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“I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem 
collapse and climate change. I thought with 30 years of good science we could 
address those problems. But I was wrong. The top environmental problems are 
selfishness, greed and apathy… And to deal with these we need a spiritual and 
cultural transformation - and we scientists don’t know how to do that.” 
-James Gustave Speth 
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Preface 
When I started my course called “Teaching, learning and capacity building for sustainable 

development”, I had to design an educational initiative and write a course manual. I remember we 

did an activity called “Soft shoe shuffle” with our lecturer, Valentina on what sustainability means. 

This small activity made me realize the plurality of meanings of sustainability and sustainable 

development.  At that time, my opinion on sustainable development was strongly related to the 

definition that can be found in the Brundtland report (1987). Thus, in my opinion, it was about 

meeting the needs of the present generation and preserving the needs of future generations at the 

same time. I was surrounded by students coming from different disciplinary and cultural 

backgrounds. They had several other definitions of sustainability and sustainable development. One 

student mentioned that it is about resilience. This experience made me realize the differences 

between disciplines. During my bachelor's at Avans, the students and most of our lecturers had 

natural sciences backgrounds. Therefore, I decided to design an educational design for the 

environmental sciences students at Avans, that help them get insights from social sciences 

perspectives to broaden their perspectives. This was the first time I heard about boundary crossing 

and boundary crossing competence. 

I enjoyed reading about boundary crossing and I wanted to learn about it more. That is the reason 

why I decided to write a thesis about boundary crossing. That time, I met with Karen Fortuin, an 

expert on boundary-crossing competence. She helped me a lot to understand boundary crossing and 

to brainstorm about possible thesis topics related to boundary crossing. She became my main thesis 

supervisor for which I am very grateful. After I supervised the bachelor students during their course 

called “Introduction Environmental Sciences, I became sure about focusing on cultural boundaries. I 

was shocked that the students did not get explicit support to handle the cultural boundaries of their 

study program. I learned that course coordinators and professors currently work on integrating 

intercultural competencies by using dialog methods and I wished to support them with my research.  

Working on my thesis was exciting and challenging. Honestly, I did not think that writing a thesis and 

raising my son who is 3,5 years old will be that tough. However,  I learned a lot about boundary-

crossing and intercultural competencies.  Furthermore, I learned for the first time how to design a 

workshop including an escape room activity, conduct a focus group discussion, and analyze 

qualitative data. The learning process was not easy, especially when I struggled to find students to 

test the learning activities, but it contributed to my developing other skills and gaining knowledge 

for which I am grateful. 

First of all, I am enormously thankful for my supervisors Karen Fortuin and Judith Gulikers to being 

with me and support me during this journey. Thank you for your trust, patience, valuable feedbacks 

and reflective questions. I learned a lot about boundary crossing from both of you and I enjoyed 

working with you. 

Second of all, I would like to thank for my expert reviewers, Derya Karagoz and Carla Oonk for their 

support and time to discuss the learning activities and for their valuable feedbacks. I will always be 

thankful for Derya, that next to her busy schedule, she dedicated time for an interview, where I 

learned a lot about intercultural communication competencies.  

Lastly, I would like to thank my observers Diana Castillo and Marisa Beunk for their contributions and 

of course, I would like to thank the students who volunteered. They made this thesis work in the 

end. Furthermore, I would like to thank my partner for his support and extra effort at home! 

Emese Orosz ( 26th  May 2023)  
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Summary 
The complex sustainability challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and energy transition 

call for new, integral ways of dealing with them. Transformation Agents with their broad perspectives 

and skills to communicate and mobilize across different disciplines and cultures are core in 

overarching collaborations to tackle these sustainability issues. To ensure that university graduates 

are equipped with the proper knowledge, skills, and attitude to become transformative agents, 

universities must give students opportunities and explicit support during their studies.  

At Wageningen University, the focus is on training students to develop boundary-crossing 

competences (BC). The BC competence refers to the ability of a person to collaborate effectively across 

practices (Fortuin et al., 2020). It involves recognizing, seeking , appreciating and utilizing tensions 

when they arise across practices (Fortuin et al., 2020). According to Akkerman and Bakker, (2011), in 

BC theory, there are four learning mechanism that act as fuel to the "vehicle" of BC competence 

development. The four learning mechanisms are namely (i) identification, (ii) coordination, (iii) 

reflection (perspective making and taking) and (iv) transformation including inner transformation). 

This paper focuses on identification, coordination and reflection learning mechanisms. Furthermore, 

as students are facing challenges to deal with the cultural boundaries that are between students 

coming from different countries, my thesis is focusing on these cultural boundaries. BC competence 

has overlap with intercultural competencies (IC) because both contain several set of skills, knowledge 

and attitudes that needs to be developed by one in order to collaborate and mobilize effectively across 

practices. Both can be visualized as a funnel of learning that is a continuous and dynamic process of 

lifelong learning and one’s ongoing personal development (Deardorff, 2014; Bertelsmann Stiftung & 

Fondazione Cariplo, 2008). Intercultural sensitivity (ICS) as defined by Chen and Starosta, (2000) is the 

emotional orientation towards understanding, respecting and accepting the cultural differences. This 

seems to be the first common steppingstone between BC and IC. 

So far no research has been done on using BC learning activities to support students' intercultural 

competencies’ development. Thus, it is not known how effective BC theory and BC learning 

mechanisms are in enhancing intercultural sensitivity as part of their intercultural competencies. 

Hence, this thesis research seeks to investigate if learning activities based on the  BC theory are 

effective to enhance students’ intercultural sensitivity and if those learning activities are suitable for 

and preferred by the students to harness the learning potential of cultural diversity in their education 

program.  Therefore, an intervention in the form of a non-formal workshop was given to test the 

effectiveness of BC learning activities (based on the three learning mechanisms) on students’ 

intercultural sensitivity. This thesis hypothesized that if ES students are engaged in BC learning 

activities, it leads to an increased ICS in the students. 

My research methodology consisted of five steps: searching and adapting BC learning activities and 

designing a workshop, reviewing the designed workshops by two experts (one expert of BC and one 

expert of IC), adjusting the learning activities based on the expert reviews, conducting the workshop 

and evaluating the workshop. The final BC learning activities were a story telling, a debate and an 

escape room activity. To evaluate the workshop, I used triangulation, explanatory mixed research 

methods. This method consisted of the quantitative survey of Chen and Starosta (2000), overt 

observation and a focus group discussion. The data was analysed using the independent sample t-test, 

Mann-Whitney U test, Wilcoxon signed ranks test, deductive and inductive thematic analysis.  

A total of eight students (N=8) participated as volunteers in the workshop as experimental group. The 

control group was formed by seven (N=7) students who filled in the pre-test questionnaire.  
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The limited time of the participants (2 hours) and the small sample size (N=8) did not allow for drawing 

strong conclusions on the effect of BC learning activities on students’ ICS. However, the statistically 

significant effect (p=0.025) on students’ total ICS and the insights from the qualitative data suggest 

that BC learning activities are promising to be effective to enhance students’ ICS.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 
Society is facing global sustainability challenges. These challenges stretch across countries  and are 

hard to define and solve because of complex and interconnected systems involving many societal 

stakeholders, risks and uncertainties. Examples are energy transition, biodiversity loss and climate 

change (Achiam et al., 2021). Those problems cannot be solved by a single individual, discipline, or 

perspective (Guimarães et al., 2019). Creating sustainable solutions for these challenges requires 

collaborations with various and diverse actors.  

Accordingly, sustainability practitioners such as environmental scientists need to integrate various 

perspectives into their practices (actions) to avoid bottlenecks (Norström et al., 2020; Shrivastava et 

al., 2020). Therefore, they need to be trained and educated to develop competencies that enable 

them to work together with people coming from different cultural, disciplinary and professional 

backgrounds and to integrate a variety of perspectives (Annan-Diab & Molinari, 2017; Clark et al., 

2011; Norström et al., 2020).  

Higher education prepares students to address these sustainability challenges in their future careers. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) emphasizes the 

importance of education to support environmental science (ES) students to become “Agents of 

change” or what others call transformative agents which is an ultimate goal of the Education for 

Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2017).  Transformative Agents are individuals who can make 

changes in an organization by introducing successful innovations and/ or perspectives, therefore being 

described as core to move towards a sustainable world (Brown et al., 2021).  To ensure that university 

graduates are equipped with the proper knowledge, skills, and attitude to become transformative 

agents, universities must give students opportunities and explicit support during their studies (Clark 

et al., 2011; Stewart, 2020).  

1.2. Boundary Crossing at WUR 
Currently, at Wageningen University and Research (WUR), lecturers give several opportunities for the 

students to broaden their perspectives and to become transformative agents in the end such as; 

mixing the students to do a project based on their different cultures and discipline, connecting the 

students with several academic and non-academic stakeholders, and putting students into other roles 

(Fortuin, 2015). These opportunities are mainly given in form of international, inter-, and 

transdisciplinary collaborations which include several boundaries that need to be crossed by the 

students. Boundaries are sociocultural differences such as languages, norms, values, and beliefs 

between practices like science-society, school-home, school-work, and work-home that make people 

come across the need to alter their way of doing and/or broaden their perspectives to succeed or to 

be effective (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). “Practices” means here the way people behave which is 

governed by social norms. Social norms are the actions that are desirable, appropriate, and obligatory 

in each group and these norms are mostly informal and unwritten (Cislaghi & Heise, 2018). Thus, 

effective collaboration, co-creation and to become transformative agents require the mobilization of 

the students between practices. In other words, those require Boundary crossing (BC). 

At WUR, the BC theory and competence are on the forefront of its vision of education and have been 

an important direction of research through the NWO Comenius Leadership Fellow project: Boundary 

Crossing (BC) as modus operandi at Wageningen University (Comenius Leadership Grant for WUR, 

2018). The BC competence refers to the ability of a person to collaborate effectively across practices 
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(Fortuin et al., 2020). It involves recognizing, seeking , appreciating and utilizing tensions when they 

arise across practices (Fortuin et al., 2020). 

The BC theory written by Akkerman and Bakker, (2011) introduces four learning mechanisms (LM)s 

that act as fuel to the "vehicle" of BC competence development. The four LMs are namely (i) 

identification, (ii) coordination, (iii) reflection (perspective making and taking) and (iv) transformation 

including inner transformation) and they are explained in several research articles as follows 

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Akkerman & Bruining, 2016; Bakker & Akkerman, 2017; Fortuin & Bush, 

2010; Fortuin et al., 2020): 

• Identification refers to finding out the norms, values and perspectives of oneself and others, 

how students are seeing the world and what is their expertise, knowing their way of doing, 

differentiating between practices, recognizing their strengths and limitations, and also 

knowing those of others. 

• The coordination learning mechanism refers to working and co-creating together in an 

effective way. Thus, students need to be eager to communicate and collaborate with students 

from diverse cultural and/or disciplinary backgrounds and with diverse societal actors. The 

students do not simply divide the work based on their disciplines, they need to seek for 

effective means to make the collaboration easier and more effective. These means are also 

called ‘boundary objects’ for example using symbols or artifacts.  

• The third learning mechanism is reflection which refers to the perspective making and taking. 

During this, the students need to be open to putting themselves into other’s shoes to broaden 

their perspectives. By reflecting, they should recognize the value of doing that, and realise 

that they are getting a fuller picture than they perceived before. Moreover, they might 

stimulate others to do perspective making and taking. 

• Lastly, transformation, where the perspectives that are gained are also integrated into 

actions. Thus, it refers to an inner change in the students. This inner change can lead to (i) 

adapting one’s behaviour and (ii) creating innovative solutions.  

As mentioned before, BC competence is the ability to mobilize, and communicate across different 

practices. The BC competence can be looked as a learning spiral (see Figure 1), which is a continuous 

and dynamic learning process. It promotes critical thinking and enables lifelong learning that is self-

directed. Alexander et al. (2004) defined self-directed learning as the focus “on the process by which 

adults take control of their own learning, in particular how they set their own learning goals, locate 

appropriate resources, decide on which learning methods to use and evaluate their progress” (p1).  

 

Figure 1 Learning spiral 
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Experts of BC at WUR developed learning trajectories to support students in developing BC 

competence throughout their studies. Furthermore, they give examples of BC learning activities and 

other supporting materials to educators to create and/or integrate BC learning into their course 

materials see Fortuin et al., (2020) or Gulikers, (2020). The learning trajectories are specific to study 

programs. The BC learning trajectory for the bachelor environmental sciences (BES) study program 

describes the included courses, the boundaries of focus, the involved BC LMs, examples of BC learning 

objectives, and examples of BC learning activities. In these learning trajectories and BC learning 

activities, the experts differentiate between disciplinary, cultural (meaning perspective and 

behavioural differences between nationalities), and university-society boundaries. The BES BC learning 

trajectory for instance starts in the course “Sustainable Solutions for environmental problems” where 

students learn how to co-create innovative solutions for complex or wicked environmental problems 

by integrating knowledge from natural science, social science, and technology. 

1.3. Issues related to BC in the BES program 
Despite the BC learning trajectories and supporting materials on BC learning activities for educators, 

the BES students (especially the first-year students) are often hampered by the cultural boundaries in 

their study program (Beunk, 2022). As Popov et al., (2022) mentioned: “Different interpretations 

among home students and international students can cause unhappiness, discomfort, or frustration 

among the students, which in turn can lead to an unproductive learning environment” (P. 675). These 

“different interpretations” can lead to tensions if those remain implicit.  

The BES program at WUR is a three-year full-time study program that accounts for 180 credits. It 

combines principles from both natural and social sciences. The courses are given on basic cognitive 

and disciplinary knowledge such us basic statistics, ecology, mathematics and environmental policy 

instruments. Furthermore, the students are also trained in interdisciplinary problem-oriented 

research in the context of environmental sciences. The program includes learning activities to develop 

student’s presentation, writing and collaboration skills.  

The first two years of the study program is common part. After completion of the second year, the 

students can specialise based on their interests from the below mentioned specialisations: 

A - Environmental Policy and Economics; 
B - Environmental Quality and Systems Analysis; 
C - Environmental Technology. 

Table 1 shows the first-year BES program overview. 

Table 1 First year BES curricula at WUR retrieved from https://www.wur.nl/nl/onderwijs-
opleidingen/bachelor/bsc-opleidingen/bachelor-environmental-sciences/studieprogramma.htm 

 

Although students often feel tensions like unhappiness, frustration and stress, the international study 

programs like the BES at WUR have great potential to teach students how to cross these cultural 

boundaries meaning to learn how to work together with people coming from different countries and 

to learn from and integrate the diverse cultural perspectives (Urban & Palmer, 2013). The BES program 
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at WUR became an international study program in 2018. From that time on, the courses are being 

taught in English and the study program is attracting students from all over the world. Every year 

about 30 % of foreign students and 70% Dutch students are following the program. Currently, 80 

students are following the first year BES program. The students are being challenged to work together 

on several topics in small (5-9 student) multicultural groups and cocreate throughout multiple courses 

in an interdisciplinary and international setting. In such an international study atmosphere, students 

are exposed to a variety of perspectives and different life experiences coming from cultural 

boundaries (differences) that can be turned into learning opportunities.  

To turn these cultural boundaries into learning opportunities, students need to be stimulated by the 

educators to be open and willing to learn from people from different cultures (Fortuin, 2015; Oonk et 

al., 2022). Students need to respect (value and appreciate) the diversity of their study group and seek 

to learn from diverse perspectives. These stimulations require explicit moments for students to 

express their diverse cultural perspectives and to reflect on other cultural perspectives (Oonk et al., 

2022). Simply putting students from diverse cultural backgrounds into one group does not 

automatically lead to effective collaboration and the utilization of its learning potential (Fortuin et. al 

2020). 

The first course on Introduction to Environmental Sciences includes group work, where students need 

to collaborate to discover an environmental topic from diverse disciplinary perspectives such as 

environmental, social, governmental and technological. Currently, the students do not get special, 

explicit support from teachers or student assistants to express their diverse cultural identities, to see 

the value of cultural boundaries, broadening their perspectives and to utilize the cultural boundaries 

as learning opportunities. Research shows that if students experience a collaboration negatively, it 

can lead to student resistance to future collaborative learning (Stover & Holland, 2018). 

Moreover, based on the thesis of Beunk, (2022), three problems have been identified, these are : 

• Non-Western perspectives are not included in course materials 

• Students are not or not explicitly invited to express their diverse perspectives  

• Some students would like to have the choice to follow the program in Dutch- it is translated 

as a problem of not seeing the added value of doing an international program 

The issues to be solved require intercultural competencies (IC)s to deal with cultural boundaries. 

Deardorff, (2020) describes ICs as follows:  “intercultural competencies in essence are about 

improving human interactions across differences, whether within a society (differences due to age, 

gender, religion, socio-economic status, political affiliation, ethnicity, and so on) or across borders” 

(p5).  

 

1.4. Linking BC to IC 
BC competence has overlap with IC because both contain several set of skills, knowledge and attitudes 

that needs to be developed by one in order to collaborate and mobilize effectively across practices. 

Both can be visualized as a funnel of learning that is a continuous and dynamic process of lifelong 

learning and one’s ongoing personal development (Deardorff, 2014; Bertelsmann Stiftung & 

Fondazione Cariplo, 2008).  
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Researchers from the intercultural education field developed several models and training frameworks 

for students to enhance their intercultural competences (IC) (Deardorff, 2006; Bennett, 2017; Nunez 

et al., 2017). This IC is defined in this thesis as “an individual’s effectiveness in drawing upon a set of 

knowledge, skills, and personal attributes in order to work successfully with people from different 

national cultural backgrounds at home or abroad.” (Johnson et al., 2006, p. 530) and “the ability to 

think and act in interculturally appropriate ways” (Hammer et al., 2003, p. 422). In other words, it 

requires one to be aware of own and others’ cultural boundaries (differences), respect (value and 

appreciate) the boundaries, and perform appropriate behaviours when working together with people 

coming from different countries.  

Straffon (2003) and Moore-Jones (2018) argue that one needs to develop intercultural sensitivity (ICS) 

first to develop IC and this IC further evolves into Intercultural Intelligence. Intercultural intelligence 

is, “the ability to engage in a set of cultural behaviours that uses skills (i.e., language or interpersonal 

skills) and qualities (e.g., tolerance for ambiguity, flexibility) that are tuned appropriately to the 

culture-based values and attitudes of the people with whom one interact”(Peterson, 2004, p. 87). 

Thus, this means that one needs to learn many appropriate behaviours and shift between them 

appropriately.  Straffon and Moore-Jones see a linear relationships between the concept of ICS, IC, 

and intercultural intelligence, even though these concepts often overlap each other. This linear 

relationship is visualized in Figure 2. ICS is defined as one’s ambition to understand, respect and accept 

differences among cultures (Chen and Starosta, 2000). Bennett (2004) mentions as well that “greater 

intercultural sensitivity creates the potential for increased intercultural competence” (p. 74).   

ICS development seems to be the first common steppingstone in BC and IC. It includes knowledge, 

skills and attitude that enable students to be aware of cultural boundaries, understand, respect and 

accept them.  In this paper, Intercultural boundaries are narrowed down to the differences that 

emerge when students coming from different countries collaborate/meet. 

 

Figure 2 Linear relationship in ICS, IC and Intercultural Intelligence development 
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1.5. Knowledge gap and purpose of the study 
So far no research has been done on using BC learning activities to support students' intercultural 

competencies’ development. Thus, it is not known how effective BC theory and BC learning 

mechanisms are in enhancing intercultural sensitivity as part of intercultural competence.  

Hence, this thesis research seeks to investigate if learning activities based on the  BC theory are 

effective to enhance students’ intercultural sensitivity and if those learning activities are suitable for 

and preferred by the students to harness the learning potential of cultural diversity in their education 

program.   

Knowing the research gap, I got motivated to do an intervention-based research to eventually 

recommend BC learning activities which are suitable and preferred for the environmental sciences 

(ES) students to harness the learning potential of cultural diversity in their educational program. 

Assuming that harnessing the learning potential of cultural diversity requires individuals to be 

intercultural sensitive (understand, respect and accept differences as Chen and Starosta (2000) define)  

and use those differences as learning opportunities (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011).  

The intervention was given in a form of a single workshop that targeted the student’s following 

learning outcomes: 

- 1. Being aware of cultural boundaries  

- 2. Respecting the cultural boundaries 

- 3. Seeking for boundary objects (effective means) when collaborating in an international 

group 

The research questions that are addressed in this thesis are: 

- Is the intervention based on Boundary Crossing Learning Mechanisms identification, 

coordination and reflection in form of a single workshop effective to enhance ES students’ 

intercultural sensitivity at WUR? 

- Does explicit Learning Activity on Boundary Crossing Learning Mechanism coordination 

makes Environmental Sciences students search for boundary objects when they are 

collaborating? 

- How are those learning activities perceived by the Environmental Science students? 

This thesis hypothesized that if ES students are engaged in BC learning activities, it leads to an 

increased ICS in the students. 

1.6. Rationale  
One of the intentions of this thesis is to provide and inspire course coordinators with practical 

examples of how BC theory can be applied in diverse learning activities, that actively engage students 

both in critical thinking and interaction enjoyment and get insight into how those learning activities 

work to enhance ICS. The other intention is to consider the added value of looking at BC competence 

and IC as concepts that complement each other and as one phenomenon that is looked at from 

different perspectives. 

1.7. Thesis outline 
This paper continues with the theoretical framework chapter that gives insight into the concepts of 

culture, cultural identity, cultural diversity and ICS. Then it continues with the conceptualisation BC 

learning mechanisms and ICS, and the explanation of their relationship, how those concepts are 

connected towards designing an educational intervention (workshop) to enhance students’ ICS. Then 
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the steps with the relevant research methods, and the process of the research are described in the 

methodology section. After knowing how the research was done, the results are shown. This section 

is followed by the interpretation of the results in the discussion chapter. Lastly, the conclusion of the 

study and the recommendation can be read. 

2. Theoretical framework 
This following chapter starts with explaining what culture, cultural identity, cultural diversity, cultural 

boundaries and intercultural sensitivity means in a broader context as a literature review. The sub-

chapter of intercultural sensitivity describes the six stages that are defined by Bennett to develop ICS 

and explains the ICS model by Chen & Starosta (2000). The chapter introduces the pedagogical 

approaches, Biggs’ educational model (1992) and teaching strategies to be considered in the 

intervention (workshop) design. Finally, the chapter ends with the conceptual model of this thesis. 

2.1. Culture 
Several definitions can be found on culture. They point towards the familiar way of thinking, feeling 

and behaving due to similarities in background, the way we have been raised and educated.  

Geert Hofstede defines culture as: “The collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the 

members of one group or category of people from others” (Hofstede, 1991 p.5). This definition was 

chosen because it captures the dynamic process of culture with the word “programming” as culture 

is continuously constructed/ programmed when students interact with each other.  

Hofstede mentions three levels  of uniqueness in human mental programming. The first level consists 

of the human nature itself, which is universal and all humans have it. Human nature is the ability to 

feel in certain ways as well as the need to interact with each other and to observe the environment. 

The second level is the culture, which is learned and therefore, it is specific to a group, where people 

learned from similar social environment. On the top, the personality stands as the third level of the 

pyramid  in human mental programming. One’s personality is defined as set of traits which are partially 

learned and partially inherited. Personality is “learned” in the sense that culture can shape and modify 

one’s personality (Hofstede, 1991). 

One’s culture can be seen as an “onion” there are visible and invisible parts of culture. First layer which 

is seen is the peel or outer layer of the onion, which represents the artefacts also referred as objective 

cultures (such as seeing windmills and Dutch people eating bread and milk for lunch). The layer below 

it contains the underlying norms and values (such as Dutch people like to shake hands). Further inside, 

there are basic assumptions (beliefs), which are often hidden and one needs to be aware of those in 

order to develop intercultural sensitivity. The norms, values and basic assumptions are also called as 

subjective cultures and those are responsible for the way students interpret the world and their 

worldviews (Nunez et al., 2017).  

2.2. Cultural identity & cultural diversity 
After knowing what culture means, it is important to know what the terms cultural identity and 

cultural diversity hold. 

Cultural identity is a complex and dynamic phenomenon, therefore it is hard to define. Formation of 

cultural identity is a continuous process. Students have ethnic identity which is related to nationality 

as students coming from the same geographic origin share this ethnic identity. However, cultural 

identity can be broader than ethnic identity. One can be part of several (sub) cultures, with or without 

overlaps in those cultures (Karjalainen, 2020).  
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In an international group, there is a wide variety of cultural beliefs, norms, values  and behaviours that 

can be adopted and integrated by the group members into their cultural identity. Group members are 

able to combine and integrate different cultural identities (Prud'homme van Reine et al, 2017). 

Noteworthy, by coming to the Netherlands to study, international students adopt many traits of the 

Dutch culture to fit into the new social environment and broaden their perspectives about beliefs, 

values and norms. These students often feel detached from their old culture and it is hard for them to 

reconnect with their friends and families in their home country.  They have “changed” (Nunez et al., 

2017).  

Cultural diversity can be quoted as “distinctions in the lived experiences, and the related perception 

of and reactions to those experiences that serve to differentiate collective populations from one 

another” (Marshall, 2002, p. 7). In other words, cultural diversity captures the differences between 

groups of students who have been through different experiences that contributed to the way they see 

and form opinions about certain things. One famous example is the example of the black swan. If 

people see only white swans, their basic assumption is that all swans are white. This basic assumption 

is valid until they see a black swan. Cultural diversity is smaller between groups of students who share 

similar life experiences and traditions than between groups of students who come from different parts 

of the world. This cultural diversity holds several cultural boundaries that need to be crossed by the 

students to mobilize and communicate across different practices effectively (Lehtonen, 2019). 

2.3. Cultural boundaries 
Cultural boundaries act like an implicit conceptual wall, which separates cultural entities (Lehtonen, 

2019). These cultural entities can either absorb other cultural traits or refuse. It is upon the people 

who stand along both sides of the cultural boundary. If students approach these cultural boundaries 

with tolerance and with a sympathetic  curiosity, when they are interacting with students from 

different cultural background, the intercultural learning is possible (Lehtonen, 2019). Other 

researchers mention that instead of tolerance, there is respect needed, as respect goes beyond 

tolerance. Respecting others’ values calls for understanding the culture of others and the willingness 

to learn from each other (Prud’homme Van Reine & Blom, 2017). As Lehtonen (2019) states: “A 

peaceful crossing of cultural boundaries requires cultural exchange and a constant effort to genuinely 

understand other people’s points of view.”(p.58) 

2.4. Intercultural sensitivity (ICS) 
Most specifically to deal with cultural boundaries, students need to gain ICS. As it is described in the 
introduction section, ICS is defined as one’s ambition to understand, respect and accept differences 
among cultures (Chen and Starosta, 2000).  
 

Milton Bennett’s ICS Developmental model 

Bennett developed a model for ICS in 1986 (Bennett, 2017). The model explains 6 stages in developing 
ICS. These are namely: the denial, defence, minimization, acceptance, adaptation and integration.  

The first three stages are part of the ethnocentric approach, when one sees through his/her own 
cultural lens and reference other cultures from his/her point of view.  The last three stages, the ethno-
relative approach, includes broadening one’s perspective and seeing one’s culture as part of other 
cultures  (Nunez et al., 2017). Students in the denial phase are not curious to learn about other 
cultures. They often say that there are not many differences for example,  “we can understand each 
other if we speak English” and “we are the same, because we also eat in KFC, have watched the same 
movies and like the popular global songs”. In the defense stage, the students acknowledges cultural 
differences mostly with negative stereotyping, they think that their culture is the superior, and they 
often say sentences such as “they should learn to speak in English better”, and “they never take 
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initiatives”.  There is also a reverse defense, when students look at other cultures as the superior one, 
and they wish to have a culture like that and leaving their own cultures. In the minimization, students 
find commonalities, but they think norms and values are universal and they want to change other 
students to their culture, because they think that should be the norm and they can be just like them. 
Students in that stage often say “should we teach them how to eat with cutleries?” and “we have 
same motivations after all”.  From the next stage (acceptance) , students are able to respect the 
differences in values and behaviour and recognise the value of the cultural differences and they want 
to learn more about it. Moving forward to the next stage, which is called adaptation, students are 
curious to know how to approach students from different cultural background. Thus, they are careful 
how they communicate with each other. In this stage, it is important to gain cultural empathy .The 
last stage is the integration, where students combine and integrate various cultural identities. Their 
behaviour and attitude norms and values might change and therefore, they may feel that they do not 
belong anywhere anymore (Benett, 2017).  

To summarize, students need to be aware of their own culture, the norms and values to move from 
the Denial stage to Minimization/ Acceptance. Furthermore, to fully develop ICS, students need to 
uncover their basic assumptions and understand how those basic assumptions form their own 
perspectives and drives their behaviour. This process is visualized by Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3 on the left side Hofstede pyramid of mental programming and right side Bennett’s 
developmental model. Culture is further decomposed to artifacts Norms & Values and Basic 
assumptions. To develop intercultural sensitivity, we need to know our norms & values 

Chen and Starosta argue that Bennett and Hammer by introducing the Intercultural Development 

Inventory (IDI) to measure ICS, confused the terms of ICS and IC (Chen & Starosta, 2000). They pointed 

out that the confusion comes from the difference in perceptions on the three following concepts: 

intercultural sensitivity, intercultural awareness and intercultural (communication) competence. 

Bennett and Hammer, (2003) see the developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS) as a 

“model of changes in worldview structure, where the observable behaviour and self-reported 

attitudes at each stage are indicative of the state of the underlying worldview” (p.423). They include 

all three affective, cognitive and behavioural ability of students in the process of ICS, while Chen and 

Starosta, (2000) do not include the cognitive and behaviour one. Chen and Starosta, (2000) claim that 

the cognitive aspect of IC is constituted as intercultural awareness, the behavioural aspect is in the 

concept of  intercultural adroitness that refers to "the ability to get the job done and attain 

communication goals in intercultural interactions"(Chen & Starosta, 1996, p. 367) and the affective 

aspect is represented in the concept of ICS. Thus, it seems that Chen and Starosta further decomposed 

the concept of ICS and made clearer distinction between ICS and IC than Bennett and Hammer in the 

development of IDI, because the DMIS includes transformation in students behaviour. 
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Chen & Starosta model of ICS 

As explained above, according to Chen and Starosta, (1996), there are three dimensions of 
intercultural competence. These are intercultural sensitivity, intercultural awareness and intercultural 
adroitness. In their paper of (2000), they describe six affective elements that students need to have 
to be interculturally sensitive. These are: open-mindedness, self-esteem, self-monitoring, empathy, 
interaction involvement, and suspending judgment. To assess the ICS as the affective dimension of IC, 
they came up with the intercultural sensitivity scale (ISS) to measure ICS in an US context. This scale is 
the first and only scale to assess the emotional dimensions of intercultural competence meaning to 
assess students’ feelings and their “ability to develop emotion towards understanding and 
appreciating cultural differences that promotes appropriate and effective behaviour in intercultural 
communication” (Chen & Starosta, 1997, p. 5; Fritz et al., 2002).  The scale of ICS by Chen and Starosta 
includes five factors. These are the following:  

• Interaction engagement 

A degree of participation and students’ feelings in intercultural interaction. It measures the 
students’ willingness to interact with students from different cultural backgrounds and 
students’ open-mindedness towards students from different cultural backgrounds.  

• Respect for cultural differences  

Students’ orientation to recognize, accept and respect the cultural diversity of others. 

• Interaction confidence  

How confident students felt in the intercultural contexts. 

• Interaction enjoyment 

Level of students’ feeling of enjoyment and the positive and negative reactions towards 

intercultural communication. 

• Interaction attentiveness 

As the ability to properly understand and interpret messages and to properly respond to 

them.  

In this paper, the ICS model of Chen and Starosta, (2000) was used because it measures students’ 

emotions towards understanding and respecting the cultural differences. As the intervention aimed 

at raising awareness of cultural boundaries and respecting cultural boundaries, the ISS was an 

appropriate choice to measure students’ ICS.  

2.5. Towards ICS by using the BC theory 
As it is learned from the previous subchapters, ICS requires to understand our culture, norms & values 

and basic assumption (beliefs) and to recognize the differences in other cultures, but also to respect 

and understand those differences.  To be intercultural sensitive, we need to move from the Denial 

stage to Integration. Chen, (2010) validated the hypothesis on higher ICS on ISS means also moving 

from the ethnocentric to ethnorelative stage. 

BC identification may support students to move from the first three stages, thus from the ethnocentric 

approach to an ethno-relative approach to culture, where students do not place their culture as the 

superior one. Since LA triggering identification LM may help students discovering their own norms and 

values and being aware of their basic assumptions. Furthermore, LAs stimulating BC identification and 
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reflection may trigger students to value and learn from the different cultural perspectives, broaden 

own perspectives. In the acceptance stage, BC identification LM can play an important role. In the 

adaption stage, it is important to gain cultural empathy. This cultural empathy may be enhanced by 

triggering the reflection LM. 

This thesis considers to use three BC learning LMs, the identification, coordination and reflection. The 

fourth LM, the transformation, is excluded from this study, because it was not realistic that students 

will change their behaviour or co-create new innovative practices within a single workshop. Thus no 

behaviour change of students is assumed to be happen within a single workshop. 

The potential of LM identification is used in this thesis to help students identify their own norms, 

values and basic assumptions. However, basic assumptions are mostly hidden, meaning that we are 

often unconscious of our beliefs (Nunez et al., 2017). We need to experience our reality from another 

perspective or to be confronted with views or experiences that falsify our beliefs such as the black 

swan example in the section 2.2. This where reflection LM, perspective making and taking might help, 

because we need to think from another perspective.  

The following table (Table 2) shows the LMs, the aims of them in this thesis context and the questions 

to stimulate those LMs. 

Table 2 Boundary crossing learning mechanisms in cultural practice adapted from (Gulikers & Oonk, 
2019) and (Fortuin, 2020) 

Learning Mechanism (LM) Aim of the LM in cultural 
context 

Questions to stimulate the 
LM 

Identification Being aware of the basic 
assumption, values and 
norms of  different cultural 
perspectives 

 

 

What are my basic 
assumptions, values and 
norms? What are the 
underlying values, norms 
and basic assumptions of 
others? 

How do these shape our 
different perspectives and 
identities? 

Coordination Effective collaboration in an 
international group 

How can we communicate 
and collaborate effectively? 

What kind of boundary 
objects can I use to facilitate 
mutual communication? 

What can I expect from 
others and what can they 
expect from me? 

Reflection Defining & Exchanging 
perspectives. Imagining to 
see the world with the eyes 
of the other. 

What can I learn from 
others’ perspectives? 

How to make sure that we 
understand each other? 
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This study focuses on three specific learning outcomes. The first two learning outcome. “ being aware 

of cultural boundaries” and “respect for cultural boundaries” are part of students’ ICS development. 

The third learning outcome “seeking for boundary objects when collaborating in an international 

group” is connected to use the cultural boundaries as learning opportunities. Students need to be 

aware of the cultural boundaries in order to find effective boundary objects to communicate. The next 

Table 3 shows how the LMs are stimulated in form of LAs to test if those are effective to reach the 

learning outcomes. 

 

Table 3 How BC LMs are stimulated in specific LAs to get to desired learning outcomes 

Learning activity on BC Learning outcome How LM is stimulated in this thesis 

Identification & Reflection Being aware of 
cultural 
boundaries  

Students are asked to share what kind of 
cultural differences they perceive and why 
they perceive it as a difference. 

Viewpoints are explicitly shared 

Students are asked to be part of a debate 
where they have to take the contradictory 
role. Students are explicitly asked to take 
the contradictory role in the debate where 
moral norms and values are debated, so 
they need to broaden their perspectives 
and find arguments against their original 
view. 

Identification, Reflection & 
coordination 

Respect for 

Cultural 
boundaries   

Respect is valuing other cultures 
(Deardorff, 2020). Learning to see from 
different perspectives. Students need to 
step into other’s shoes and experience 
reality from a different point of view then 
they used to. In an escape room activity, 
students get a chance to value and 
appreciate the cultural knowledge and 
perspectives of their group mates. 

Coordination Seeking for 
boundary objects 
when collaborating 
in an international 
group 

During the escape room activity, the 
students cannot talk verbally to 
experience the importance of non-verbal 
communication as well as the cultural 
biases behind non-verbal communication. 
The students need to find ways, symbols 
to effectively communicate with each 
other. 

 

2.6. Pedagogical approach & teaching strategy 
For my thesis, I used Biggs’ Education model (1992) to visualize the system of teaching and learning. 

Biggs’ 3P model suggests that teaching and learning system is a complex phenomenon where all 

components including students, teaching context, learning activities and learning outcomes interact 

with each other. Within his model, he differentiates between Presage, Process and Product.  
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The Presage is where the students and the teaching context are situated (Biggs, 1992). Those together 

determine the process of learning. Students’ personal characteristics, abilities, and prior knowledge 

affect the teaching context. The teaching context includes the learning environment, the content to 

be taught, the assessment methods, the characteristics of the teacher, and the curriculum. This 

teaching context influences the students. The following questions could be asked when focusing on 

appropriate teaching contexts:  Will the student feel comfortable in the classroom? Will the student 

share his or her point of view during the learning activities? How can the teacher or facilitator ensure 

that the students will feel comfortable? How can the teacher or facilitator ensure that the students 

are actively engaged? Thus both the teaching context and students’ characteristics are important to 

consider to choose the appropriate learning activities.  

Students who have insufficient prior knowledge of a topic, are less likely to be engaged in deep 

learning. Deep learning means that the students focus on the understanding of a phenomenon rather 

than aiming to reproduce knowledge for a test which is called a surface approach to learning (Beattie 

et al., 1997). The Process stage contains the learning activities. Setting clear goals and triggering 

students' curiosity is important for deep learning (Biggs, 1992). The appropriate learning activities 

together in turn lead to the Product, the “learning outcomes”. To outline, desired learning outcomes 

can be reached only by looking at the components of teaching and learning as a system that influence 

each other. 

Filho et al. (2018) emphasizes the importance of student-centred learning, when the learning outcome 

is not a simple knowledge that can be transmitted. When the learning outcome requires critical 

thinking and reflection, student-centred teaching strategies seem to be appropriate. This teaching 

strategy can enable deep learning that makes possible to achieve higher level cognitive learning 

outcomes (Biggs & Tang, 2011).  

In this paper,  ES students’ cultural diversity is used as source of learning. This diversity of perspectives, 

diverse life experiences and culture specific knowledges, are put into the centre of the learning 

process.  

The teaching context is a workshop that is given in a non- formal educational setting. Non-formal 

education means that the workshop is given at the institution, but not as part of its curriculum (Non-

formal Education, 2023). Furthermore the teaching context includes the creation of safe space that 

enables students to feel comfortable to share their stories and views with the rest of the group 

including the teacher/facilitator. The conceptualization of LAs are explained in Table 3 in the previous 

section.  

The thesis boundary includes only the cultural boundaries that emerge when students coming from 

different countries collaborate/meet, and excludes other boundaries such as disciplinary, science-

society, age, gender etc.  
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Figure 4 Conceptual Framework 

The research questions that are addressed in this thesis are: 

- Is the intervention based on BC LM identification, coordination and reflection in form of a 

single workshop effective to enhance ES students’ intercultural sensitivity at WUR? 

- Does explicit LA on BC LM coordination makes ES students search for boundary objects 

when they are collaborating? 

- How are those learning activities perceived by the ES students? 
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3. Methodology 
The following chapter describes the research design, the intervention and the research methods that 

were used to give answer to the above mentioned research questions. The first sub-chapter shows 

the steps that were taken in this research, then it is followed by the sub-chapter describing the 

intervention itself. The chapter ends with explaining the research methods. 

3.1. Research design 
The research was conducted in 5 steps. First I selected and modified BC LA and  later those LAs were 

tested on ES student volunteers from the WUR in a form of a workshop. The workshop took place as 

an extracurricular activity on 9th February at the Wageningen Campus in Wageningen, the 

Netherlands. The steps that were taken in this research are shown in Table 4 and each step is explained 

below in detail.  

Table 4 Research steps 

Steps Activity Methods 

Step 1 Selecting and modifying BC 
Learning Activities (LA) 

Literature review 

Step 2 Reviewing the LA by experts 
(intercultural 
communication & BC) 

Unstructured interview 

Step 3 Improving the LA - 

Step 4 Executing the intervention 
with the LA  

- 

Step 5 Evaluation of the 
intervention  

Pre and post-test – 
quantitative, review existing 
survey questions 

Observation- qualitative 

Focus groups- qualitative 

 

 

3.2. Intervention 

STEP 1- Learning activities 
The research started with selecting and modifying learning activities based on a literature review. This 

review was used to find important frameworks to design the workshop and an escape room activity 

for intercultural learning and to find boundary-crossing learning activities. For this literature research, 

articles about “intercultural learning”, “intercultural education” and “boundary crossing learning 

activities” in the context of higher education were used as starting points. Then, looking at the 

frameworks and listed important considerations for the design, further research articles were 

reviewed on the mentioned concepts from the previous research such as “comfortable learning 

environment” and “active engagement of students”. I derived the LAs from literature resources and 

modified existing LA to fit better to ES students. The following table (Table 5) summarizes the 

considered literature sources in the LA design: 
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Table 5 Literature source and inspiration for LA or attributes of LA 

Source LA or attributes for LA 

Gulikers, (2020) Debating different perspectives 

Fortuin et al., (2020)  Debating different perspectives 

Gillert et al (2000)  Workshop framework for intercultural learning 

Ferri, (2018) Engagement of students 

Bonwell & Eison, 1991 Active engagement importance 

Bybee et al., (2006)  Student centred approach 

Cable and Laurutis (2022) Escape room activity for intercultural learning 

Deardoff, (2020) Story circles for intercultural learning 

 

The first two sources from the Table 5 give examples for BC learning activities. The intention of the 

articles was to show educators practical examples how they can trigger BC learning. This list of learning 

activities give inspirations to educators to think on learning activities. The debating different 

perspectives was chosen and modified to address cultural differences and perspective making and 

taking in the intervention of this thesis. The reason was that, debates are active learning tools, 

meaning that it is engaging students in an active way and debates foster critical thinking (Kennedy, 

2007). Moreover, scientific articles reported that students tend to enjoy debates which is helpful to 

engage them in a learning activity (McGraw-Hill, 2009).  In addition, debate often takes place in an 

participatory learning method where learning outcomes are higher than in a lecture-based learning 

method (Mintz & Tal, 2013;  Žalėnienė & Pereira, 2021).  

The T-kit from Gillert et al., (2000), contains a framework to design workshops for intercultural 

learning with specific learning activities as examples. This framework lists important considerations 

that were used to design the learning activities for this thesis research. The authors started the list by 

creating an environment where students feel comfortable sharing their perspectives and feelings. 

Students need to feel empowered and self-confident when they need to listen to each other as equals. 

After creating this environment, which is called a safe/brave space, the next importance is called 

“Experiencing Identity”. The authors of the T-kit explain that first, we have to understand ourselves, 

our identity, and our culture as a departure point for intercultural learning. Therefore, we need to look 

back at where we came from and what we experienced. The third important consideration is called 

“Constructed realities”, which means there are many ways to interpret realities, and one needs to 

experience that he/she can experience his/her reality differently. The aforementioned consideration 

calls for respecting others, accepting different views, seeking to put different worldviews next to each 

other, and knowing our responsibilities while the differences stay constructive. Then, the “Dialogue 

with one other’, which means putting ourselves into others’ shoes was an important consideration 

that matches with the Reflection BC learning mechanism.  

Deardoff, (2020) together with the UNESCO used the method Story circles for intercultural learning in 

five countries namely: in Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe, Austria and Costa Rica. It was found that the 

participants gained strong tolerance, empathy, critical thinking and listening for understanding. 

Furthermore, this method was designed to help participants to familiarizes himself of herself with 

intercultural competencies. The method helps the participants to connect deeply and meaningfully 
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across all kind of differences and to find common humanity by simply being themselves and sharing 

their own stories and life experiences. 

 

STEP 2- Expert review 
As the second step, the modified learning activities were reviewed by experts. These experts are 

coming from my personal contacts. The intercultural communication expert was Derya Karagöz from 

Avans University of Applied Sciences (Breda). She is a former teacher of the Environmental Sciences 

for Sustainability, Ecosystems, and Technology (ESSET) program, and she teaches the training called 

Intercultural communication for the ESSET students since 2014. Therefore, she has experience in 

training students coming from diverse cultural backgrounds to become intercultural sensitive. I 

interviewed Derya Karagoz at Avans personally. The objective of the interview was to get her personal 

opinion on the designed learning activities and to see if the learning activities are sufficient to train 

students to gain intercultural sensitivity in the sense of getting a deeper understanding of cross-

cultural boundaries and respecting these cultural differences. The interview was kept unstructured 

and open to capture the free opinion and personal experiences of the interviewee. As she teaches 

students from similar interests to what BES and MES students have at WUR, her experiences were key 

to my knowledge, of how to involve the students, how to facilitate such learning activities, what would 

students like, and why. 

Derya Karagöz emphasized the importance of creating safe space and the good facilitation. She 

mentioned, that if  the facilitator is not interested in these learning activities, the activities  are done 

quickly, but if a facilitator is interested, he/ she can facilitate those learning activities for longer time, 

as he/she grasps the feeling and group dynamics and can ask reflective questions to the students. 

“if I would be standing in front of class while I'm doing intercultural communication, I'm like, yeah, 

guys, do whatever talk. I have no examples. You know, you should bring it alive. You should be part of 

the process. You need to, you know, pull them in. And the only way you can do that is by being 

motivated, being enthusiastic, uh, coming with examples, sharing experiences that you've had. 

Because once the students see what you are referring to, and they start recognizing, they can connect 

to your story as well.” 

 ‘And if you have an unmotivated teacher who's, who sees it as a waste of time, then you are 

jeopardizing the whole system, I think. So there should be some sort of natural interest in the topic.” 

The second expert reviewer was Dr. Carla Oonk from the ELS group at WUR. She is an expert in 

Boundary Crossing Learning Theory. As a consequence of health issues, she was not interviewed 

personally. Her opinion on the learning activities was asked via email in a form of feedback. The 

objective of the review was to see if the learning activities are explicitly designed on the boundary 

crossing learning mechanisms, if there was further explanation needed or any other personal 

suggestions. Her review and feedback made me transform the learning outcomes to a more specific 

one.  

STEP 3- Finalizing LAs 
Based on the expert reviews the learning activities were adjusted and improved. One of the major 

adjustment was made on the Debate activity. The students  were put into roles that was against their 

original view. This idea was suggested by Derya Karagöz. In theory, putting students to other roles 

trigger BC reflection (perspective making and taking). The detailed explanation on the LAs can be 

found below, under “Procedure”.  
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The final design of the workshop can be seen Table 6. 

 

Table 6 Workshop design 

Activity Purpose  Time (m) Desired time (m) 

Introduction Getting to know each 
other, set the stage 

10 15 

Mirroring Warming up, getting 
comfortable 

10 15 

Powerful Perspectives Identification of our own 
values and values of 
others, identification of 
different cultural 
perspectives 

15 30-45 

Debate Identification of own 
norms and values  

Perspective making and 
taking  

15 30 

Escape your cultural biases  Respecting different 
cultural perspectives, 
seeking for boundary 
objects during 
collaboration in an 
international group 

 

40 40 

 

In the table, the desired time means the time that is at least required to do the activity properly with 

5-8 people. For the mirroring activity, about 1 minute per round was counted per student. The first 

round the couples decide who starts with being mirror and who is the instructor and the mirror begins 

to copy the movements of the instructor for 1 minute long. Then they switch roles and do the same 

exercise for 1 minute long. Then they switch partners. It goes until everyone have been a mirror and 

the instructor with everyone.  For the Powerful Perspectives activity, at least 5 minutes per student 

was counted to share their own view on a topic, in this case cultural differences and climate change. 

The Debate activity starts with 5 minutes instruction and deciding upon their original view to which 

group they want to belong. Then the activity got twisted with putting the students into the 

contradictory role (against their view) and let them for 5 minutes to imagine themselves in that role. 

At least 20 minutes is needed to give everyone (all 7-8 students) the chance to talk, so each person 

has about 2.5 minutes to talk. 

 As it can be seen, the actual time of some learning activity was less than the desired time. The reason 

is that the participants had limited time available, so they could only “taste” some of the activities.  
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STEP 4- Workshop 
The ES students were invited to participate in the intervention that was given as an extracurricular 

activity called workshop cultural perspectives first on 12th January and the second attempt on 9th 

February at WUR. To inform the students about the event, a poster was made that was sent by email 

to all ES students and I approached some of the students personally after their class. I had a list of all 

first year Bachelor ES students (80 students) and I got their schedule. I got permission from their 

teacher and I approached the students before their Tutorial to ask them if they would like to join to 

the workshop. The date and time was planned when the students had no lectures nor tutorials and I 

was open to other suggestions to find suitable day and time. I tried to create a snow-ball effect to 

gather as many students as possible. The poster can be found in the appendix Communication 

initiative. Furthermore, Aktief Slip and Marisa Beunk were also asked to promote the workshop and 

help to collect students.  

Participants 

Despite the high efforts to gather students, a total of 8 students participated in the workshop. Three 

students came for the first workshop attempt from them 1 participated online. Then a total of 7 

student participated in the second attempt from which 1 student joined to both attempts. There were 

students from 1st  year and 3rd year BES and 2nd year Master Environmental Sciences (MES) students. 

The nationality of the participants was diverse, next to 3 Dutch students, Peruvian, Indian, Sri Lankan 

and Saudi students were present. The map below Figure 5 shows the country of origin of the 

participants. The age of the participants ranged between 19-34 years old.  

 

Figure 5 Country of origin workshop participants 

Procedure 

The workshop took 1,5 hours in total which was followed by the focus group discussion. It started with 

a short introduction and the fulfilment of the pre-test questionnaire. Then the students were asked 

to sit down in a circle to introduce themselves to each other. Right after, the students were asked to 

stand up and face each other in pairs for the mirroring as a warm up, confidence raising exercise. The 
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pairs needed to copy each other’s movements. I facilitated the mirroring and I also participated in this 

activity to see if I can make them be comfortable with copying various movements.  

The first LA was a story telling activity called “Powerful perspectives”. I shared real stories about the 

essence of broadening our perspectives and learning the essence by showing what can go wrong and 

why diverse perspectives are valuable. Then I asked the students to tell their own stories about 

differences in climate change impacts and if they use any sustainable solutions to combat climate 

change. My hypothesis was that students will open up and talk about a topic that is important to them 

and at the same time they sense the differences among them in the perception of impacts and 

sustainable solutions (what counts as impact or sustainable). 

The second LA was a debate on moral rights. The students were asked if they are pro-dolphin eaters 

or against eating dolphins. After they decided if they are in favour or against eating dolphins, I twisted 

the debate and put them into contradictory roles. The students had to think and put themselves into 

someone else’s shoe to argue next or against dolphin eating without knowing any further context. The 

debate question was : “Is it morally right to eat a dolphin?” 

The last LA was an escape room activity. The students had to participate in an underwater expedition. 

The expedition team got trapped in a cabin during the expedition of an underwater luxury ship like 

Titanic. They are underwater, so they cannot communicate verbally. Their oxygen tank lasted for 30 

minutes. However, one discovered, that they could only escape through another door that got a 

padlock on it. To open the padlock, the team needed to know the right 4 digital codes. The cabin 

contained several clues from different cultural backgrounds, these clues lead to the final 4 digital 

codes. In the design of the escape room activity, I used jigsaw puzzle, word search puzzle, cross words, 

object with cultural bias such as Romanian numbered clock, Chinese health clock, Vietnamese candy 

bar, Vietnamese portrait and a poster with colours and Arabic text.  

Because of the tight schedule, (students did not have more time available than this 2 hours) the 

reflection was not done separately after all learning activities. Instead, the focus group discussion 

played a crucial role in the reflection process. In this reflection process, the aim was to look back at 

the experiences and debrief.  

3.3. Research methods  

STEP 5- Evaluation 
To evaluate the workshop, a quasi-experimental design was used that included explanatory mixed 

(quantitative and qualitative) research methods. According to Deardorff (2006), the most appropriate 

research method to assess ICS is to use a mix of both quantitative and qualitative methods. Creswell, 

(2005) also argues that qualitative data supports the explanation or  elaboration of the quantitative 

results.  

Quantitative research method 

First, to answer the first research question on the effectiveness of the intervention on enhancing 

students’ intercultural sensitivity, pre- and post-tests were conducted. This was done by using a well-

constructed survey shown in appendix Survey as a research instrument. The existing quantitative 

survey from Chen and Starosta was used to measure intercultural sensitivity and cultural awareness 

since this instrument was freely available and used in several research articles in the context of higher 

education such as Weda et al. (2022), Tamam (2010) and tested by Fritz et al. (2002). Chen and 

Starosta developed the ISS instrument. It contains 5 factors/ scales with 24 items, for measuring 

intercultural sensitivity. The 5 factors are Interaction Engagement, Interaction Enjoyment, Interaction 

Confidence, Respect for Cultural differences and Interaction Attentiveness.  
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The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) from Bennett could have given more detailed 

information on which stage of developing ICS the students (explained in chapter 2) are than the survey 

from Chen and Starosta, but it was not freely available (Hammer et al., 2003).  

The pre-test survey was filled in by the students in the beginning of the workshop. Furthermore, to 

make sure that the voluntarily joined students do not have already higher intercultural sensitivity than 

the rest of the ES students, former students who did not participate in the workshop were also asked 

to fill in the survey. A total of 7 students filled in the survey and the data was used as control group. 

The students of control group have diverse nationalities, Dutch, Greek, Spanish, Colombian, Iranian, 

Sri Lankan and African ( their country of origin is visualized Figure 6) and coming from the 1st year BES, 

1st year and 2nd year MES program.  

 

Figure 6 Country of origin control group 

I assigned each student a number from 1-15 (from 1 to 8, the experimental group and the rest the 

control group) to keep their identity anonymous. I coded my data with those numbers and I did not 

use the names of the students anymore.  

The students needed to choose if they agree with the statement or disagree on a five point Likert 

scale. The survey can be found in the appendix Survey. 

Data analysis 

This quantitative research method allowed to draw conclusion whether the intervention had an effect 

on students’ intercultural sensitivity. For the data analysis both Microsoft Excel and Statistical Package 

for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used. I used both programmes to check my data and avoid mistakes in 

data typing.  

First, the Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to measure the internal consistency of the questionnaire. 

The pre-test questionnaire was used to test its reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81, a score equal 

or above 0.7 is acceptable, meaning that the questionnaire indeed had a high internal consistency. 
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Then a Wilcoxon signed rank non- parametric test was performed on the pre- and post- test of the 

experimental group to see if the post-test was significantly different, meaning that the workshop had 

a significant effect on students’ intercultural sensitivity. The value of significance needed to be lower 

than 0.05 to be identified as statistically significant. Furthermore, the pre- and post- test of the 

experimental group was analysed with using descriptives to compare the mean values to see the 

differences in detail. Then the pre-test of experimental and control group was analysed  by using the  

independent sample t-test (parametric) to see if the two population had significantly different 

background regarding their intercultural sensitivity.  

Qualitative research method 

However, this was not yet the desired result of this thesis. The thesis aims to recommend LAs that are 

suitable for the ES students to enhance their ICS. To answer of the “how’’ research questions about 

the intervention, a more qualitative research method was desired. From the qualitative research 

methods, observation and focus group were used. The escape room activity was closely observed by 

using overt observation. Diana Castillo and I were the observers of the escape room activity.  It means 

that the students saw the observer, however, they might not been consciously aware that their actions 

were observed for research purposes. Observation notes were added on paper after the learning 

activity. The overt observation gave answer for the second research question, if the students made 

use of boundary objects to effectively communicate with each other. 

The focus group research method was used to get insight into what students think about the learning 

activities and to give room to students to emphasize how they felt about the learning activities, how 

they perceived them, and how they thought they could make use of them. This insight gave answers 

to the third research question and partially on RQ1 and RQ2. Focus group discussion gives the 

opportunity to listen each other’s’ views and students might would like to change their view or give a  

voice to something that they would not think about themselves during an individual interview 

(Bryman, 2016). Furthermore, this thesis research aims to recommend learning activities, which are 

preferred by the students, therefore, coming up with ideas and brainstorming together for the 

collective good was an important part of the discussions.   

I prepared few questions for the focus group discussions that helped students reflecting on the 

workshop itself and to start off discussions on what did they take away from the workshop. The 

questions can be found in the appendix Focus group questions. As I facilitated the focus group 

discussions, it was important that a second and even a third person attended as an observer. Marisa 

Beunk was one of the observers who is a master student. The second observer was Diana Castillo, an 

ESA MSc student. Both observers have experiences with conducting focus group discussions.  They 

had important role, because they also observed the group dynamics and noted down their perceptions 

of the discussions next to the voice record making the data more reliable.  

Shortly after the workshop, the debriefing process came as suggested from Krueger, (2015). I wrote 

down my main thoughts about the focus group discussions. Then I collected the notes from the 

observers and discussed what they observed.  

The next day, the transcription of the recording was done by using Microsoft Word. This transcript 

was carefully read to detect any mistakes in the transcribing process. I listened to the recording 

multiple times to correct any mistakes from the transcript done by Word.  

Data analysis 

The analysis started with putting the transcript into Microsoft Word. Then I read the transcript 

carefully and started to colour excerpts that I felt belonged together as a pattern. After this process, I 



23 
 

put the excerpts into Microsoft Excel. Each colour had a separate page in the Excel. I placed the 

excerpts with same colour into the appropriate Excel page. Then I read the excerpts of each page and 

the coding was done by searching for themes to narrow down the data inductively and deductively 

(Kreuger, 2015). This theme formulation followed the common thematic analysis. The tone of the 

language, the positive or negative meaning was observed as well. Paying special attention to 

agreements between the students (Bryman, 2016). The tone, body languages and other observations 

were included in the observation notes of focus group discussion. After finding the main conclusions 

from the focus group discussions, the statements and conclusions were fed back to some of the 

students and asked if they agree on how their statement was interpreted.  
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4. Results 
In the following chapter the results from the intervention (workshop) evaluation are shown. It starts 

with the quantitative data that is gathered from pre- and post-test and control and experimental 

group survey results. This quantitative data answers for the first research question. Then the results 

from the qualitative data is shown, starting with the main themes that were identified in the thematic 

analysis.  

4.1. Quantitative data 
The following Table 7 below shows the results from the parametric independent sample t- test on the 
control and experimental group. 
Table 7 Independent sample test results Experimental and Control Group 

  Group N Mean Std. D  Std. Error 
Mean 

Two tailed 
P value 

Int_Engagement Exp. 8 4.02 0.54 0.19 0.939 

Control 7 4.04 0.60 0.23  

Int_Enjoyment Exp. 8 3.46 0.94 0.33 0.023 

Control 7 4.48 0.47 0.18  

Int_Confidence Exp. 8 3.73 0.81 0.29 0.928 

Control 7 3.69 0.83 0.31  

Respect Exp. 8 4.56 0.23 0.08 0.350 

Control 7 4.38 0.47 0.18  

Int_Attentiveness Exp. 8 3.42 0.77 0.27 0.670 

Control 7 3.57 0.57 0.21  

Tot_ICS Exp. 8 3.95 0.43 0.15 0.645 

Control 7 4.05 0.38 0.14  

 

The results from the independent samples test showed no statistically significant difference between 

the experimental and the control group. The difference in the mean of total ICS is 0.1 between the 

experimental and control groups. The total ICS  between the experimental and control group did not 

show a statistically significant difference as it had a p-value of 0.645 (p=0.645). Although, the category 

called Interaction Enjoyment showed a statistically significant difference of 0.023 (p=0.023) between 

the two groups. The control group scored a significantly higher result in that category than the 

experimental group. It rejects the hypothesis that both groups are the same. 

The experimental group scored the lowest in Interaction Attentiveness (M=3.42) and the highest in 

Respect for cultural differences (M=4.56). The control group scored the lowest in the same category, 

the Interaction Attentiveness (M=3.57) as the experimental group and the highest in Interaction 

Enjoyment (M=4.48).  

Because of the small sample size, another non-parametric test called Mann-Whitney U test was also 

performed on the control and experimental group.  The results are shown in the appendix Mann-

Whitney U Test. This test showed that there were no significant difference between the groups.  

To compare the mean values of the quantitative data, an agreement level that was used by Z Altan 

(2018) was added to the Likert scale. It is shown below in Table 8. 
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Table 8 Agreement level of Likert Scale (Z Altan, 2018) 

Rating Mean Agreement Level 

5 4.51-5.00 Very high 

4 3.51-4.50 High 

3 .51-3.50 Moderate 

2 1.51-2.50 Low 

1 1.00-1.50 Very low 

The mean scores of the experimental group in both the pre-and post-test are shown per questionnaire 

scale below in Table 9. The Mean of overall ICS was 3.95 (M=3.95, N=8) for the pre-test and 4.16 

(M=4.16, N=8) for the post-test. It means that the differences in mean values in students total ICS was 

0.21.  

Table 9 Pre- and post- test descriptives to see the differences in mean values between the pre- and the 
post-test 

Category N Mean Std. D Min. Max. Agreement 

Int_Engagement Pre-test 8 4.02 0.54 3.14 4.57 High 

Post-test 8 4.21 0.49 3.29 5.00 High 

Total 16 4.12 0.51 3.14 5.00 High 

Int_Enjoyment Pre-test 8 3.46 0.94 2.33 4.67 Moderate 

Post-test 8 4.08 0.81 3.00 5.00 High 

Total 16 3.77 0.91 2.33 5.00 High 

Int_Confidence Pre-test 8 3.73 0.81 2.60 4.80 High 

post-test 8 3.80 0.79 2.80 5.00 High 

Total 16 3.76 0.77 2.60 5.00 High 

Respect Pre-test 8 4.56 0.23 4.17 5.00 Very High 

Post-test 8 4.67 0.28 4.33 5.00 Very High 

Total 16 4.61 0.26 4.17 5.00 Very High 

Int_Attentiveness Pre-test 8 3.42 0.77 2.00 4.67 Moderate 

Post-test 8 3.71 0.38 3.33 4.33 High 

Total 16 3.56 0.61 2.00 4.67 High 

Tot_ICS Pre-test 8 3.95 0.43 3.29 4.46 High 

Post-test 8 4.16 0.45 3.46 4.79 High 

Total 16 4.05 0.44 3.29 4.79 High 
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The following figure 7 shows the differences in mean values between the pre- and the post-test. Slight 

increase in mean values can be seen in all categories. The highest increase was in the Interaction 

Enjoyment category with a difference in mean with 0.62. The agreement level of this category went 

from the Moderate level to High level. 

 

Figure 7 Comparison in mean values between pre- and post-test 

The Wilcoxon signed ranks test from the pre- and post-test showed that the difference in the 

Interaction Enjoyment and in the total ICS was statistically significant with 0.042 (p=0.042) and 0.025 

(p=0.025) respectively. This can be seen in Table 10. 

Table 10 Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test of pre-test and post-test 

Test 
Statistics 

Engagement Enjoyment Confidence Respect Attentiveness ICS 

Z -1.802 -2.032 -.513 -1.222 -1.667 -2.243 

Sig.(2-
tailed) 

0.072 0.042 0.608 0.222 0.096 0.025 

 

4.2. Qualitative data-overt observation 
During the escape room activity called “Escape you cultural biases”, the students could not use verbal 

communication. This triggered students to make use of their body languages and find creative 

boundary objects to effectively communicate with each other.  

The students entered the room and looked around. Some of the students were busy to get the jigsaw 

puzzle completed and other students looked for other clues. The students communicated with each 

other by facial expressions, nodding, and shaking their heads. The students were patient to each other 

and showed respect. They did not judge each other not knowing how to read a Romanian clock for 

example. Instead, they seemed to teach each other without using verbal communication.  

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

Engagement Enjoyment Confidance Respect Attentiveness ICS

Comparison in Mean values between pre- and 
post-test

Pre Post



27 
 

Not all of the students worked on the word search puzzle at a time. There was not enough place to 

look at the word search puzzle for all 7 students. From the 7 students, 5 students stayed to work on 

the world search and 2 others were looking for the next clues. 

On the paper of crossword puzzle, a student draw a paprika, when they had to find out what is the 

right word to fill in for “a famous Hungarian spice”. This was surprising, because the student did not 

fill in the word by himself, but used the “symbol of paprika” to ask the rest of the group if they agree. 

After this moment, they continued to draw symbols to find the missing words. The students managed 

in the very last minute to escape the room, thus in 30 minutes.  

4.3. Qualitative data-focus group discussion 
The following sub-chapter shows how students percieved the workshop in general and with regards 

to the BC LMs and ICS.  The chapter shares students’ opinion about the activities and their suggestions 

to improve them to enhance their ICS. Furthermore, this chapter shows their additional points of 

improvement of their educational program.  

The following main patterns (themes) were identified as part of the thematic analysis:  

a) Interaction Enjoyment 

b) Identification Learning Mechanism 

c) Identification LM religious norms and values 

d) Reflection Learning Mechanism 

e) Suggestions to improve learning activities 

f) Suggestions to involve religioues views 

g) General opinions on learning activities 

 

Furthermore, two additional themes were identified which were out of the focus of this study, these 

are: 

h) Suggestion to improve group division 

i) Reflection papers as assessment 

 

4.4. Interaction Enjoyment 
The  objective of the escape room activity called “Escape your cultural biases”  was to respect different 

cultural perspectives (Respect for cultural differences)  and to seek for effective boundary objects to 

communicate in an international group. Furthermore, this activity was included to trigger the 

coordination LM and enhance students’ Interaction Enjoyment.  

The focus group discussion played an important role in students’ reflection moment, because there 

was no time available during the workshop to reflect on the LAs separately.  

All students enjoyed the activity, felt comfortable and they found it interesting enough and 

challenging. They mentioned that the story of the Escape room about having an underwater 

expedition "made the escape room much more real and fun" as it was expressed by a student. 

Moreover, one student who has worked as a lecturer is willing to use escape room activity in his future 

teaching career.  

First of all, the rule on not using verbal communication allowed students to participate in the activity 

as equal group members, because everyone has the same “ disability”.   
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“I was surprised how effectively we worked while being silent and how effectively you could 

communicate. Instead of starting, talking, or even shouting all through each other. I don't think 

dominance played like such a big role because everyone is silent, so everyone has the same.”- 

participant 2 

Second of all, students highly appreciated to work together with their fellow students to “escape” the 

room together.  It means that the escape room design made it difficult to solve it by only one student.  

“it's really good because she read this letters and still even now I don't know how they form.”- 

participant 5 

“I appreciate to have someone to  collaborate with because alone I will never skip this”- participant 4 

As another student highlighted: “dividing tasks and despite that we cannot communicate As for 

example, some of us we were looking for some words and others trying to figure out the numbers. So 

I think that's important because of the time. (limit)”- participant 1 

She meant that task division was still important in the groupwork, because of the time limit. 

The debate activity surprised the students because their views got challenged and made them closer 

to each other and talk about this particular activity during their short break during the workshop when 

the escape room was prepared.  

The students mentioned that the activity was enjoyable and it acted as “a nice icebreaker”. It means 

that the debate activity opened doors to follow up discussions about their own norms and values after 

the activity. 

“What was also striking to me was with the dolphin stuff. Notice like how facilitating conversation also 

is kind of important, because here we were like you get a task, talk about it and yeah, it's felt more like 

a forced conversation. And then we had a little break in the hall and we still talked about the whole 

Thing more like a normal life. You know, like it was a nice ice breaker, you know. There we just talked 

in just in a relaxed way.”- participant 8 

“I enjoyed the debate. (Though I remain horrified that the conclusion was dolphins can be eaten.) I do 

think the activity was useful.”- participant 6 

4.5. Identification Learning mechanism 
The students reported that their perspectives got challenged and they started to question their 

peronal views, norms and values.  

“It helped me appreciate how ambiguous morality is what might be completely justifiable for one 

person isn't, and it's very hard to say who is actually right and wrong.” – participant 6 

“I was questioning the origin of my views from where did they come from and the difference the 

difference of views and maybe the origin of why? Like why do we do this. I have questions also: Why 

did we eat Chicken throughout this.” – participant 4 

Thus, this activity helped the students discover that sometimes there are no wrong and right answers, 

but it depends on the perspective from where is looked at. Furthermore, they were challenged to 

think back on their own perspectives and try to get answers on how their views got formed. As 

participant 4 mentioned in this process maybe the most important is  “how you have been raised”.  



29 
 

4.6. Identification LM on religioues views  
The debate LA revealed important insights into religion and feeling comfortable to share religious 

views with fellow students.  

“I love debates, so I argued on based on my perspectives. But as a Buddhist as Sri Lankan Respecting 

my cultural values, I will strictly against the notion of eating dolphin to the core. So back now I'm 

outside Sri Lankan. I've exposed these different cultures and now I respect. So when foreigner comes 

to My country and my home, and if they some kind of a OK, I bought dolphin meat from France. We 

should try I'll never eat. I will not allow you  Or you can't eat. I'll be like that before coming to the 

Netherlands. But now I'm exposed to these cultures and I respect their food habits and all. So I'm OK. 

This debate also, that's why I didn't talk anything about my religious perspective. It's nothing.”- 

participant 7 

“I think like we separate the values and the religions that we were raised with. Like from that study 

from what we study like for example, I  raised to not to drink alcohol. But I'm not going to bring it into 

the class here or into the discussion, or to be with or against something, something different. Yeah, 

maybe. Maybe not  to make myself keep it simple Like to be identified by my religion or to be identified 

as a religious person.”-participant 4 

They both mentioned about separatating their religious values and norms and neglect them in 

discussions and/ or LAs like this debate LA, simply because they do not feel comfortable to share these 

religious views and/ or they do not want to be identified as a religious person an/ or make others feel 

unconfortable. 

“Sometimes I don't feel comfortable of sharing religious aspect, not the cultural law, Sri Lankan related 

context. But religion when comes to me it's kind of a sacred thing, so I don't want to take it to discuss 

about in a large group of people about dolphin eating, but if it is like two to three. Like someone I really 

talk with, like, really involved with. I'll talk. I can talk hours about Buddhism and vegetarian stuff and 

what his perspectives on eating meat and or not, but now not, not in this platform.”- participant 7 

“As a Muslim, maybe my answer is different if I'm asked as a person. Yeah, because as a Muslim it's I 

can't. This is for me. How will I deal with this situation? Am I going to eat or not? Are my children will 

be allowed to eat or not?”- participant 4 

To summarize, the debate LA showed that students do not only think about their norms and values, 

but they also distinguish between their religious norms and values and the norms and values that they 

are open to share with others in an international group.  

4.7. Reflection Learning Mechanism 
The debate activity revealed that the students’ views were broadened resulting in perspective making 

and taking. The following prompts from a student shows  empathy formulation: 

“I think it brings me closer to people that have different views maybe than me.” - participant 2 

“Like if I in an exercise like this, I have to think about. I really have to sort of relocate myself into their 

view and consider what they have probably gone through to come to their decision to be For instance, 

pro dolphin eating, maybe because it's part of their culture or I don't know  They really enjoy You can 

think of plenty of reasons it would help me to understand  And their perspective and bring me therefore 

closer to them it's not a them versus US but more like a US as a whole.” - participant 2 
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“I think so. I think it would, yeah, learn how to think from a different person's perspective. And it also 

brings you a bit closer indeed, because afterwards we were in the corridor saying like, well, what we 

said was not completely true We were a bit in between.”- participant 2 

4.8. Suggestions to improve the learning activities 
The students gave suggestions to improve the LAs. These suggestions were specific to the context of 

debate LA. The students mentioned that knowing more context on dolphin eating or issues with 

dolphin eating than just the question would have helped the debate activity.  

“It would have helped in general if you would have a bit more context like eating more dolphins. Is 

there a problem underlying that populations grow, or for instance, if you would give students a bit 

more context and for instance, give them 30 minutes To find scientific evidence to support their. Yeah, 

yeah, I understand It is time consuming, but that could be for an assignment at school would be really 

nice.”- participant 2 

“In terms of context like now it came kind of out of the blue like why dolphins. You can link it to 

environmental sciences, but like, is it on purpose that you chose was kind of weird or is it actually a 

normal to discuss or I just don't know about it or  Is this exercise also possible with a topic that is a bit 

controversial and very like publicly.”- participant 3 

 

4.9. Suggestions to involve religioues perspectives  
The students who talked about their religious views mentioned that creation of safe space is very 

important when you would like to invite students to share. Next to the safe space, it is important to 

ask specific questions about the religious views.  

“Within the question should be asked directly according to what do you think, not in general way.”- 

participant 7 

During the focus group discussion, students were asked if they would prefer to have a dialogue activity 

to share their religious perspectives. Students mentioned that in a debate activity, they have to 

convince others which sort of forces the students to act and they do not want to have a debate about 

their religious perspectives. 

4.10. General opinions on learning activities 
The opinions on the mirroring activity divided the students into two groups. Most of the students 

enjoyed the activity and agreed with the student who expressed his opinion as such:  

“I think the mirroring activity was a great way to start. I already knew Y, but if there was a stranger in 

their place, the activity would have made me feel more comfortable. I think it’s a great way to get 

participants to loosen up.”- participant 6 

Thus mirroring helped most of the students to feel comfortable and loosen up. But as one student 

mentioned:  

“Because I already knew some people here because we did some courses together I felt comfortable. 

But yeah, I remember also when I did a similar exercise with X, in another course and we were really 

embarrassed about what we were doing. So I think that if this is a group who is the first time that they 

are getting to know each other could be maybe more difficult”- participant 1 
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Under circumstances when students do not know each other, some students might feel 

uncomfortable, or even embarrassed during an activity like mirroring. 

The first LA was about telling stories about cultural differences and climate change in students’ home 

countries and in the Netherlands.  Most of the students did not recall the LA well and it resulted in 

only few opinions. The rest of the group did not share opinions on this specific LA.  

“All the subjects you picked for us to discuss  climate change Yes, which is a global problem. So it was 

pretty nice. I think like everybody thought about a problem that affects everybody from their own.”- 

participant 8 

“It might also be interesting to you should Put a statement In the air and then see how people reflect 

on it, because you could see that flooding was like a general topic, but maybe. Some topics are present 

in all different countries but then others are the big news in one country, but are nothing in another 

country.”- participant 3 

 

4.11. Suggestions to improve group division 
Sometimes one international student is placed with other Dutch students in a group to do groupwork. 

This makes the collaboration sometimes difficult, because the international student might feel 

excluded when Dutch students automatically switch to their mother language when they are talking. 

This phenomena is well summarized by a Dutch student who explains the situation as such:   

“Once we had a group work with five Dutch people and one international student and then it was, for 

instance, when he was going to the toilet, we sort of automatically start talking Dutch again. I can 

imagine then. We really consciously had to think about it and now there was a problem, but you just 

do it. Yeah, you're being Dutch automatically, so I should say, I can imagine that sometimes that might 

have given a decent feeling towards him, maybe or an exclusive thing. Well, I'm sure that wasn't our 

intention, but it's Just our habits.”- participant 2 

4.12. Reflection papers as assessment 
As an addition, students brought in an interesting discussion about reflection papers as assessments. 

The students mentioned that grading makes the reflection process other than a truthworthy reflection 

about their learning process. They integrate that they want to get a good grade and they try to seek 

for answers that would be highly appriciated by their assessor/ lecturer.  

One student expressed his/her opinion as follows: 

“If it's mandatory, it's a part of the study and it's mandatory, but it's not graded. Either pass or fail. 

Yeah, I would have the courage to write it and write it honestly. But if it's a graded yeah And I know 

that the teacher would give me. A grade based on what? He wants or what he Wants to like to read. 

If I write it in in the way that I want, not the way, and I didn't get a good grade, I will forget that that. 

Yeah, I wrapped it the way I wanted because now I'm evaluated and that didn't get a good grade.”- 

participant 4 

The rest of the group agreed with his/ her opinion. Thus, students would write a honest reflection 

paper if it would be mandatory but not for a grade.  

Moreover, as another student formulated it in his/her opinion, reflection papers might count as a 

cultural shock. 
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“Yeah and this reflection thing, it's a new thing for me because in Sri Lanka, we don't have this this 

reflection paper graded stuff. It's actually a kind of a cultural slash academic shock to me.”- participant 

7  
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5. Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to harness the learning potential of the cultural diversity of ES programs 

at WUR and use this learning potential to help students cope with cultural boundaries by using LAs 

based on BC LMs. The ultimate goal was to find and recommend BC LAs to support students in coping 

with the cultural boundaries of their study programs. Therefore, this master thesis aimed to 

investigate if LAs based on identification, coordination, and reflection LM are effective to enhance 

students’ ICS and if students are stimulated to use cultural boundaries as learning opportunities. Here 

ICS is gained by the students if they understand, respect, and accept the cultural boundaries.  

The first research question of this study was if the intervention based on BC LM identification, 

coordination, and reflection in the form of a single workshop was effective to enhance ES students’ 

intercultural sensitivity. The statistically significant effect of the workshop on students’ ICS supports 

the hypothesis of this thesis research that engaging students in BC LAs enhances students’ ICS.  The 

students had already moderate and high ICS levels before participating in the intervention. The scale 

of Respect for cultural differences was very high in both the experimental and control group. The 

reason might be that the students are living in an international atmosphere for already some time, 

from more than half a year to 5-6 years. Furthermore, the qualitative data also supported that 

Interaction Enjoyment as a category of ICS had a significant effect on students and the focus group 

discussion revealed that the learning activities stimulated students' identification learning mechanism 

and reflection learning mechanism. The learning activities helped the students to be confronted with 

different cultural perspectives. By placing the cultural differences presented among the students next 

to each other, the students were faced with other views and it challenged their beliefs. This finding is 

similar to what Bolten, (2007) found about the experience of interculturality in role plays. The 

confrontation encouraged them to question their own cultural perspectives, norms, and values and 

to gain empathy which is one of the six effective elements that is needed to become intercultural 

sensitive according to Chen and Starosta, (2000). Empathy is a prerequisite to moving from the 

ethnocentric view of culture to the ethno-relative one (Bennett, 2004). The statistically no significant 

differences between the experimental and the control group. It means that there was no difference 

between the experimental and the control group in their intercultural sensitivity. Thus, this not 

significant difference reduced the probability of bias, which was a threat coming from the volunteered 

students. 

The second research question was if explicit LA on BC LM coordination makes ES students search for 

boundary objects when they are collaborating. The students enjoyed the Escape room activity and 

they also could escape in 30 minutes without using verbal communication. The students paid attention 

to each other, they were not judging each other if they did not know how to read the Romanian clock 

for example. The students were patient and taught  each other. This escape room activity was an 

interactive way to experience cultural differences. Similarly  Sakurauchi, (2014) designed and tested a 

course on American and Japanese college students to enhance students’ ICS by using the Kolb’s 

learning cycle. She found in her studies that explicit support on intercultural education, e.g. active 

experimentation like experiencing a Japanese tea ceremony and reflecting on the cultural differences, 

enhance students’ ICS. 

The third research question was how the students perceived the workshop. The students articulated 

that they enjoyed the workshop. Giving more context in the debate might have helped the students 

to perform the activity better. At the same time, creative thinking can be enhanced when there is no 

strict rely on facts, unlike logical thinking that normally relies on facts and data (Koray & Köksal, 2009). 
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Limitations 
There are some limitations of this thesis that need to be mentioned and critically discussed. This 

limitations mainly come from the nature of the research methods and small amount of students who 

volunteered to be participant of the workshop.   

Biases coming from my perspective 
As a researcher, I needed to be aware of my own biases when I interpreted the results from the 

qualitative data. Worthy to mention, that the name of the categories that come from the thematic 

analysis are subjective, meaning, that if another researcher would have analysed the transcript and 

categorize the excerpt into themes,  he/ she would have come up with other names and even different 

categories than I did. To lower my bias on the interpretation of these qualitative data, I had discussions 

with the two observers of the focus group discussion and I fed the interpretation back to the students 

who participated to ask them if they agree with that.  

Limitations of the methods 
Regarding the questionnaire of ICS from Chen and Starosta, it was appropriate to measure students’ 

level of ICS. However, as mentioned earlier, the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) from 

Bennett could have given an insight into which 6 stages (Denial, Defense, Minimization, Acceptance 

and Adaptation) of ICS development the students are. It could give a better overview that connect 

better with the BC LMs to make students move from an ethnocentric view to an ethnorelative one.  

As it is mentioned in the methodology section, the actual time that was spent on the LAs was less than 

the desired time, because students had limited time available to participate in the workshop. This and 

the missing reflection moments after each LA could be the main raison why students could not recall 

well the first LA called “Powerful Perspectives”. For a story telling activity, 15 minutes was not enough, 

because the students did not get enough time to be engaged with the topic of the activity and to share 

many life experiences. Although the duration of the activities was insufficient the learning activities 

had some positive effect on the students. The students articulated that the debate activity helped 

them question and identify their cultural norms and values. 

Another limitation was concerning the observation data. I used overt observation without an 

observation scheme. Therefore, the obtained observation notes were limited.  The observer and I 

looked at the interaction of the students and the manner of communication since they could not use 

verbal communication. 

Lastly, the focus group questions did not contain specific questions on students’ ICS that is related to 

RQ1. The reason was the time availability of the volunteered students. When I designed the workshop, 

I aimed for a workshop that takes three hours. The three hours of workshop would allowed me to 

introduce concept of BC and ICS. Furthermore, I would have time to extend my focus group 

questionnaire with explicit question on  students’ ICS development. Although the time was limited 

and not many questions were asked related to students’ ICS, the students gave some valuable insights 

on how the debate activity worked on finding out how “ambiguous morality” is and their norms and 

values. Furthermore, the debate activity helped them to “learn how to think from a different person's 

perspective”.  

The statistical testing with small sample size (N=8)  

Despite the above mentioned limitations on research methods,  I used triangulation that strengthened 

the internal validity of this study. Merriam, (1998) defines triangulation as “in terms of using multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis, triangulation strengthens reliability as well as internal 
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validity” (p. 207). I used both quantitative and qualitative research methods in form of survey, overt 

observation and focus group discussion. 

Limitation of small sample size 
During my data collection, I struggled with finding students to participate in my workshop. In total 8 

(N=8) students participated in the workshop and 7 students filled in the pre-test questionnaire to be 

used as control group data. This small amount of data cannot be generalized for the whole ES students. 

However, the participants have diverse nationalities (Dutch, Peruvian, Indian, Sri Lankan and Saudi), 

and come from different study groups (from  first year bachelor program to second year master 

program). A total of 4 female and 4 male participated in the workshop, which means that there was 

an equal gender representation. The cultural diversity of the control group was diverse. This diversity 

in students’ background strengthened the validity of the results. 

Contribution to close the knowledge gap 
This master thesis was the first research that seeks to investigate the effect of BC LMs on ES students’ 

ICS in the context of WUR. The results show that BC identification, coordination, and reflection LM are 

promising to be effective to enhance students’ ICS. This ICS development of the students can be seen 

as a first step towards gaining boundary-crossing competence as a generic competence that is a 

prerequisite to becoming transformative Agents.  

Recommendation 
Learning activities based on BC LM identification, reflection and coordination seem to be effective to 

enhance students’ ICS. Therefore, it is recommended to use the cultural diversity of a study group as 

a source of learning and involve students to explicitly share their different life experiences and 

perspectives on course topics and/ or in issue discussions.  

Placing the diverse cultural life experiences/ diverse cultural perspectives next to each other seems to 

help students identify their own norms and values. Furthermore, it helps to uncover/ to be aware of 

the basic assumptions of the students.  

The recommendation is to use Bennet’s IDI to measure students current ICS to get a better overview 

in which ICS developmental stage the students are. Based on the results, the educators have a better 

overview on what students need to move from an ethnocentric view to an ethno-relative view. Having 

this ethno-relative view helps students to cope with the cultural boundaries in their study program 

(Bennett, 2004).  

Furthermore, the learning activities need to be tested on more students, because students do not 

always share same opinions about LAs and the present sample size (N=8) was not enough to generalize 

the results to all ES students. Future studies which would like to test  and evaluate these learning 

activities on students need to dedicate more time using at least the “desired time” from Table 6 and 

consider to add time for reflection moments after each learning activity. The evaluation can be 

improved by using observation schemes and asking questions that explicitly address intercultural 

sensitivity scales during the focus group discussion. If questions related to the ICS scales are requested, 

it is vital to dedicate time to explain the concepts of ICS to the students. 
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6. Conclusion 
The focus of the study was to test the effectiveness of Boundary Crossing (BC) Learning Activities (LA) 

on Environmental Sciences (ES) students’ Intercultural Sensitivity (ICS) and to recommend LAs that are 

suitable and preferred for the ES students.  ICS is needed to help students cope with the cultural 

boundaries of their study program and to learn about their cultural norms, values and basic 

assumptions.  

RQ 1 Is the intervention based on BC LM identification, coordination and reflection in form of a single 

workshop effective to enhance ES students’ intercultural sensitivity at WUR? 

The response to this first research question is that based on the quantitative data from the survey 

results, the workshop is promising to be effective to enhance students’ ICS. In order to justify the 

effectiveness of BC LAs, the BC LAs need to be tested on more students. The qualitative data showed 

also some of the aspects of ICS. These aspects are the identification of own values, norms and 

uncovering own basic assumptions like dolphins cannot be eaten. Furthermore, students justify the 

cultural empathy formulation when their reflection LM is stimulated. This cultural empathy 

formulation is important when students are in the adaptation stage and moving towards the 

integration stage of Bennett’s ICS Development.  

RQ 2 Does explicit LA on BC LM coordination makes ES students search for boundary objects when 

they are collaborating? 

The escape room activity called “Escape your cultural biases” seemed to help students to respect the 

cultural boundaries between them. This respect resulted in students finding alternative ways like 

drawing symbols to communicate with each other. The students did not judge each other, they were 

patient and even taught each other. For example, instead of filling in the words into the form by 

themselves, they sort of “asked” the opinions of others, and only when they agreed they filled in the 

words. This escape room activity was done only with 8 students and therefore, it is not proven that all 

students or students in all groups will search for boundary objects. Testing the escape room activity 

on more students is necessary to draw conclusion on its effect.  

RQ 3 How are those learning activities perceived by the ES students? 

The students enjoyed the escape room activity. It was challenging and interesting enough for them. 

They thought that the activity was useful to respect the cultural boundaries of their fellow students. 

The debate activity acted as an “icebreaker” which challenged the students to put themselves into 

others’ perspectives and made the students question their norms and values. The debate activity 

seemed to stimulate students’ identification and reflection LMs. As a result, the students showed 

cultural empathy formulation in their discussions. However, students mentioned that giving a bit of 

context about the topic would have helped them to perform the debate better.  

The start-off activity called “Mirroring” did not make all students feel comfortable. As a student 

mentioned, this activity can feel a bit awkward and embarrassing if students do this activity together 

with strangers.  
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Appendix  
 

Communication initiative 
 

 

 

  



1 
 

Survey 
Fritz, Wolfgang, et al. "Measuring Intercultural Sensitivity in Different Cultural Contexts." 

Intercultural Communication Studies, vol. 11, no. 2, 2002, pp. 165-176. 

https://web.uri.edu/iaics/files/12-WolfgangFritz-Antje-Mollenberg.pdf Available at: 

https://web.uri.edu/iaics/files/12-Wolfgang-Fritz-Antje-Mollenberg.pdf :  

Cultural perspectives workshop 

Dear participant, First, I would like to thank you to take the time (about 3-5 min) to fill in this 

survey for my MSc thesis work. Please try to fill the questions in by listening to your first feelings. 

As the term "Culture" is complex, in this survey it means the differences between people coming 

from different countries. 

1. What is your nationality? 

 

2. What is your age? 

 

3. What is your gender? 

 

4. Study program and study year ( e.g. first year, second year) 

 

5. Did you do Academic Consultancy Training (ACT) at WUR?  

Yes 

No 

https://web.uri.edu/iaics/files/12-Wolfgang-Fritz-Antje-Mollenberg.pdf


2 
 

6. Did you do intercultural communication training? 

Yes 

No 

5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = uncertain, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree (Please put 

the number corresponding to your answer in the blank before the statement 

 

____ 1. I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures. 

 ____ 2. I think people from other cultures are narrow-minded. 

 ____ 3. I am pretty sure of myself in interacting with people from different cultures. 

 ____ 4. I find it very hard to talk in front of people from different cultures. 

 ____ 5. I always know what to say when interacting with people from different cultures.  

____ 6. I can be as sociable as I want to be when interacting with people from different cultures. 

____ 7. I don't like to be with people from different cultures.  

____ 8. I respect the values of people from different cultures. 

 ____ 9. I get upset easily when interacting with people from different cultures. 

 ____10. I feel confident when interacting with people from different cultures. 

 ____11. I tend to wait before forming an impression of culturally-distinct counterparts. 

 ____12. I often get discouraged when I am with people from different cultures. 

 ____13. I am open-minded to people from different cultures.  

____14. I am very observant when interacting with people from different cultures.  

____15. I often feel useless when interacting with people from different cultures. 

 ____16. I respect the ways people from different cultures behave. 

 ____17. I try to obtain as much information as I can when interacting with people from different 

cultures.  

____18. I would not accept the opinions of people from different cultures.  
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____19. I am sensitive to my culturally-distinct counterpart's subtle meanings during our interaction. 

____20. I think my culture is better than other cultures.  

____21. I often give positive responses to my culturally-different counterpart during our interaction. 

____22. I avoid those situations where I will have to deal with culturally-distinct persons.  

____23. I often show my culturally-distinct counterpart my understanding through verbal or 

nonverbal cues.  

____24. I have a feeling of enjoyment towards differences between my culturally-distinct 

counterpart and me.  

(Items 2, 4, 7, 9, 12, 15, 18, 20, and 22 are reverse-coded before summing the 24 items. Interaction 

Engagement items are 1, 11, 13, 21, 22, 23, and 24, Respect for Cultural Differences items are 2, 7, 8, 

16, 18, and 20, Interaction Confidence items are 3, 4, 5, 6, and 10, Interaction Enjoyment items are 

9, 12, and 15, and Interaction Attentiveness items are 14, 17, and 19.) 

 

Focus group questions 
What did you take away from the workshop? 

What did you think about the learning activities in general? What did you like and dislike and why?  

About the start off activity: What did you feel when you did the mirroring activity? Would you do it 

in the future with another group during your studies?  

What do you think about the learning activity on cultural awareness? What kind of items could be 

added to improve the activity?  

Do you think the debating activity was useful for you to reach the learning outcomes about your 

norms and values? Why or why not? What did you feel during the activity? Would you recommend 

this activity or is there something you would add to improve the activity? 

 

How did you feel during the escape room activity? Was it exiting enough for you and why, why not? 

Can you think of items that could improve this activity? What are those items?  
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Mann-Whitney U Test 
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Escape room puzzles 

 

After completing this first puzzle, letters of each piece led to the next clue “lookatthepharaoh” 

 

 

 

 

 


