deeper level can be explained by Hall’s iceberg model (figure 1). The iceberg is a metaphor for
culture (Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020; Katan, 2009). The tip of the iceberg, the part that we can
see, represents most of the artefacts of culture. For example, you can hear a language or folkstories. It also shows some of the rituals or unwritten rules of a culture. For example, you can see
that it is normal to go by bike in the Netherlands or see that someone is wearing a headscarf.
However, why someone is wearing a headscarf is invisible. It is under sea level. Like an iceberg, most
of the cultural elements are invisible. To understand the perceptions, attitudes, etiquettes, beliefs,
shared values and basic assumptions, you need to dive deeper into a culture. The development of
intercultural competence can stimulate this more holistic understanding of culture. In the following
paragraph, intercultural competence will be further elaborated on.

Figure 1. Example of Cultural Iceberg Model
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2.2 Intercultural Competence
Intercultural competence is a concept that has existed for a long time. Interculturality was already
mentioned by the philosopher Copernicus in 1600 (Cushner & Mahon, 2009). He believed that a
mutual understanding of culture could only be reached by a multicity of perspectives. These
perspectives were not only contributing to knowledge about other cultures, but Copernicus already
indicated that there was something more needed than knowledge to achieve a deep
understanding. Later, from the 1960s onwards, the concept of intercultural competencies emerged.
The increasing globalisation triggered the need for an understanding between culturally diverse
groups and effective intercultural communication. Language was not enough for effective
intercultural communication. It also demanded social interaction (Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017; Byram,
1997; Elias & Mansouri, 2020). Arasaratnam- Smith (2017) argues that disciplines such as sociology,
anthropology, psychology, education, and communication have shaped our current understanding of
the concept.
It is essential to define competence first before understanding the concept of intercultural
competence. Although there is no unanimous definition of the concept of competence, most
scholars agree that it is based on a set of knowledge, skills and attitudes. According to Wiek et al.
(2011), competence is ‘a functionally linked complex of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that enable
successful task performance and problem-solving’ (p.204). This means that competencies give the
ability to navigate through life and work. Competence is an overarching term for many different
competencies. The more skills, attitudes and knowledge someone has, the higher will someone’s
competence be in something.
Intercultural competence can be used interchangeably with many different variations and can have
slightly different meanings. This thesis is based on the definition of one of the most quoted scholars
on the topic of intercultural competence, Deardorff (2006). This definition is constructed by a panel
of over 20 of the most well-known scholars in intercultural competence. They defined intercultural
competence as “the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations
based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills and attitudes” (p.247). Some competencies focus on
skills, while others emphasise knowledge or attitudes. Intercultural knowledge mainly focuses on
knowledge of the self and the other. Intercultural skills are focused on interpreting, relating,
discovering and interacting. Intercultural attitudes emphasise how to relativise your opinions and
value others (Byram, 1997). However, all competencies are an interlinked complex of different
factors.
For this thesis, several elements are selected that influence intercultural competence development
based on Deardorff’s Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence (Deardorff, 2006). First of all, all
scholars in Deardorff’s (2006) research agreed that interpreting and evaluating different
worldviews, including the attitudes of discovering and curiosity, is crucial for developing intercultural
competence (2.2.1). Secondly, critical cultural awareness is crucial for intercultural competence
development (2.2.2). Thirdly, knowledge and language are essential for intercultural competence
development (2.2.3). Furthermore, listening is important (2.2.4). Then the attitudes of openness,
respect & accepting differences are fundamental to do something with the acquired knowledge and
skills (2.2.5). Lastly, an additional element, empathic literacy, is selected (2.2.6). Although Deardorff
describes empathy as an outcome, Calloway-Thomas et al. (2017) mention that emphatic literacy is
an underlying competency for intercultural competence development.

2.2.1 Interpreting and evaluating different worldviews
Interpreting and evaluating different worldviews is a combination of ‘interpreting and evaluating’ and
‘understanding different worldviews’. It is essential to be able to interpret and evaluate to
understand different worldviews. The same information on paper can have different meanings in
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different cultures (Byram, 1997). For example, when declining a cup of tea in the Netherlands, you do
not want that cup of tea. Declining a cup of tea in Turkey is a form of politeness. The host asks it
again, and then you can say yes. Furthermore, discovering different worldviews is essential to
interpret and evaluate different worldviews since it is possible to understand them only after
different worldviews are discovered (Deardorff, 2006 & Byram, 1997). Discovering can occur while
doing some individual research on cultural aspects, but it can also occur during social interaction.
Additionally, curiosity helps discover different worldviews (Deardorff, 2006).
A deeper understanding of each other worldviews may increase a better mutual understanding
between people with different cultural backgrounds (Deardorff, 2006).

2.2.2 Critical cultural awareness
Critical cultural awareness is ‘the ability to evaluate critically and on the basis of explicit criteria,
perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries’ (Byram, 1997, p.
63), which means that one is aware of his or her cultural beliefs, behaviours and how this impacts the
world. When someone becomes critical aware, someone becomes aware of subjective cultural
elements.
Critical cultural awareness requires being able to reflect on one’s own and other cultures (Byram,
1997; Deardorff, 2006; Hoskins & Momodou Sallah, 2011; Neuner, 2012; Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva,
2020). There is awareness of the judgements and prejudices that one has regarding others. This
competence prevents stereotyping, which is often negative. Neuner (2012) calls it the ‘view from
outside’ by taking distance from your perspective and suspending one’s values, beliefs and
behaviours. When outsiders’ perspectives, with different values, beliefs, and behaviours, it can
become visible that your worldview is not the only truth. It can also be called the ability to ‘decentre’
(Hoskins & Momodou Sallah, 2011).
The awareness of prejudices, judgements and stereotyping that one holds against another culture
does not necessarily mean agreeing with the cultural habits of someone else. If actors cannot come
to a mutual agreement, one should be able to accept ambiguity and agree to disagree.

2.2.3 Knowledge & Language
Knowledge is crucial to creating a deeper understanding of a culture. It is useful to gain an
understanding of culture and the more culture-specific details of a certain culture (Deardorff, 2006).
Examples are knowledge about the role of culture on one’s worldview, knowledge about the
practices and habits in a country, and knowledge of a country’s traditions, norms and values (Byram,
1997; Deardorff, 2006). Also, the historical and religious relations of a country are relevant to know
(Byram, 1997). Besides that, it is relevant to know the processes that take place in a country. This
knowledge may help to understand why people act how they do and how they achieved a certain
position.
However, the knowledge of a culture is not enough to fully understand a culture, the organization of
a society or the behaviour of people. Competencies are also needed to apply this knowledge and
interpret the real-life situation to give the right reaction (Byram, 1997). The same goes for language.
Language skills are crucial to communicating. However, sometimes knowing how to speak a language
is not enough. Besides understanding what is being said, it is also important to know how a language
is used (Lähdesmäki, 2020; Crosbie, 2014; Holmes, 2005). The words of a saying do not make sense
without knowing its meaning. Additionally, some languages are more direct than others. So not
knowing what is meant by something can cause miscommunication.
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2.2.4 Listening
Listening is a base for meaningful and successful interaction. There is a difference between active
and passive listening (Wageningen Dialogue, n.d.). Active listening happens in total concentration to
listen for understanding. The listener has to make sure that he or she understands the message that
the other person wants to transfer. With passive listening, one only hears what the other says. Many
people are not aware of this difference. Good listening is even more important to understand each
other when there is another cultural background (Deardorff, 2006; Byram, 1997). It is pretty hard to
listen to another without already forming a reply in mind. Then the mind is occupied with what the
reply will be instead of registering the other person's story, resulting in miscommunication. It is
essential to check if what you have heard is the same as what the other person wanted to say.
Listening also means that there is room for silence and non-verbal communication. Silence can be
used to reflect and give another person space to start talking. Furthermore, one can 'listen' to the
situation to make it easier to understand the other person. A lot of knowledge and understanding
can be obtained by observing a situation, just looking around and noticing what happens. In this
thesis, listening is extra since listening also is a base for executing dialogue (Holmes, 2005).

2.2.5 Openness, respect & accepting cultural differences
Insights into subjective cultural elements can be acquired with the right attitudes, like openness,
respect and accepting differences (Deardorff, 2006; Lähdesmäki, 2020). Developing these attitudes
can be regarded as developing intercultural competencies. When someone can be open to different
worldviews and respect another culture, it is much more likely to have an effective intercultural
interaction. Respect can be shown by valuing other cultures and cultural diversity (Deardorff, 2006).
The ability to have respect is crucial for accepting differences between cultures since prejudices and
stereotypes can be diminished. More critical, respect can lead to valuing cultural differences. Cultural
differences can positively impact the effectiveness of a group since they can give more insights on a
particular matter and stimulate creativity in a group (Kramer, 2009; Nunez et al., 2017).
This intercultural effectiveness can also be boosted by openness, which means that one has
openness toward other cultures and to what is done differently in other cultures than your own
(Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006). When someone is more open and tolerant towards another culture,
they can see the value of the other culture and learn from it. Moreover, when people are more open
to each other’s perspectives, different solutions can emerge when a situation asks for a problemmanaged, and new ideas might come up (Kramer, 2009; Nunez et al., 2017). Besides that, openness
makes it easier for someone to adapt to another or new setting.

2.2.6 Empathetic literacy
Empathy is seen as valuable for effective cross-cultural adaptation (Calloway-Thomas et al., 2017;
Arasaratnam & Doerfel, 2005; Deardorff, 2006). Calloway- Thomas et al. (2017) even argue that
‘there is a direct relationship between empathy and intercultural competence and that it should not
be missed in any programme which is designed for intercultural competence development’ (p.35/36).
People with a high level of empathy can easier develop intercultural competence. Empathy in itself is
a vague and broad concept. It can be seen as a ‘moral glue’ (Calloway- Thomas et al.,2017).
Empathetic literacy is the competence that you have when you are able to have empathy. When a
person has empathy, one can place oneself in someone else’s shoes. Therefore, it is easier to
understand another person. Empathy is a condition required to be able to act caringly and with
concern for others. Having empathy implies that you are interested in other persons. You can
recognize and interpret the feelings and emotions of both yourself and the other people. You have
the competence to act caringly and have concern for others. You are interested in the other person.
12

Furthermore, you are competent in dealing with feelings and you can express feelings and emotions.
Trust is a critical element in this. It is essential to build relationships with others (Kramer, 2009;
Calloway- Thomas et al.,2017). When a person has empathy, one can place oneself in someone else’s
shoes, and therefore it is easier to understand another person.

2.2.7 Intercultural Competence development in Higher Education Institutes
Intercultural competence is very important when global, environmental and complex issues are
addressed since these issues often require boundary-crossing solutions (Fortuin, 2015). Multicultural
teams, in which various stakeholders from different cultures and disciplines have to work together,
have above-average potential productivity in developing sustainable solutions and improving these
boundary-crossing issues (Kramer, 2009). The multicultural perspectives of the team can give more
insights into the problem by which it becomes less challenging to come up with better and innovative
solutions (Velthuizen, 2012). Besides that, they often have more ideas since the creativity in a
multicultural setting is higher than in a monocultural setting (Nunez, Nunez Mahdi & Popma, 2017).
On the other hand, working with different cultures can also be challenging. The variety of
perspectives of the involved actors makes this challenging to come to a mutual understanding
(Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004). For example, people do not speak the same language, have different
norms or values, or do not understand each other jokes. Furthermore, people might hold consciously
or unconsciously stereotypes towards the other, hindering openness. Additionally, trust issues can
occur through biases and miscommunication. For example, a handshake is polite for someone, while
it is considered rude for another.
Education plays an essential role in developing students' skills and competencies. When challenges of
boundary-crossing solutions are addressed during the students' education, it is more likely to be
successful in the future (Deardorff et al., 2017). Education can give students the right tools to
develop intercultural competence. Especially in higher education, the development of intercultural
competence is relevant. Higher education is often the first time students find themselves in an
international atmosphere (Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020). HEI could improve multicultural team
working with different methods.
One of the most efficient strategies to develop this competence is to live, study or work abroad for a
while (Nunez, Nunez Mahdi & Popma, 2017; Deardorff et al., 2017; Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020).
By living in another culture, one has to open up to this new culture, resulting in a more substantial
intercultural competence. However, there are some pitfalls to this strategy. First, not everyone has
the means to live abroad, and surveys have shown that mobility students often create their own
community in a foreign country and hardly ever mix with locals (Golubeva et al., 2016). Moreover,
students might experience a culture shock in the first month of arrival without knowing how to deal
with it (Nunez et al., 2017). Lastly, a student exchange often occurs at the end of a student's study,
while intercultural competence development might be relevant earlier in an international study.
Therefore, HEI should also use other methods for developing their students' intercultural
competence. Dialogue methods can be an alternative teaching method to increase students'
intercultural competence (Deardorff & Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017; Witteveen, 2009; Broome et al.,
2019). Witteveen (2009) and Ippolito (2007) researched the effectiveness of dialogue teaching
methods in higher education. The students that participated in these studies were optimistic about
the effectiveness of the dialogical activities on their intercultural competence development. The
following section elaborates on dialogue methods and its importance for intercultural competence
development.
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2.3 Dialogue Methods
Dialogue is often seen as a method for developing intercultural competence. Intercultural
competence development focuses on the outcome and intercultural dialogue on the process
(Hoskins & Sallah, 2011). Dialogue can increase mutual understanding by serving as a bridge between
cultural differences (Salo-Lee, 2007). It is effective to grasp complex situations. It is not meant to
convince the other actor but to give insights into other thought processes or worldviews.
The Council of Europe Ministers of Foreign Affairs define intercultural dialogue as follows:
‘Intercultural dialogue is a process that comprises an open and respectful exchange between
individuals, groups and organizations with different cultural backgrounds or world views. Among its
aims are: to develop a deeper understanding of different perspectives and practices; to increase
participation (or the freedom to make choices); to ensure equality; and to enhance creative
processes’ (Majhanovich et al., 2008, p.1). This meaning of intercultural dialogue is widely adopted by
scholars, although there might be slight adaptations. Most scholars include ‘dialogue based on
mutual understanding, respect and acceptance’ and ‘open dialogue, exchange, or interaction
between members of different cultures in their description of intercultural dialogue (Elias &
Mansouri, 2020, p. 512). These are the same elements needed for intercultural competence
development (chapter 2). Therefore, dialogue methods seem to fit the purpose of intercultural
competence development (Witteveen, 2009; Ippolito, 2007).
Dialogue methods encourage intercultural competence development since dialogue methods
increase a mutual understanding, trigger cultural awareness, transferring knowledge, reach a level of
openness and respect, stimulate and improve listening, encourage the acceptance and
understanding of differences and stimulate and activate empathic literacy. Various methods are
available to practise dialogue (Barrett et al., 2014). However, not all methods address all the
mentioned elements. The most suitable method depends on the goal of the session. Also, a
combination of dialogical methods can be used. Three different domains are created to overview all
the different dialogical methods. These domains are ‘talking’, ‘visuals’ and ‘theatre’, although all
methods involve talking. The concepts are elaborated on below. Examples of these methods can be
found in Appendix 11.1.
Most dialogical tools concern talking. These are the most well-known dialogue methods. There are
different gradations in talking methods. Some are easy to apply, while others require more expertise.
Talking methods put as much emphasis on sharing information as on listening. Most people listen
passively to each other when they are in conversation.
Visual dialogue techniques create different layers of understanding that can increase the
communication between the different parties since it supports the understanding of the actors
(Witteveen, 2009; Billger et al., 2017; Westermann et al., 2013; Brown et al., 2010; Williams & van ‘t
Hof, 2016; Johnston, 2006; Witteveen & Lie, 2012). Visual learning can be defined as ‘a rich language
that uses pictures or images of any type – even mental pictures – that create a look to the world,
bring people and issues on stage, alter time, distances, places and spaces in a language that is
metaphorical and narrative (Witteveen & Rie, 2012. p.85). Visuals can provide material to reflect on
in a conversation afterwards. It gives more structure, through which more topics can be discussed in
an equal timeframe (Westermann et al., 2013). Moreover, visuals stimulate other parts of the human
brain, which give another boost to the dialogue. Visual methods can range from imagine drawing to
the use of film-based techniques.
Another method to show students different perspectives is theatre. Theatre is an interactive
dialogue method increasing a deeper understanding of the views of other stakeholders since
different worldviews can be acted. Furthermore, it stimulates awareness of different cultural aspects.
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For example, theatre can occur during role-play simulations, where participants take the role of a
stakeholder in a certain setting (Sterman et al., 2015; Romnanova & Gudalov, 2019). Additionally,
different theatre-based techniques can increase the participant’s awareness of the themes that the
scene is about (Garcia et al., 2019; Sajnani, 2009). A collective term for this is Theatre of the
oppressed. (Sajnani, 2009).

2.4 Student perceptions
There is a strong relationship between students' motivation and their performances in academic
behaviour (Rowell & Hong, 2013; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Schunk &
Zimmerman, 2012; Davoodi et al., 2017). Students can have intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
Intrinsic motivation is driven by the pure interest of a student, while external factors drive extrinsic
motivation. Extrinsic motivation is mainly known as stress for bad grades or the opinions of others.
Extrinsic motivation can also be more internalised. Students can still study for something they do not
necessarily like, but reach a goal because of its long-term value. Students have autonomy when they
have the intrinsic motivation or when they see the value of studying something. When students
experience autonomy, they believe they study because it is their will and personal freedom.
Autonomy is significant in education since students support their learning trajectory. Furthermore, it
will positively influence the student's well-being since it gives the energy to learn something you like,
and negative experiences might be mitigated (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). Controlled extrinsic
motivation works short term, but it is not likely to last.
Educational institutions and teachers must support students' autonomy since it has a positive and
long term effect on their learning abilities. There are several ways to increase students' autonomy.
Firstly, the student's needs must be identified (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007; Rowell & Hong, 2013;
Reeve & Jang, 2006). Then, students should be asked for their input on their educational materials to
get a good overview of their interests and values. Teachers can adapt their lessons or provide course
materials according to students' preferences. Furthermore, students' motivation might increase
when teachers and programme-makers give students a say in the material discussed during the
courses (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). Additionally, choices for learning activities could be provided to
students to increase the students' engagement and the willingness to learn (Rowell & Hong, 2013).
Lastly, students should see the value of what they are going to learn. Therefore, student perceptions
should be included when developing and adapting education to enhance students' motivation to
study.

2.5 Intercultural Competence development in BES
Figure 2 visualises how the previously mentioned concepts are related to the Bachelor of
Environmental Sciences in Wageningen. Central are the student perceptions that are key in all
research questions. First, students' perceptions are researched on intercultural competence
development in general. Then the research zooms in on the Bachelor of Environmental Sciences.
Secondly, the students' perceptions of opportunities and challenges of intercultural competence
development in BES. Lastly, the students' perspectives on the opportunities that dialogue methods
might offer to enhance intercultural competence development are studied.
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework related to BES.
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3. Methodology
This study uses the Bachelor of Environmental Sciences at Wageningen University as a case study to
research the student perceptions of the role of dialogue in developing intercultural competencies.
Therefore, first, the context of the Bachelor's is given. Then, this methodology will elaborate on the
focus group method. A focus group method is a qualitative approach that can create a comfortable
setting for students to voice their opinions. Also the focus group participants are described and how
the focus group is used in this specific case. Lastly, the analysis of the focus group sessions is
described.

3.1 Context of Bachelor of Environmental Sciences
The Bachelor programme of Environmental Sciences (BES) is a programme at the Wageningen
University in Wageningen, the Netherlands. In this interdisciplinary programme, students learn how
to sustain a healthy living environment with seven billion people on our planet (WUR, n.d.). Wicked
problems like pollution, climate change and depletion of natural resources are addressed.
Furthermore, there is attention to the interaction between the environment and humans. The
programme includes 180 credits that can be obtained in three years. The students follow a fixed
programme with core courses in the first one and half years of their programme in which they get
familiar with various perspectives on environmental sciences. Afterwards, the students can specialise
themselves in three different majors. The first specialisation is major A, focusing on Environmental
Policy and Economics, major B addresses Environmental Quality and Systems Analysis, and major C
specialises in Environmental Technology. In the third year, there is the possibility of choosing a
minor. In figure 3, the common courses followed in the programme are displayed.
In 2018 the study became an international study. This means that all the courses in the programme
are offered in English. The study probably was already growing before this change, but the
programme's internationalisation gave the student population an extra boost. There are between 70
and 100 first years students that start the programme every year.

Figure 3. Common courses in BES.
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3.2 Focus Groups
The focus group method is used to gain insight into the student perceptions of the role of dialogue in
developing intercultural competencies during different phases of the BES programme. The goal of
the focus group method is to explore, evaluate or understand the complexity of a certain topic
(Guest et al., 2017; Kitzinger, 1995; Rabiee, 2004). The method is used to get insight into the needs,
perceptions and experiences of participants. The participants in the focus group do not have to
convince each other, but they go into dialogue about the topic (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Therefore,
the interaction between participants is encouraged. The interaction between the participants
stimulates the group to come to new insights and ideas. Furthermore, the facilitator can observe the
group’s reaction to these individual statements and evaluate whether those statements represent
the groups feeling. The purpose of this research is to get insight into the collective opinions of the
students regarding their intercultural competence development and the reason behind those
opinions. The focus group is an excellent method to do this (Nyumba et al., 2018).
Focus are planned group conversations, guided by a facilitator (Guest et al., 2017; Kitzinger, 1995;
Rabiee, 2004). The conversation in the group takes place based on focused questions that are
carefully constructed by the researcher. The questions that are discussed in the group are often
based on the purpose of a study (Krueger & Casey, 2015). In this thesis the questions are based on its
research questions. Furthermore, the questions that are asked in the focus group must be adapted to
the participants knowledge to give them a good understanding of what is asked (Krueger & Casey,
2015; Golubeva et al., 2018). Therefore, the concept of intercultural competence is explained as ‘the
ability to function effectively across cultures’. In general three to four focus groups are needed to
explore one topic (Krueger & Casey, 2015). In this study four focus groups were enough. In the fourth
focus group there were not signific new answers given then in the other three focus groups.
The size of focus group depends on the complexity of the discussed topic (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
When topics are more complex it is important to have smaller groups, since smaller groups allow for
more elaborate answers. If focus groups are bigger, up to ten participants, the answers that are given
are often short. Moreover, to enhance the effectiveness of a focus group, every participant must feel
at ease to speak up, which is more likely to happen in smaller groups (Guest et al., 2017; Nyumba et
al., 2018). It is important that everyone feels comfortable enough to voice themselves without the
more dominant participants take over the conversation. To stimulate elaborate answers of the
students and a comfortable atmosphere in the focus groups, the group sizes were kept at 4-6
students.

3.3 Participants
The participants in the focus group should be homogeneous to be effective (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
This means that all the participants should have something in common related to the research topic.
In this case, all the participants are students of the Bachelor of Environmental Sciences in
Wageningen. Other aspects of the participants should be diverse, representing the target group.
Therefore, the students represented a mixture of cultural backgrounds and study specialisations,
although only a few students were from outside Europe. Almost half of the students were Dutch.
Several students went to schools in several countries. Half of the students who participated in the
focus groups followed the policy and economics track (major A). Three students followed the system
analysis track (major B), and another three followed the technology track (major C). It was harder to
find major B and C students than major A students, which might be because of the interest of major
A students in more social aspects. Five students had not yet chosen a specialisation since they are
still in the first year. An overview of the backgrounds of the participants can be found in 11.2 in the
Appendix.
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The four focus groups that were conducted for this thesis each represented a different year in the
BES programme. This representation created a better overview of the intercultural competence
development during the entire Bachelor. The first focus group hosted students from study year 1.
The second focus group from study year 2 and the third from study year 3. Students often remember
the courses they have recently followed the best and could give more detailed information about
those courses. Now, all core courses, courses that all the students follow despite their specialisation,
are included. Additionally, there is a focus group with BES alumni since they can reflect on the
complete programme.
In total, 21 students participated the focus groups to indicate the BES-student perceptions regarding
the role of dialogue in developing intercultural competencies during different phases of the BES
programme. Only students participated in the focus groups to sustain an equal power balance.
Students might not feel that they could be completely honest when teachers or programme-makers
would have been included in the focus groups (Guest et al., 2017).

Figure 4. An example of a filled in Mural-board.

3.4 Procedure
Due to corona, the focus groups took place online in teams. Some more time was devoted to an
extensive introduction to sustain a comfortable atmosphere among the participants in an online
environment. Besides that, emphasis was put on the setting of the meeting: ‘a friendly group
conversation’. The facilitator also gave time and tools to the participants to think about what they
wanted to say before discussing it in a plenary. This was strengthened by using an online whiteboard
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tool called Mural, in which students could also write down their thoughts. An example of an online
whiteboard that has been used in one of the sessions is pictured in figure 4.
A dialogue was set up after the introduction. The dialogue consisted of three phases related to the
research questions, visualised in figure 5. In the first phase, the students were asked what they
perceived as intercultural competencies (3.3.1.). This dialogue was based on open questioning to
investigate what the students believe before knowing some theory. Secondly, the students were
asked where they experienced intercultural competence development in BES and the challenges and
opportunities in the programme (3.3.2). At the start of this phase, some theory based on the
conceptual framework was provided to give the students some more input. Using both bottom-up
and theoretical input strengthens the input given in this phase. Thirdly, students brainstormed about
opportunities on how they think dialogue methods could be enhanced in the programme to increase
their intercultural competence (3.3.3).

What

Where

How

Figure 5. Visualisation of phases in focus groups.

3.4.1 Conceptualising Intercultural Competencies
This phase is partly based on Brooms et al. (2019) research. In this phase, the students talked
about what they perceived as intercultural competencies. The students did not need any previous
knowledge about the concept. It is essential to get a grip on students’ ideas about intercultural
competencies at that moment. However, the concept of intercultural competencies can be a bit
vague (Golubeva et al., 2017). To make sure that the students understood the concept that they
were talking about, the most explicit and compact definition of intercultural competence is the one
of Leung et al. (2014); the ability to function effectively across cultures (p.490). Based on this
definition, the following question was asked to the students.
What do you believe is important to be able to function effectively across cultures?
The students could think of this themselves before going into dialogue with each other. They wrote
down their thoughts on the topic on a post-it that they posted in the Mural. They could place a +1
when they agreed with something someone else wrote down. In figure 6, a zoom-in example of the
Mural whiteboard of phase one is visible. Afterwards, the students were asked to debrief on the
post-its that were posted in the Mural. Then, the students went into a dialogue about what they
believed is essential to develop intercultural competence. They were asked if there was something
on the post-its that they recognised, did not think of themselves, something they disagreed with or if
there was sometimes striking for them. The students were free to respond to each other and
dialogue about the topics that were brought up. Therefore, this is an open phase without any
theoretical guidance.
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Figure 6. Zoom in on example of the Mural whiteboard - phase 1.

3.4.2 Intercultural Competence Development in BES
In this phase the students were asked where they experienced intercultural competence
development in BES and what the challenges and opportunities are in the programme. At first some
theory about intercultural competence was introduced. This was followed by a conversation about
the opportunities and challenges that BES-students face regarding their intercultural competence
development in BES.
First, the facilitator introduced the concept of intercultural competencies with a brief presentation
about culture and general competences. Competences were explained according to the definition of
Wiek et al. (2011). Then the link to intercultural competence development was made. Six different
competencies that are addressed in the conceptual framework were mentioned as examples. These
were extracted from the Conceptual Framework: interpreting and evaluating different worldviews,
reflexivity, openness, respect & acceptance of differences, listening and empathy. These six
competencies are related to non-observable artefacts of culture as is mentioned in chapter 2.1
Culture. Students were stimulated to think about more attitude or skills related competences.
Knowledge and language skills were not mentioned to prevent students remaining at the observable
part of the iceberg, which does not guarantee intercultural competence development (Deardorff,
2006).
Then, the students were asked to go back to the mural. At the mural a timeline presented a diagram
of all the courses that are given in the BES programme. The students were asked to write down
where intercultural competence development already took place in BES according to them (figure 9).
This time-line served as a framework to give the students some guidance to recall the courses.
Furthermore, it gave students time to think about where they believed intercultural competence
development happened in BES providing more thought-through data. Then the conversation on
identifying opportunities and challenges for intercultural competence development based on their
experiences and the timeline was started.
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3.4.3 Dialogue in BES
In this phase the students brainstormed on how they think dialogue methods could be enhanced in
the programme to increase their intercultural competence. The opportunities of incorporating
dialogue in the programme was discussed in a group dialogue. The murals from the other phases
served as support. First the students was asked bottom up, if they were ever stimulated to go into
dialogue during the programme and how this took place. Then dialogical examples that could be
used as inspiration were presented top-down. The examples given were derived from the examples
that are discussed in section 2.3 Dialogue Methods. The students were asked what opportunities
they saw for amplifying dialogical methods in the programme and where in the programme other
dialogical methods could be implemented to enhance the intercultural competence development of
the students of BES.

Figure 7. Example of Mural Intercultural competence development in BES adapted for students of year 3.

3.5 Analysis
This section elaborates on the analyses of the focus groups. First is explained how the data was
processed for all research questions. Then, the position of the researcher in the thesis is discussed.
For the data analyses of the focus groups, permission was asked to record the sessions. The data was
used anomalously without names, as shown in Appendix #. The recordings of the focus groups were
transcribed in Word. The intelligent verbatim method was used for the transcripts (Hadley, 2015).
Most of the hesitations, filler words, false starts and repetitions were left out of the transcripts to
make the data better readable. All data from the focus groups were transcribed to give a complete
overview of the processes that happened in the focus group. The coding was done with a hybrid
approach. Open, axial and deductive coding is used.
For the conceptualisation of intercultural competencies, post-its placed in the Mural were written
down on actual post-its. These post-its were axial-coded (Scott & Medaugh, 2017; Harati et al.,
2019). Axial coding is used to compare data to literature concepts. Open codes are categorised into
themes that can also be seen in literature studies. Axial coding provides a coherent structurisation of
the data based on categories and subcategories. Therefore, in this thesis, the post-its were first
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grouped into themes. Then, the grouped post-its were compared with the intercultural competence
development concepts described in the conceptual framework. Both categories and subcategories
were identified. For example, 'No Judgment' and 'Reflection' fall under the category of critical
cultural awareness. Some of the grouped post-its did not fall under any described concepts. For these
concepts, new (sub)-categories were defined. An overview of the (sub)-categories was made in a
table in Excel. The table also included the frequency of the (sub)-categories.
Additionally, the conversations' transcripts during the post-it session' debriefing of the
conceptualisation of intercultural competencies were coded. These were deductively coded based on
the (sub)-categories conducted during the post-it categorisation. This data showed which (sub)categories were seen as remarkable or essential by the students and on which categories there was
discussion. For example, the students talked thoroughly about the importance of language during
intercultural competence development.
The second part Intercultural Competence Development in BES was open-coded. Open coding
'should remain open to all possible theoretical directions indicated by your readings of the data'
(Saldaña, 2012, p.100). Therefore, the transcripts were examined closely to investigate if there were
similarities in the topics that were discussed. This coding process was a cycle that was run several
times to make the codes as objective and accurate as possible. Therefore, first, challenges and
opportunities were distinguished. Opportunities were characterised by elements that students
believed that already happened in the bachelor's and which they liked. These elements might be
amplified in the programme to improve intercultural competence development. Challenges were
characterised by elements that students believed were lacking or could be improved in the
bachelor's. Then, reoccurring themes in the challenges and opportunities were characterised.
The third part, Dialogue in BES, was again axial-coded. First, the mentioned dialogue methods were
themed. Then, the mentioned dialogue methods by the students were compared with the dialogue
methods that were mentioned in the conceptual framework. The mentioned methods and the
methods in the categories were aligned since the facilitator offered the students examples on which
the students built further. However, new elements were also named that got their own (sub)category. Data from this part indicate which methods the students appreciate and where dialogue
methods could be implemented, amplified or improved in the programme.
The analysis of qualitative research might include some biases. The researcher's personal opinion
might have influenced the data collection and analysis of the results. This thesis is facilitated and
analysed by the same person, a previous Dutch BES student. The researcher might have emphasised
the answers and elements that the researcher recognised or unconsciously guided the group in a
particular direction. Besides that, other researchers might have asked other questions or asked to
elaborate on different answers. Also, other researchers might have interpreted the data differently.
Therefore, the researcher dived into material about facilitation and cultural differences to stay
neutral and applied active listening skills. Furthermore, the researcher had already facilitating
experience, which could be applied to the focus group sessions. Moreover, the facilitator recapped
the students' answers frequently to check whether the information was transferred correctly.
Additionally, the opinion of a 'leek' person on the topic was asked when coding the transcripts. This
person had limited background knowledge of the Bachelor of Environmental sciences and
intercultural competence development. Therefore, that opinion was less biased and gave some new
insights.
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4. Students’ perception of intercultural competencies
This phase focuses on what BES students perceive as intercultural competencies. The question 'What
do you believe is important to be able to function effectively across cultures?' provoked a broad scale
of answers from the students, as is visible in Figure 8. Students mentioned all intercultural elements
that were described in the conceptual framework; Interpreting and evaluating different worldviews,
Critical cultural awareness, Openness, respect & accepting cultural differences, Listening, Knowledge
& Language and Empathetic literacy. Remarkable is that the students hardly mentioned listening,
emphasised knowledge, and discussed the role of language extensively. Besides that, students
mentioned elements that scholars did not mention or emphasise. These elements are inductively
categorised; the importance of time & patience and explaining cultural differences for interpreting
and evaluating different worldviews; the role of history in knowledge; and the importance of the
ability to connect with others. In general, the students' opinions in the focus groups were similar.
However, two differences are interesting: 'historical knowledge', and the conceptualisation of
'accepting differences'.
An overview of the (sub)-categories is shown in table 1. The description of the (sub)-categories and
the number of times a sub-category was mentioned are also given. Furthermore, competencies
based on theoretical concepts are coloured in yellow and competencies found inductively are
coloured in orange. Furthermore, the most remarkable aspects that can be seen in the table are
analysed in the following paragraphs; Interpreting and evaluating different worldviews (4.1.1),
Cultural awareness (4.1.2), Openness, Respect & accepting differences (4.1.3), Knowledge &
language (4.1.4) and Connection (4.1.5).
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Mural

Conversation

1

5

4

1

5

3

4

Other

3

Exposure

4

Common Ground

3

5

8

Humour

13

Connecting Activities

3

8

0
9

Emphaty

2

Language & Communication

9

7

History

Tolerance

3

8

Accepting Differences

0

Respect

12

Openess

6

5
2

Reflection

15

4

Educating

0
0

No Judgement

11

Explaining

8

Curiousity

3
2

1

Patience & Time

14

5

Listening

3

Understanding view points

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

Figure 8. Total of categories named. Orange in Mural and in Yellow in the group
conversations.
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Table 1. Competences named by students.

Category

Sub-category

#
mentioned
5

The ability to…

Patience & Time

14

Curiosity

15

have patience when trying to understand someone
else’s perspectives.
be curious and show interest in other cultures

Explaining

6

No Judgement

18

explain your culture, talk about values, differences,
behaviours.
understand own culture, let go of superiority.
Recognise own biases or stereotypes and how it
influences your perceptions.

Reflection

5

be reflective on own perceptions.

Educating on general
knowledge

15

History

12

Language &
Communication
Openness

9

educate yourself by informing yourself on aspects
of the concerned culture, like traditions or
customs.
have knowledge about a countries history and
historical relationships between countries.
communicate with each other; in a common
language in a university setting.
be openminded towards differences, what is good
or bad and keep listening when you do not agree
with something.

Tolerance
Respect

3
8

tolerate others.
respect each other’s differences.

Accepting differences

11

appreciate and accept differences, also accept
when you are wrong.
be openminded and don’t stop listening when they
say something you don’t agree with.

Understanding view
points
Interpreting &
Evaluating different
worldviews

Critical Cultural
Awareness

Knowledge & Language

Openness, respect &
accepting cultural
differences

9

3
Listening
7
Empathic Literacy

understand other points of view and know how to
relate to them.

act morally right. Be humble, help each other
towards the same level and be able to give second
chances.
engage with others in common interests, sports,
arts, food or integration activities.
have a sense of humour, do not take it too
seriously, connecting is fun too.

Common activities

5

Humour

4

Common ground

5

find common ground and look for points of
connection; common goals or ideologies, and a
mutual understanding.

Exposure

3

expose yourself. Take that uncomfortable first step
and be able to change your social skills.

2
1
1

Peace
Honesty
Positivity

Connection

Other
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4.1.1 Interpreting and Evaluating different worldviews
Interpreting and Evaluating different worldviews was identified as intercultural competency by the
students. The main message is that students found time and patience crucial elements in interpreting
and evaluating different worldviews. Furthermore, explaining cultural aspects and curiosity were
often named concerning understanding different worldviews—the students named 'the ability to
understand other points of view' only a few times.
Students believed that patience is needed to understand different worldviews since sometimes,
intercultural communication can be frustrating. Patience is a valuable competency in interacting with
someone who has not the same values or if someone does not speak the same language. It takes
time and patience to understand cultural nuances and why certain things happen differently than
one knows. Spending more time together increases the understanding of how somebody else thinks
and behaves the way one does. Investing time in this might prevent frustrations and arguments in
the group. However, according to the students, a thorough understanding of a different culture is
hard to achieve in the BES programme since group projects often do not last longer than a few
weeks.
'I think time plays a role in working together effectively; you can reset. There are different degrees to
that. That is just working together, but it is also really growing to understand a different person or a
different culture more thoroughly. That can happen in friendship, but you cannot reach that in a
group project.' (Year 3)
Furthermore, in all focus groups, the importance of explaining cultural aspects and talking about
culture was mentioned. Talking about the values of your own culture and about what aspects of the
other culture can be perceived as uncomfortable helps to understand each other better.
Lastly, curiosity is seen as essential in all focus groups. In the focus groups, curiosity is addressed as a
competence relevant to all other competencies.
'I feel like curiosity might amplify the ability to use the other intercultural competencies.' (Year 2).

4.1.2 Cultural Awareness
Cultural awareness was also identified as crucial intercultural competence to a great extent in year 1,
while the alumni did not mention it. The main message is that the issues that the students addressed
were similar as those in the literature. Sub-categories that were named were no-judgement and
reflexivity.
According to the students, it is important to be self-reflective to become aware of their perceptions,
biases and prejudices. Moreover, reflection is crucial since it makes one aware of their intercultural
abilities. The students argued that it is essential to recognise and challenge prejudices and avoid
judging based on stereotypes. The first step in understanding other cultural perspectives is realising
one's cultural environment and cultural biases. The students believed that one should step out of the
cultural environment and see that other cultures are as important as one's own.
'I think it is also good to realise, oh, I have this culture, and I was brought up in this way, and I,
therefore, have this way of thinking and this bias. So, as soon as you know that, you can also kind of
reflect on how it affects other perceptions that you have and work on it as well.' (Year 1)
'The reflexivity factor was one of the most important ones. Because I think being in touch with your
own culture and being able to put words on to your norms and practices is very important to
understand other cultures as well. I think this is basically the basis of it. And if you are aware of your
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own biases of your own perceptions and opinions, you will be able to reflect and understand better
other ones as well.' (Year 3)

4.1.3 Knowledge & Language
Some elements of a culture are more evident than others, as is described in Hall’s iceberg theory
(figure 2). It was very likely that the students would name the elements of knowledge and language.
According to the students, the objective elements of language and knowledge could be embedded
better in the programme to increase the students’ intercultural competence. It is interesting that the
students put so much emphasis on objective elements in the BES programme for enhancing
intercultural competence development since students also pointed out the importance of
understanding subjective cultural elements, like understanding and accepting perceptions, beliefs
and shared values, to increase intercultural competence development. It might suggest that students
believe that understanding objective cultural elements set conditions for a deeper understanding of
subjective cultural elements. The following paragraphs, knowledge and language, elaborate on the
student’s input.
Knowledge
The most interesting thing that is mentioned during the conversations, besides the general
knowledge about different countries, is the emphasis on historical relations. Remarkable is that
historical relations were only addressed in two focus groups, in the first year's focus group and the
third year's focus group. They argued that historical knowledge could be crucial for good
communication, especially in a multicultural environment. A historical background can influence the
behaviour of students. Furthermore, students argued that history shapes a culture.
'When I think of culture, I think directly of history because I feel that history shapes culture. The
different relationships between countries will ultimately affect the relationship that they have with
each other. For example, the relationships of the USSR with all the other countries that it used to have
under its wing. Well, now it is totally different. I feel like it shapes different dynamics.' (Year 3)
In the first year, the concept of historical knowledge was addressed in the Mural by two students
who have lived in an African country for a longer time. In the third year, this was addressed by a
student who has lived in Russia. Students from Western Europe remarked on the historical
knowledge competency in both focus groups. In addition, those students mentioned that post-its
related to historical knowledge were not what they would have come up with but that they believed
it was very important.
'The first thing that bumped into my eye was the general knowledge about history. There was a thing
that I experienced one week ago. I just did not know anything about a historical event that was quite
important. That was so weird; the communication was like oh no... What do I do now?' (Year 1)
Besides that, the students emphasized the need for the ability and the willingness to learn
knowledge. There was some discussion about whether having knowledge beforehand was necessary
or whether curiosity about a specific culture was enough to be intercultural compatible. However,
the students concluded that a combination of curiosity and knowledge is necessary since some
people might not be very interested, and therefore knowledge in itself is crucial.
Language
Language skills were discussed in all the focus groups. Most remarkable is that the role of language in
intercultural communication was discussed extensively in three of the four focus groups. The
students discussed whether any form of communication would be enough for someone to function
effectively across cultures or whether language was a crucial element. The students concluded that it
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was context depended. Language skills are vital for effective intercultural communication in a
university setting, while language plays a significantly smaller role when someone is travelling or
making new friends.
According to the students, there might be much frustration during group work due to poor language
skills. Therefore, they argue that language barriers should be as small as possible in a university
setting. However, language skills do not have to be perfect outside a university setting. The students
stressed that different language backgrounds could be fun. The students argue that meaningful
interaction can still occur with sign language, google translate, body language or other non-verbal
communication. Without time pressure and a specific goal, a connection can be made with minimum
language skills.
'That you at least can understand each other what are they implying, so you do not need to speak
English or whatever language.' (Alumni)
Furthermore, the students talked about the hidden biases in a language. Depending on the culture,
language or words can be used differently. This can happen during the communication between the
students and the communication from the lectures to the students. Especially international students
feel that they have an unequal start since it frequently happens in Dutch with grammar mistakes and
wrong-translated phrases.
Lastly, the discussion on language extended to the discussion on non-verbal communication. Nonverbal language can be used differently in every culture. Also, knowledge of the culture is essential to
understanding different communication styles. For example, it is helpful to know that Dutch people
are straightforward.

4.1.4 Openness, respect & accepting differences
The students named abilities related to openness, respect and the acceptance of differences the
most in the murals. Most remarkable was a different approach to ‘accepting differences’ in the
different years. There might even be a gradual shift from accommodating differences to appreciating
differences. Whereas the first years mainly pointed out challenges related to differences, the alumni
were relatively positive about differences. The alumni shared abilities like ‘appreciate and accept
differences, avoid ranking different ways to do something’. In contrast, the first years shared abilities
like ‘accepting of differences, not everything has to become a conflict’ or ‘do not hold grudges, accept
when you are wrong’. The third years were more accommodating; they named competencies
like ‘agree to disagree’ or ‘the ability to make compromises’. Sometimes there are differences, but it
is critical to give and take. Only the second years were not discussing the acceptance of differences in
the first phase of the focus group.

4.1.5 Connection
The ability to connect with other people is the last element the students mentioned. They mentioned
that it is easier to build a relationship with someone when you feel connected to another person.
Students from all focus groups mentioned that it is essential to look for common ground.
Additionally, it was stressed that connecting elements are essential, like the ability to engage with
others in common interests, like sports, arts, integration activities, or food. Students in two focus
groups remarked that it was something very relevant but not obvious.
'I read engaging with common interests, like sports or arts. I think it is meant to connect better with
each other and to have a first common interest, which can build your relationship with someone from
a different culture. And I really liked that one because I did not think about it that way.' (Year 3)
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Additionally, humour was named since laughing is also communicating with one another. Students
believed that humour often makes the situation a bit lighter. Although humour can be differently
perceived in different cultures, in this study, students mainly referred humour to as having fun.
'I like the sense of humour part; that was a good one. I think that we all need to look at life a bit more
with a smile. That gives people more patience and understanding with each other. I think it is a great
idea. Everybody should have a sense of humour.' (Alumni)
Lastly, students believed that exposing oneself to another was essential to improve intercultural
competence. If intercultural competence has to be developed, there should be an interaction
between people. Therefore, students believe it is important to expose oneself and take the
uncomfortable first step.
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5. Intercultural Competence Development in BES
The second research question investigates the students' perceptions of the challenges and
opportunities regarding developing intercultural competence in the BES programme. The students
discussed that there had been little emphasis on intercultural competence development during the
courses. The students learned most from intercultural interactions when talking to other students.
Conservations with students from different international backgrounds influence perceptions of
specific topics. Most of these talks occurred outside the classroom, during breaks or external
activities. Because of this, there has been some discussion on the university's role in intercultural
competence development. The general feeling in the focus groups was that the university should
take more responsibility in offering support regarding intercultural competence development. The
following sections, language, group work and content of the intercultural classroom, elaborate on
the challenges and opportunities of how the university can offer this support. The last section
describes the university's role in the intercultural competence development controversy.

5.1 Language
Language was seen as an essential element in developing intercultural competence. Language skills
are seen as challenging in BES. The participating students mentioned frequently that teachers started
their course with ‘by the way, you are in an internationally course’ (Year 2). Teachers mean that there
are international students in the class, and the spoken language should be English. The intention
might be there, but students from all the years have argued that course teachers can pay more
attention to the inclusiveness of their lectures.
According to all the students, teachers can improve this by improving their English language skills.
First of all, to consequently speak English even when most of the group speaks Dutch gives the
minority of international students a safer feeling participating in the lecture. Furthermore, the course
materials can be improved since there are hidden biases in the use of English in BES. Course
materials often have grammar mistakes or Dutch translations between brackets. Additionally, Dutch
students might have an advantage since they have the same mother tongue when the teachers are
Dutch. Therefore, it is easier for them to understand the mistakes that teachers make. Moreover,
students in all the focus groups mentioned receiving feedback in Dutch instead of English. Although
many things can be improved, the students also see that people try their best to be inclusive.

5.2 Group work
According to the BES students, group work is the most critical place in BES where intercultural
competence development takes place at this moment. For some students, this was the only thing
they could come up with when they thought about intercultural competence development in BES.
Besides that, post-its were often linked to courses at the start and the end of the academic years.
According to the students, this was related to the amount of group work in those courses.
The students believed that intercultural competence development often occurs naturally in group
work since the goal is to work together towards a mutual understanding of a topic. Therefore,
students have to listen to each other. Besides that, much social interaction with multiple people
improves the connection between students. Moreover, the group has to overcome the friction
generated by time pressure which often creates social cohesion since the group wants to get a good
grade. However, intercultural competence development in group work could still be improved to
enhance intercultural competence development.
Firstly, supervisors focus on the content of the group work. It gives the students the feeling they are
being thrown into the deep regarding intercultural interaction in group work. Overall, the students
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want more guidance on intercultural processes in groups. Some argued that there should be some
general introduction to intercultural group work. Others emphasised that there should be guidance
when necessary since every group is different and, therefore, the problems and solutions.
Additionally, supervisors should be aware of the effect of grading assignments. Students argue that
grades can cause friction in groups since different cultures have different perceptions of grades.
Secondly, students mention that intercultural development is influenced by the separation between
the international and Dutch students, both in and outside the classroom. International students are
often more culturally minded since they experience cultural interaction daily. For Dutch students, it is
possible to follow the programme without working much together with international students. If
Dutch students only hang out with other Dutch students, a gap in intercultural competence
development can emerge, while all the bachelor students must develop intercultural competencies.
The university can force students to work together when they increase the diversity of nationalities
in groups, making students go out of their comfort zone through more intercultural interaction.
According to the students, there should be at least two internationals in a group preventing Dutch
group members from speaking in Dutch.
Nevertheless, there were many compliments from the international students regarding the quality of
education. The following student summarised this very well in his/her remark.
‘I agree with everything that has been said. But I thought that this university, at least compared to
the one that my friends are talking to back at home, has given us a lot of opportunities for
communication. I love the fact that this university has so many group work, because I hear from my
other friends, they do not get this. And they mostly focus on learning a lot by heart. So yeah, I also see
the other side of the medal. The fact that we have so much group work also gives us the opportunity
to talk to our fellow bachelor students. And from this talking, I think, we can learn a lot also about
different cultures and different values.’ (year 2)

5.3 Content of the intercultural classroom
According to the students, there are several challenges in improving the content of the intercultural
classrooms in BES. They argue that the programme does not only become international by changing
the language. Firstly, the study is profiled as an international study, although the content of the
courses is still Dutch and sometimes European oriented. Secondly, the study does not give special
attention to intercultural competence. Students mentioned that it would be nice to discuss
interculturality in specially designed lectures.
Firstly, students miss knowledge about global South perspectives in the programme. Examples given
in lectures seem international, while in reality, international examples are mentioned briefly while
real damage is done to the environment, making them seem minor to Dutch or European examples.
'…but those international examples are so brief, or presented so simplistic, that they almost might do
more harm than good. Because if you present all those situations less complex than issues here, you
might get the idea that you might get the feeling that you understand those issues, which you do not.'
(Year 1)
Besides that, topics that students can research are often limited to the available sources. Information
about non-Western countries is often hard to find or written from a western perspective. Therefore,
the students mentioned that it would be interesting to be taught better about finding non-Western
sources or having more guest speakers familiar with non-Western perspectives.
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Secondly, the BES students believed that students should be aware of the concept of intercultural
competence. The students believe that the intercultural competencies that you learn now are not
taught by the university other than in the course International Study Visits. This course is seen as
very relevant since it levels the playing field between international and Dutch students. It creates a
situation in which both Dutch and international students are thrown out of their comfort zone.
However, it would have been nice to have these learning activities earlier in the programme.
The students argued that it would be effective to have intercultural competence lessons and
different cultural perspectives. Alumni students discussed whether there was something at the start
of their studies since they did not recall it anymore. They concluded that if there was, it was not
sufficient enough. Lessons that specifically address intercultural competence might be helpful. It can
be addressed in a mini-lecture, a tutorial or an assignment, and additionally, there can be a
classroom discussion about the competency. The learning activities should be offered at the start of
the study programme. Afterwards, the competencies can be practised during the different courses,
although they should be not too scattered. The students argue that social science courses have the
most potential since it fits best with the content of those courses.
Additionally, it would be nice to create some space to get to know other cultures at the beginning of
the programme. There is already a possibility to reflect on cultural backgrounds and differences.
Students also mentioned that excursions to Germany or Belgium might work to level the playing
field. There can be a lot improved in the intercultural classroom. However, the students also
discussed that Wageningen University is a Dutch university. Therefore, it is logical that the examples
are in Dutch. Moreover, Dutch students are forced to study in an international programme.
Unfortunately, Wageningen University does not offer the programme in Dutch.

5.4 The university's role in the intercultural competence development
It is interesting to mention the different perspectives that the students had on the university's role in
intercultural competence development. The general group feeling in the alumni focus group was that
the university had little responsibility for intercultural competence development. The alumni
students argued that intercultural competence development occurred in social settings in and
outside classrooms. It occurred during long breaks when the students would meet in 'the Spot', a
student café on the Wageningen campus. Furthermore, they often met during activities and trips of
their student association' Aktief Slip'. The students stressed it is essential to invest some time in
knowing other people since people will feel safer and interaction can take place more efficiently.
According to them, the university can stimulate extracurricular activities, especially for students in an
internationally oriented study like the BES program.
'When you be with people, you learn more about them. I think it is just something that comes
naturally. You need to spend time together and do stuff together to really get to know someone, and
by knowing someone, you also get to know that person's culture, I guess.' (Alumni)
Therefore, some alumni also believed that being thrown into the deep during group work was
effective since the group overcomes barriers together. This gives a more satisfactory feeling when a
project is successfully finished. The university could support intercultural competence development
by creating the right setting, like longer breaks. This attitude towards the role of the university
is sufficiently different than in the focus groups, in which students supported an active role of the
university regarding intercultural competence development.
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6. Dialogue Methods in BES
The third research question investigates what opportunities BES students identify for incorporating
dialogue methods to enhance intercultural competence development in the BES programme. As
mentioned in the framework, dialogue is seen as a valuable method for intercultural competencies
development. The focus groups in this research confirm this. Dialogue provides a setting where
knowledge about the other can be gained during the exchange, rather than brought to it by other
parties, which might increase students' learning.
There are some general conditions that students discussed regarding dialogical learning activities. As
a foundation for executing dialogue, students argued that the group size must be small. A large
number of students in the programme can limit the effectiveness of dialogue. Smaller groups of
students give students more feeling of safety since there is more space to speak up and interact with
each other. The students would like to see more interaction in the programme. Breakout rooms offer
space where most dialogue methods could be practised more effectively. Breakout rooms can also
occur in a real-life setting. It is easier to facilitate conversations between students about their
cultural perspectives or environmental issues in smaller groups. Furthermore, students mentioned
that dialogical learning activities should be facilitated to guide the conversation back to intercultural
components when necessary.
Some intercultural competencies like language and listening are vital competencies for dialogue.
Although there was much emphasis on language to make yourself understood, there was little
attention to listening. The students hardly mentioned listening for intercultural competence
development and when dialogue methods were discussed. According to the students listening skills
were sufficiently developed during group work processes. The students saw group work as a
dialogical method since students have to share and talk about their expectations and different values
to get a good result from their group work. Students agreed that there was enough group work in the
programme, but a focus on interculturality might amplify it. As mentioned before, students would
like to have specific attention to cultural group processes, better culturally mixed groups and more
freedom of choice in global topics.
Besides group work, other dialogical learning activities are used in some courses of the BES program
as is visible in figure 9. The students identified a few opportunities to amplify these dialogical
activities even more in the programme. Additionally, students discussed some dialogical methods
that are not incorporated in BES. Students mentioned talking methods and creative methods, like the
use of visuals and theatre. They believed that the more playful side of the dialogue tools stimulates a
casual interaction between the students. According to them, creative assignments are much more
fun to do than 'boring' paper writing. The pressure is taken off the group since a more relaxed setting
is created to talk about cultural differences. Furthermore, students mentioned that the debriefing of
written assignments could also stimulate dialogue. The four different dialogue domains are
elaborated on below.
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Figure 9. Different (potential) dialogical methods in BES mentioned by the BES students. Potential methods are displayed in
bold.

6.1 Talking
Talking is a concept that was named frequently by the students. It was already mentioned when the
meaning of intercultural competence was defined. According to the students, it is essential to talk
about cultural values, differences and behaviours, discuss cultural matters, and tell your perspective.
Therefore, it was not surprising that students mentioned talking as an important dialogical tool.
According to the students talking methods are already applied in the introduction course Sustainable
solutions. Students were encouraged to go into a dialogue during group presentations since the
interaction between the students was graded. Furthermore, in the Sustainability transition course,
students had to read and discuss authors' papers with culturally diverse backgrounds.
Additionally, Major A students mentioned some social science courses. The course Human
Geography challenged students to view matters from different perspectives, which made students
realise that they have a cultural bias. Also, the course Communication for sustainability and
Responsible innovation (major A) was mentioned. In this course, students were encouraged to go
into a dialogue during lectures to recap the explained course material. Moreover, students had to
organise a focus group for themselves. Firstly, students had to think about the composition of the
focus groups since cultural differences could impact the participants' responses. Secondly, students
had to listen to what a group addressed. Students had to interpret, evaluate and understand
different opinions shared in the focus groups.
The students that did not follow the course also mentioned that they valued these focus groups
about intercultural competence development after attending the focus groups for this research.
Furthermore, the students believed sufficient in-depth conversations were missing in the BES
program. Teachers could help students get out of their comfort zone and let them meet new peers.
Online conversations via Brightspace were not valued so much since it is hard to follow the
conversation. There was some discussion if the programme has enough international students that
are not from Europe and since they feel that Environmental Science students are pretty similar.
Therefore, case studies were mentioned to incorporate the international aspect.
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6.2 Visuals
Students were very positive about the use of visuals in learning activities. Students mentioned that
there were poster assignments in the Sustainable solution course and the Water courses. They had
to think about the communication of their findings, which is a relevant skill for researchers. The
group should find common ground for doing this, which involves lots of talking. Mind maps were also
mentioned, although the students were unsure if the method stimulated intercultural competence
development.
However, students believed that visuals in learning activities had much potential to develop
intercultural competence since it would boost intercultural learning. Some activities can easily be
implemented in courses according to the students. For example, the end product can be handed in in
a creative form instead of posters, while the product is based on scientific research. This can be
extended to any form of art, like, poetry, drawings, video or posters. Students believed that creativity
connects people. It shows better how students are. Besides that, the atmosphere is often more
relaxed through which it is easier to talk about cultural differences, which makes intercultural
learning more likely to happen.
Some of the alumni students followed courses that allowed making a creative report. They
mentioned that the freedom of creative endproducts stimulated thinking on why a particular method
is chosen to transfer knowledge more than following a poster assignment or a report. The students
suggested that creative end products could be produced at the programme's start when 'you are not
really making brand new ground-breaking research'. Students also mentioned that the creative
process could be strengthened by giving students an additional assignment to include the group's
personality somewhere, for which the group can get some bonus points. Moreover, students
mentioned that end products like videos could also be used for networking. Those videos can be
shared on LinkedIn.
Lastly, students mentioned that film could stimulate in-depth dialogue. Documentaries, for example,
give much interesting information about other perspectives, and it could make content more
appealing. Afterwards, students could talk about the documentary. On the other hand, students
were afraid that there might not be enough time for documentaries. Moreover, they experienced
that it was unsuccessful when they had to watch a documentary as homework since many students
did not do that.

6.3 Theatre
Another creative topic that students were enthusiastic about was theatre. Role-plays were
mentioned to increase students' understanding of different perspectives since it places students in
someone else's shoes. There were suggestions to simulate real-life conferences with bigger and
smaller players, like the US and small island states. One of the students also addressed that role-plays
were used in debates in the course Environmental management and Industry. Students were forced
to take a perspective and convince the other party. Besides that, role plays can also be incorporated
as interactive games representing a situation.
Additionally, First-year students mentioned a game in the Sustainable solution course through which
students were encouraged to understand different perspectives. Alumni students mentioned a game
in an economic course. The games encouraged students to start conversations outside of their
comfort zone. The games made lectures interactive and the learning material better understandable.
However, students would like to see more role-plays and games since they believed it was only used
in a few courses while being very effective in showing different perspectives. Students mentioned
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that Forum theatre also sounded interesting. They believed that it might show the gravity of
problems from different points of view.

6.4 Writing
Lastly, students mentioned that some writing activities evoked dialogue in BES. Reading each other
texts or experiences might stimulate knowledge and stimulate students’ cultural awareness. The
students valued peer-review assignments in which they could share their work since sharing work
can be eye-opening and nourish interest in other perspectives. Students can learn from each other
and gain a deeper understanding of why other students have different perspectives on matters in a
debrief after the peer reviews. Peer review was especially valued when students could choose their
global topics.
Besides peer reviews, also reflection reports were valued. For example, the report that was written
during International study visits made students aware of the biases, the perceptions and the
practices of their cultures. This report also encouraged students to evaluate other cultures.
Additionally, students mentioned personality tests like Belbin since they provide self-reflection and
insight into other people. Then the relation between test results can be explored. Students mention
that it is good to work with these tests in a real-life environment since it is easier for the students to
talk about the tests afterwards. Students mentioned that it would be relevant if there were also tests
that might also be used for pointing out cultural aspects, which could then be implemented in BES.
Lastly, students mentioned that the app Mentimeter was used during several lectures. In a
Mentimeter, students could (anonymously) answer a question in a digital tool. Students mentioned
that these Mentimeters might also be used for pointing out cultural aspects in a group and evoke a
conversation about different perspectives.
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7. Discussion
This research aimed to investigate the BES students’ perceptions of the role of dialogue in developing
intercultural competencies during different phases of the BES programme. The results build on and
extend on existing literature on intercultural competence development. This discussion compares
student perceptions of this study on intercultural competence development to previous studies
related to student perceptions of intercultural competence development and how intercultural
competence development might be implemented in higher education. Therefore, three themes are
used to guide the discussion. First of all, students’ Intrinsic motivation for intercultural competence
development is discussed. Secondly, the support of external internalised motivation is discussed.
Then facilitation on social connection is discussed, followed by a discussion on dialogue methods.
The discussion ends with a section on critical reflection and opportunities for further research.

7.1 Increase students’ Intrinsic motivation for intercultural competence
development
Students have a higher learning outcome when they experience autonomy over what they learn.
Therefore, it is essential to support this autonomy. This section elaborates on how knowledge and
language can increase students' intrinsic motivation and how they might make intercultural
competence development easier. BES students mentioned that they miss knowledge of different
cultures in the programme. The course materials are now mainly focused on the Netherlands and
Western Europe. BES Students would like to learn more about issues in other parts of the world like
the Global South. Besides that, BES students mention that language skills are the foundation for
developing intercultural competencies. Therefore, it can be discussed that paying attention to
students' preferences might increase students' intrinsic motivation to enhance intercultural
competence development. Students' needs for knowledge development and sufficient language skills
are discussed in this section.
Firstly, students in Golubeva et al. (2017) and Ippolito's (2007) research also emphasised the
importance of knowledge when discussing intercultural competence development. Several elements
are related to the knowledge component. In this research, students mentioned, besides general
cultural knowledge, the need for historical knowledge to identify and understand relations between
countries and behaviours of people. In Golubeva et al. (2017) research, students' perceptions
referred to the knowledge of other cultures and knowledge of what happens in the world. In
Ippolito's (2007) research, knowledge was related to privileged knowledge between students from
traditional and non-traditional countries.
Although there is no direct link between privileged knowledge and the importance of historical
knowledge in Ippolito's (2007) research, it might be connected. It might be discussed that some
historical events have influenced the privileges that people in some countries have right now since
historical events in or between countries influence the perspectives of people, as is visible in the
recent movements around colonialism and racism (De Hei et al., 2017). Therefore, it is interesting
that mainstream scholars often mention but do not emphasise historical knowledge on intercultural
competence (Deardorff, 2006; Byram, 1997). There might not be a direct link between colonialism
and racism, and environmental sciences. Nonetheless, it might be interesting to include it in the BES
programme since students must work together in multicultural settings.
Either way, knowledge does play a key role in understanding different cultural aspects and in
multicultural teamwork (Deardorff, 2006; Byram, 1997). Since BES students also mentioned that
cultural knowledge, in general, was missing in the programme, knowledge might be better
implemented in the programme. This can be done by showing more international examples in which
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various locations and cultures in and outside Europe are represented. Furthermore, students can be
stimulated to choose worldwide topics for assignments related to course materials.
Secondly, BES students mentioned that language had a crucial role in intercultural competence
development in a university setting. Speaking a common language with other actors in a project is
also seen as a crucial intercultural competence in literature (Byram, 1997; Byram & Wagner, 2018).
Furthermore, language competence is also helpful for good dialogue (Holmes, 2005; Poglia et al.,
2007). Language barriers in a multicultural classroom can hinder learning (Byram, 1997; Ippolito,
2007; De Hei et al., 2020). Students in non-English speaking countries most often mention language
barriers (Golubeva et al., 2017; Golubeva et al., 2018; De Hei et al., 2020). Also, the BES students in
this study mentioned that some language barriers should be improved.
In their experience, the language barrier in the BES programme is caused because peers are hesitant
to speak in English when the majority of the students are Dutch. Additionally, teachers of the BES
programme sometimes create a setting in which English is not the spoken language. The BES
students suggested placing at least two international students in each group to ensure English is the
spoken language. To realise this, some interference in forming the groups is required, as students are
likely to choose peers of the same nationality when given a choice (Ippolito, 2007; De Hei et al.,
2020). Moreover, students can be insecure about starting intercultural interactions. It is their first
experience with significant intercultural contact for many students (Broome et al., 2019). Therefore,
teachers must take responsibility for making English the standard language in classrooms by making
the groups beforehand and ensuring that English is the spoken language in the classroom. However,
it might be hard for teachers to play a role in identifying where and how knowledge and language
can be improved in the programme (De Hei et al., 2020). Therefore, it is essential to prepare teachers
well for doing this.

7.2 Support external internalised motivation
The previous section paid attention to increasing the students' intrinsic motivation. It is effective to
adapt lessons to student's interests and needs and give them some choice in what they would like to
study. In this case, it might be helpful to increase the number of international cases in the study.
However, sometimes students do not see the value of studying something while it might be crucial.
Therefore, intercultural competence development might also be increased by showing students the
value of something to support students external internalised motivation. In this section, 'listening'
and 'grading' are discussed.
First of all, students might be taught the value of listening. However, in this research, listening was
hardly mentioned by the BES students when conceptualising intercultural competencies. Only later,
when the facilitator shared some theories on intercultural competence, some of the BES students
believed that listening skills training should be improved in the programme. However, some BES
students did not see the added value of paying attention to listening in the programme other than
how it develops now in group work.
Nonetheless, listening is important for intercultural competence development and executing good
dialogue (Holmes, 2005; Deardorff, 2006; Byram, 1997). Students in Broome et al. (2019) research on
dialogue competencies ranked listening as the highest influence factor in an intercultural dialogue
process. According to Broome et al., it was not surprising that students emphasised listening.
Everyone in the group can voice themselves and is encouraged to speak up when people listen
carefully to each other, leading to a co-construction of knowledge and a deeper understanding. Also,
in Witteveen's (2009) research, listening is a central element for developing intercultural competence
since it creates a holistic overview and stimulates empathising with others.
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A few things might be relevant to explain this behaviour of students. Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva
(2020) mentioned that students could be unmotivated to engage in intercultural competence
development because students already believe that they are interculturally competent. They mainly
discussed this in relation to stereotyping and prejudice, but it can also be applied to other
intercultural competencies, like listening. Therefore, it might be argued that the BES students
believed that they are already capable of listening since it is fully embedded in their lives without
being aware of the difference between active and passive listening since listening skills. It might be
that the BES students have genuinely no interest in listening skills, but it might also be due to the
process of the focus group. The facilitator only named 'listening' without elaborating on the
difference between active and passive listening skills. Therefore, BES students might not have seen
the relevance of listening. According to them, they already listen to their peers during group work.
Assuming that the BES students did not realise the difference between active and passive listening, it
might be good to pay attention to listening skills in the BES programme because of the value of
listening skills for performing in an international setting. Since learning processes benefit from
aligned students' perceptions of certain matters, it is important to show students the value of
listening skills (Ippolito, 2007). One of the methods to include the meaning of listening more in the
programme is by offering the earlier mentioned tutorials, workshops or lectures about listening.
Students can learn why it is essential to have sufficient listening skills in these classes, but they are
also taught how active listening can be done in practice. These lessons can also be given for
competencies such as openness, for example, to make students aware of how they develop
competencies.
However, there is a risk. If BES students are genuinely not interested in listening, it is doubtful that
specific attention to listening skills might increase students' motivation for learning the skills.
Therefore, it should be carefully analysed why the BES students hardly mentioned listening skills. This
might also be the case for other elements or skills. Students might expect to learn environmental
knowledge instead of skills when they apply to study at Wageningen University. Their expected
learning outcomes might be more knowledge-driven, which is not in line with learning soft skills like
listening. Their mindset might be hard to change.
Secondly, it is good to be aware of the effect of grading assignments. Grades often stimulate the
external non-internalised motivation of students to study something (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007).
Also, BES students in this research mentioned that grades were a limiting factor regarding
intercultural competence development. The will for a good grade might limit intercultural openness
and causes friction between students with a different perspective, often guided by cultural
differences (Ippolito, 2007). Therefore, it might be good to consider that grading could limit students'
autonomy. It might be argued that non-graded assignments are more effective for intercultural
competence development since the stress is released, and students are more able to see the value of
intercultural competence development. Another option might be to assess intercultural
competences so it is graded.

7.3 Facilitating Social Connection
In this research, the BES students see connecting as crucial for intercultural competence
development. When students grow more towards each other, more intercultural competence
development occurs (De Hei et al., 2020). There might be more understanding for each other since
students feel more empathy and appreciate each other after spending some time together
(Calloway-Thomas et al., 2017; De Hei et al., 2020).
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However, connecting takes time. Although the necessity of ‘time or patience’ is not mentioned by all
intercultural competence scholars like Deardorff (2006). It is seen as important in other research on
students’ perceptions of intercultural competence development (Ippolito, 2007; Broome et al.,
2019). Often intercultural problems within group work are caused by time pressure (De Hei et al.,
2020; Ippolito, 2007). It takes time to overcome multicultural differences in group work. Students
often experience this as inefficient. Also, in the focus groups in this research, students mentioned
that there was limited time for intercultural interaction in the BES programme.
Therefore, the university might facilitate more social interaction. More attention to intercultural
group work might increase the students’ awareness of the time consuming intercultural process.
Additionally, it might be good to allocate and facilitate time for social interaction between the
students before they are assigned academic tasks (Ippolito, 2007). BES students in this study stressed
the importance of connecting for intercultural competence development. Furthermore, they
mentioned that finding common interests like sports, arts, integration activities, food, or humour is
valuable. According to them, making connections with students from other cultures does not only
happen in a serious setting. Creative processes give more space to develop a group feeling, which is
essential for a connection between people (Calloway-Thomas et al., 2017). All people have
something in common, from a concept of beauty to arts-based elements to foods and sports. Those
similarities and differences become core to navigating the complexities of human relationships
(p.37).

7.4 Dialogue
The BES students’ need for social connection is also visible in research question three, regarding the
role of dialogue in the programme. BES students emphasise that dialogue methods stimulating
interaction should be amplified and implemented. Students would like to talk more about their
cultures and how culture affects their lives. BES students also mentioned that they missed education
about different perspectives of people on particular topics. Dialogical talking activities with students
in the programme might not cover all different perspectives. BES students are aware that it is hard to
study in the Netherlands for students outside the European Union. Some conditions have to be met
to study in the Netherlands, including financial aspects. The minority of students from outside
Europe results in an unbalanced student population in BES. Besides that, the students all come here
with the same purpose. Almost all environmental students in Wageningen have the idealistic goal of
making the world a better place. Therefore, it is harder to collect different perspectiFves on
environmental issues within the group.
To include different perspectives in the programme, BES students mentioned that there could be
more international teachers or guest speakers who could be invited (online) from all over the world
to share their stories. Students also mentioned favouring theatre-based dialogical learning activities,
such as role-plays. Different types of role plays were mentioned, from serious games to simulations
of conferences. BES students emphasised that it should be implemented more in the programme.
Additionally, students mentioned that watching and evaluating documentaries as a film-based
dialogical method could broaden their perspectives. Although this learning activity can easily be
implemented in environmental courses, it would be recommended to look into the Visual problem
appraisal method (Witteveen, 2009; Witteveen & Lie, 2012). It is a film-based method that increases
critical awareness, respect, active listening, reflection, observation, empathic literary, and reframing
of complex and wicked issues. Moreover, the BES students’ knowledge gap regarding worldwide
knowledge will be filled since the method focuses on topics at stake in the global south. The method
gives opportunities for learning that are hard to accomplish in lectures. Above all, it brings together
the many aspects that students find important or should be aware of.
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7.5 Critical Reflection
This critical reflection focus on the limitations of this research. First, the limitations of the used
research method and its impact on the results are discussed. This is followed by a critical reflection
on the used theoretical framework.

7.5.1 Limitations of used method and research results
First of all, the research sample was limited due to the qualitative research approach. There were
only four focus groups conducted due to time and budget constraints. The research could have had
an even higher validation when three to four focus groups would have been conducted per study
year. This might also have given a better insight into the differences between the student
perceptions of the different cohorts of students. Although it was interesting to explore if there was a
difference between cohorts, it was not necessary to gain a specific insight into these student
perceptions. Moreover, in general, students in the different years were like-minded, and not many
new topics were addressed in the last focus group.
Furthermore, a mixed approach would have strengthened the research (Deardorff, 2006).
Complementing the qualitative research with a quantitative method could have given a more holistic
overview of BES student perceptions. A quantitative research method, like a survey, might have
reached more students. Such a survey could be used to check whether the output of the focus
groups is representative of the whole population of BES students. The chosen qualitative research
approach was determined because of the main research goal; to explore the student perceptions of
intercultural competence development. The choice for group discussion, and not individual
interviews, was made to get a more commonly based result instead of students' individual opinions.
Individual surveys might have emphasised the personal opinion of students too much in this
exploring phase (De Hei et al., 2020).
Secondly, as mentioned in the methodology, every qualitative research might include some biases.
The results might have been biased to the researcher's perspective even though the facilitator took
action to stay neutral. Besides that, students might have biased the results. Students were asked to
participate in the focus groups in various ways, but students had to sign up themselves. Students that
show interest often feel affection for intercultural communication. This was also visible in the
representation of the majors in the focus groups. There were more students present from social
sciences than from the other tracks. Moreover, Major A courses already applied intercultural
competence development in several courses. Therefore, major A students were able to point out
these best practices. However, it might be interesting to target students with less interest in culture
to better represent the BES student population. Nevertheless, most environmental science students
are interested in the world and the global aspect of the study.
Thirdly, there were limited students from outside Europe. Therefore, the general student opinion
might have had a European bias. On the other hand, the students' cultural backgrounds were
representative of the student population in BES. Many of the students are Dutch, several students
come from Europe, and a small number of students are from outside Europe.
Fourth, the corona pandemic might have influenced the results. All students argued that the
coronavirus significantly influenced BES students' intercultural competence development since it
hindered sufficient interaction with other students. This might also have influenced the perceptions
of the alumni students on the role, as they gave less responsibility to the university in intercultural
competence development than the current students. The alumni students had already studied in
Wageningen for some years before the corona-pandemic emerged. Alumni students mentioned that
they often hung out together during breaks and saw each other a lot in real-life during classes.
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Younger-year students who started studying during the pandemic had to attend mainly online
education without social events. It might be why there is a difference in opinion on the university's
role in intercultural competence development. Therefore, it is good to consider that the same
students might have given other answers in a non-corona era.

7.5.2 Theoretical Influence
Intercultural competence is a widely discussed topic, which is applied in plenty of different domains.
Therefore, the researcher made a choice to use Deardorff (2006) as the key article for this research.
Although this article is based on the input of the most well-known intercultural competence scholars,
times have changed. Intercultural competence development is a very dynamic concept. Therefore,
there might be a chance that some elements related to intercultural competence development are
missed. However, the researcher has done an extensive literature review before writing the thesis.
The information found in other sources mainly was in line with Deardorff's (2006) article.
Furthermore, the study's goal is not a literature review but to explore student perceptions.
Therefore, the article of Deardorff (2006) was well suited.
Lastly, there is no difference between intercultural competence and intercultural dialogue
competence in this research. The concepts are often used interchangeably (Cushner & Mahon, 2009;
Salo-Lee, 2007; Witteveen, 2009; De Hei et al., 2020; Elias & Mansouri, 2020; Bennett & Salonen,
2007; Golubeva et al., 2017; Arasaratnam- Smith, 2017; Neuner, 2012). However, there might be a
slight nuance between intercultural competence and intercultural dialogue competence (Elias &
Mansouri, 2020; Broome et al., 2019). Some competencies might be more important for intercultural
competence development and others for intercultural dialogue competencies. Listening is more
important for intercultural dialogue, while knowledge is more important for intercultural
competence development (Broome et al., 2019). Therefore, it is good to consider what competencies
should be trained and addressed in certain learning activities.

7.6 Further Research
In the critical reflection (7.4), the value of a complementary survey was already mentioned as well as
research on the student groups with a less apparent intrinsic interest in cultural aspects. Other
suggestions for further research are discussed in this chapter.
This thesis focused on the student perceptions of intercultural competence development through
dialogue. However, a more holistic overview of intercultural competence development can be
created when teachers and the programme team are also included in the study. Students often
mentioned that teachers or the programme should take action to stimulate intercultural competence
development. Therefore, it would be interesting to see what teachers would say about students'
intercultural competence development through dialogue since teachers have a different lens than
students (De Hei et al., 2020). Students might be unconscious competent or unconscious
incompetent concerning their learning trajectories. Furthermore, teachers might discuss the
suggestions that students have given since they might have a better view of what is possible.
Furthermore, it would be interesting to research the relation between student perceptions of
intercultural competence development and the level of intercultural competence they have
developed. Students were asked about their perceptions at this moment. They discussed the
meaning of intercultural competence and how it appears in the programme. A small comparison is
made between the students of different years. It would be interesting to assess the student's
intercultural competence level and how this develops over time. How interculturally competent are
students when they start their studies and what is their level of intercultural competence at the end

42

of their studies? What factors or learning activities have contributed to this development? How could
intercultural competence development be best assessed?
Additionally, it would be interesting to investigate the relationship between intercultural
competencies. Students mentioned that all competencies were related to each other, and although
the frequency of the mentioned competencies tells something about the importance, it is not the
most validated method. Broom et al. (2019) identified the correlation between their students'
dialogue competencies with his Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) method. Knowing the
relationship between the competencies might indicate which competencies should be focused on
first when implementing intercultural competence in the programme.
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8. Conclusion
This thesis gave insight into the student perceptions of the role of dialogue in intercultural
competence development during different phases of the BES programme. Therefore, first insight is
gained into what students perceive as intercultural competence. Then students identified the
challenges and opportunities of intercultural in the BES programme. This is followed by an
investigation of opportunities students identify for incorporating dialogue methods to enhance
intercultural competence development in the BES programme. Lastly, a comparison is made between
student opinions, ranging from first-years to alumni students.
Firstly, students mentioned both objective and subjective cultural elements when they defined
intercultural competence as 'the ability to function effectively across cultures'. They mentioned
Interpreting and evaluating different worldviews, Critical cultural awareness, Knowledge & Language,
Openness, respect & accepting cultural differences, Listening, and Empathetic literacy and
Connection. However, there are five remarkable elements named by the BES students.
1. The most interesting element is that students emphasised the need for connection when
working in an international environment. According to them, intercultural development
takes mostly place during interaction with others.
2. The time and patience needed to interpret and evaluate different worldviews were
mentioned since intercultural communication can be frustrating. Time gives more space to
understand someone else's perspectives. Time is also needed to connect with others.
3. Interestingly, students emphasised historical knowledge, besides general knowledge about
concerned countries. According to them, knowledge is crucial to understanding specific
situations, and historical events can influence a person's behaviours. Therefore it is essential
to have some historical knowledge to understand why people act how they do.
4. Students emphasised the role of language. They concluded that the role of language is
context-dependent. Language is vital to understand each other in a university setting, while
with travelling or in a social setting, the role of language is more on the background.
5. The importance of listening was hardly mentioned by the BES students.
Secondly, students mentioned that most of the challenges and opportunities regarding developing
intercultural competencies in the BES programme were about language, group work, and the
intercultural classroom content. Language skills are seen as challenging in BES. English is not always
the spoken language in learning activities. Due to hidden biases in the English that Dutch people
speak, it might be easier for other Dutch students to understand lecture content. Therefore,
everyone, students and teachers, should be aware of speaking English in a classroom and the hidden
biases found in course materials. Students also mentioned that there were some challenges
regarding the content of the intercultural classroom. They argued that the programme is not
necessarily international by changing the language to English. The content of the courses is still Dutch
and sometimes European oriented. Besides that, students believed it would be useful to address
intercultural competence development in the lectures
Groupwork was seen as an opportunity by the BES students. The students believed that intercultural
competence development often occurs naturally in group work since the goal is to work together
towards a mutual understanding of a topic. Social cohesion occurs through time pressure and
overcoming frictions. However, the students also mentioned that it would be helpful to have some
guidance on intercultural group processes since it does not always work out. This might standardly
occur or only when it is necessary. The student perceptions varied on this. Furthermore, group work
could be improved by forcing culturally diverse groups. Students tend to speak Dutch when there are
not enough international students in the group.
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Thirdly, BES students identified several opportunities for incorporating dialogue methods to enhance
intercultural competence development in the BES programme. As a foundation for executing
dialogue, students argued that the group size must be small. Smaller groups of students give
students more feeling of safety since there is more space to speak up and interact with each other.
Although interestingly, students emphasised the importance of language to make yourself
understood in dialogue, there was little attention to listening.
Furthermore, students mainly mentioned social science courses as relevant courses to implement
dialogue methods, although they also mentioned some technical courses to develop intercultural
competence. Students mentioned several dialogical learning activities from courses that are given in
Major A that they believed were effective for intercultural competence development, like focus
groups and some talking methods to discuss different perceptions. Moreover, it was very interesting
that the BES students were enthusiastic about creative dialogue methods. They believed that the
more playful side of the dialogue tools stimulates a casual interaction between the students.
According to them, the pressure is taken off the group since a more relaxed setting is created to talk
about cultural differences. Students mentioned that end products, like posters or written texts, could
be handed in in a creative form. This should not hinder ground-breaking research, especially at the
start of the study. Students also mentioned that film could stimulate in-depth dialogue since it
provides interesting information about other perspectives. Another creative form is theatre.
Students believed this might be useful for different perspectives that cannot be found in the
classroom. Role-plays or active games could increase students' understanding of different
perspectives since it places students in someone else's shoes.
Lastly, the student perceptions in Q1-3 barely differed between cohorts of students, ranging from
first-years to alumni students. However, it might carefully be said that alumni students generally
believed that the university should play a limited role in this since intercultural competence
development mainly occurred outside the classroom. Furthermore, historical knowledge was only
named in focus groups with students who had lived in African countries and Russia, while students
from Western Europe mentioned that historical knowledge was not what they would have come up
with but that they believe that it is very important. Lastly, students had a different view on accepting
differences, where the first years mainly pointed out challenges related to differences, while the
alumni were relatively positive about differences. However, more data should be available on these
topics to state the differences.
To conclude, students do believe that dialogue plays an important role in intercultural competence
development, they believed that a larger variety of perspectives should be discussed in the
programme and were specifically interested in creative dialogue methods. However, they also
argued that other elements should be addressed to develop this competence like, language,
groupwork, course-content and social connection.
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9. Recommendations
There can be some valuable lessons learned from this thesis regarding student perceptions of the
role of dialogue in developing intercultural competencies during different phases of the BES
programme. Therefore, this section includes some recommendations, based on the conclusion and
discussion, to enhance intercultural competence development in a bachelor's Environmental
Sciences programme.
• Stay open to students' needs. Students mentioned that there are conditions that influence
intercultural competence development that are missing in the programme. According to
them, language and (historical) knowledge could also be improved by other means. For
example, making sure that English is the spoken language in a classroom, (guest) lectures
about intercultural topics, stimulating students to choose global cases for assignments and
projects or including global examples in course materials.
• Show students the value of intercultural competence development. Intercultural processes
might be time consuming or frustrating, but in the end, intercultural teamwork can be more
effective than mono-cultural teamwork. This can be done by including intercultural
competence development in the learning goals of the complete programme and specific
courses or learning activities. Therefore, it might be good to support teachers on how to
include intercultural competence development in their courses.
• Make use of creative dialogical methods. Students showed their interest and confidence in
these methods. End products could be easily transformed into artistic products. Give
students the freedom to create something. The use of visuals like visioning diagrams or rich
pictures can also be easily implemented in courses. Moreover, creative processes can be very
fruitful for connections between people. As mentioned in the discussion, it is recommended
to look into the film-based method Visual Problem Appraisal of Witteveen (2009). It brings
together important aspects for intercultural competence development, like critical
awareness, respect, active listening, reflection, observation, empathic literary, reframing of
complex and wicked issues and knowledge of the relation between the Global North and the
Global South.
• Students mentioned that intercultural competence development occurred most often
outside classes. Although the students' opinions differ on the university's role in intercultural
competence development, it is relevant to use their examples in their education. This also
makes it more personalised for the students, which increases their understanding and
motivation to participate in learning activities.
• Be aware of the differences in the student population. Some students might not prefer to
study in an international atmosphere. To what extent is it important to internationalise the
programme, and to what extent should (international) students accept that they study in a
Dutch environment? Furthermore, Major A-courses generally give more attention to
intercultural competence development. To what extent should intercultural competence
development concern all environmental sciences students, and to what extent might Major A
students develop a higher level of intercultural competence? Therefore, it is essential to
make a conscious choice in which courses intercultural competence development is
integrated.
• Lastly, Intercultural competence development might be a good topic for a ribbon course.
Students mentioned that continuity would be very relevant when developing intercultural
competence, but it might complicate the focus of existing courses. In the ribbon course,
lectures and workshops could be given regarding intercultural competencies, while it could
be applied in other courses.
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11. Appendix
11.1 Detailed information on dialogical methods
11.1.1 Talking
Most dialogical tools concern talking. There are ‘basic’ methods that stimulate listening, like the
Talking Stick. These methods are easy to apply. The Talking Stick is a stick or another object that you
can hold. The stick stimulates listening since only the person with the stick can talk. Listening creates
space for everyone to share their points of view. Everybody will be heard and all perspectives will be
taken seriously. This can also trigger cultural awareness. The others can only ask questions of
clarification. People can only add new issues during the second round (Wageningen Dialogue, n.d.).
The World Café or an Open Space are also easily accessible dialogue tools (Brouwers et al., 2019). In
a space, there are different stations or tables in which the participants talk about a certain topic. The
groups are facilitated by a host in every station. After an amount of time, the participants move on to
the next station and build on the previous conservations at that table. This stimulates a better
understanding of different perspectives and creates a more holistic view.
The Socratic dialogue is a method that is more difficult to use (Chesters, 2012). It is a method that
stimulates the other to think even deeper about a topic. New insights can be generated through an
active engagement of the participants and by questioning each other’s thought processes,
assumptions and perceptions. Essential in the Socratic dialogue are fundamental questions that often
start with when or why.
The six-thinking hat method is a more complex dialogue method (Brouwer et al., 2019; Cioffi, 2017;
Payette & Barnes, 2017). This method honours its name since the tool works with six different
coloured hats. Every hat represents a different emotion. The yellow hat is always very optimistic,
while the black hat is only negative. The white hat represents just facts and the red hat emotions.
The green hat represents creativity and the blue one is a more organisational hat. The participants
are obliged to ‘put’ on the different hats while discussing a subject. This creates a better
understanding of different perspectives and it gives a holistic overview of the situation.
The last example of a talkative dialogue method is Appreciative Inquiry (Bushe, 2011; Cooperrider et
al., 2008; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Appreciative Inquiry follows the gratitude attitude principle.
It is designed to effectively foster change. Participants are asked to think about moments that went
well and were successful. Participants should try to think of situations where they can amplify or
harness these practices in the future. The method stimulates participants to listen to each other, as
everyone is allowed to share their positive experiences. Furthermore, appreciative inquiry stimulates
an understanding of why things work best for certain people.

11.1.2 Visuals
Visual learning can be defined as ‘a rich language that uses pictures or images of any type – even
mental pictures – that create a look to the world, bring people and issues on stage, alter time,
distances, places and spaces in a language that is metaphorical and narrative (Witteveen & Rie, 2012.
p.85). Different layers of understanding are created when visuals are used (Witteveen, 2009; Billger
et al., 2017; Westermann et al., 2013). This layer increases the communication between the different
parties since it supports the understanding of the actors. It gives more structure, through which more
topics can be discussed in an equal timeframe (Westermann et al., 2013). Moreover, visuals
stimulate other parts of the human brain which give another boost to the dialogue.
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Different visual tools can be used. Think of drawings, simplifications, graphs or frameworks that can
be used to envision. The use of diagrams can force participants to think further and more holistic
than they would normally do. In figure 10 is an example of a cause-effect diagram displayed.
Ishikawa’s fishbone diagram stimulates participants to create a holistic overview of a problem and
includes different perspectives.

Figure 11. Example of a Rich Picture (Fenning et al., 2014)

Figure 10. Example of an cause-effect diagram (FabianLange,
2008)

Also, rich pictures can be used. An example of a rich picture can be seen in figure 11. A rich picture is
a method that participants have to start drawing themselves. The drawing process in itself can
already stimulate openness since drawing can cause people to feel vulnerable. During the creation of
a rich picture the actors, factors, and relationships that are affecting the discussed topic are
discussed and visualised by the group (Brown et al., 2010; Williams & van ‘t Hof, 2016). Participants
can use little drawings, texts, arrows or symbols. The process of creating a rich picture can give the
actors a holistic overview of the situation and stimulates an understanding. Furthermore, it increases
the participation of actors and engagement. Relations between the actors and the environment
become clear.
Besides the use of visuals in drawings or figures, film and photography can play an important role
when stimulating intercultural competence. Film can provide material to reflect on in a conversation
afterwards. Besides that, it can increase the level of empathic literacy and give people the power of
expressing feelings or thoughts that are hard to express by language (Johnston, 2006).
Witteveen (2009), incorporated film during the entire dialogue process. She created more
understanding of her participants by showing them ‘deeper interviews’ with stakeholders. In these
interviews, stakeholders of a certain problem explained their situation on camera. This included
stakeholders that were otherwise not able to express their feelings. The shots were not edited for
mistakes. Students could choose a selection of interviews to watch in a limited time frame, the shots
were the base of a dialogue between participants. According to the students, the situation became
much clearer because of these interviews. The students had a better understanding of the situation
after seeing and hearing the different actors talk about a situation from their perspectives. Especially
since it involved actors that were not available to participate in the real-life dialogue. Therefore, the
interviews on film were helpful to create an understanding of different perspectives, for critical
awareness, respect, active listening, reflection, observation, empathic literary and reframing of
complex and wicked issues (Witteveen, 2009; Witteveen & Lie, 2012).
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11.1.3 Theatre
Another method to show different perspectives is theatre. Theatre is an interactive dialogue method
that knows many forms. A well-known dialogue method is a role-play simulation (Sterman et al.,
2015; Romnanova & Gudalov, 2019). In a role-play, the participants are forced to represent an actor
that is involved in a certain discussion. Often roles that participants represent do not level with who
the participants are. A role play could increase the depth of understanding of a situation among the
participants. Furthermore, participants gain a better understanding of the views of other
stakeholders. In the research of Sterman et al., 2015, students argue that the simulation that they
participated in, provided a better understanding than lectures. This indicates that role play is very
effective to transfer knowledge, skills or empathy.
Additionally, a very effective dialogical method is Theatre of the Oppressed. This is a collective term
for different theatre-based techniques (Sajnani, 2009). The method increases the participant’s
awareness of the themes that the scene is about. Garcia et al. (2019) used this method to create a
safe classroom. Participants in that research stated the method as ‘an eye-opening experience of
recognizing similarities and differences within and across social identities and cultures’ and that it
‘expanded and deepened awareness of the complexity of their own and others’ social identity’ (p.10).
Also, openness might be increased among participants since the method stimulates participants to
come out of their comfort zone and share their experiences. This can also increase the participants’
empathic literacy and respect for each other. Furthermore, the method stimulates participants to
listen (Sajnani, 2009; Garcia et al., 2019).
One of the techniques of Theatre of the Oppressed is Forum Theatre. In this method, participants are
asked to act in a scene about a controversial topic. During the scene, other participants can think
about how they would act in the situation, so when the act is played again, participants can shout
‘Stop!’ and take over. While the scene is changing, the group can talk about the different elements
that are brought up on the stage.

11.2 Backgrounds participants of the focus groups
Table 2. Overview backgrounds of the participants of the focus groups

Year 1
German / British
/ Africa
Burkina Faso /
Dutch

Year 2
French (A)

Year 3
Dutch (B)

Alumni
Dutch (C)

Icelandic / French
(A)

Dutch (B)

Dutch (C)

Dutch

Surinam / Dutch
(A)
Italian / Indian
(A)

Dutch (A)

Dutch (C)

Hong Kong (A)

Dutch (B)

Russian / Belgian
(A)
French (A)

Norway (A)

Dutch
German / Chez
Republic

Romanian (A)
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