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Global competence: the capacity to examine local, global and intercultural issues, to engage in open, 
appropriate and effective interactions with people from different cultures, and to act for collective well-being 

and sustainable development. (OECD 2018) 

 

A learning material for a culturally diverse world 

Engineering graduates today more than ever before need to possess the ability to constructively deal 
with cultural diversity. This material aims to help student develop the reflexivity and self-awareness that 
are part of the fundaments of global competence. With its focus on international student mobility, the 
material is especially well suited for mobility preparation training, but it can also be used to enhance or 
complement internationalisation at home activities, or for more general global competence training. 

 

Understanding and dealing with cultural diversity 

We are born into a world of already existing but constantly renegotiated cultural (i.e., shared) notions, 
linked to, e.g., gender, nationality, ethnicity, class, age, language and profession. Many of these notions 
are tied to observable behavior, artefacts and explicitly stated norms, rules, procedures, etc, while other 
shared understandings are less salient. Indeed, cultural understandings are often only tacitly agreed on, 
or taken for granted without much conscious awareness or reflection from the persons or groups 
involved. Regardless, these ubiquitous cultural notions are relational and open to different strategies of 
acknowledging or dealing with. At best, the plurality of cultural understanding, i.e., cultural diversity, 
enables other ways of seeing our world and ourselves, and leads to creative innovation, new 
perspectives and solutions to common challenges. At worst, however, the same diversity can lead to 
misunderstandings, distrust, and conflict. Cultural competence is what we need to work constructively, 
effectively and appropriately with cultural diversity. 

Cultural competence is most effectively developed with systematic training and practice, be it related to 
internationalisation or not. With culture and cultural diversity being all around us wherever we are, 
opportunities to further one’s intercultural or global competence are ever-present. However, moving in 
familiar social and cultural circles and to a large degree acting out of habit, we more seldom have reason 
to reflect on the differences and similarities around us while “at home”. Conversely, moving to new and 
unfamiliar surroundings tends to make us realise more readily just how much of what we expect or take 
for granted are in fact social constructs, built on tacit or explicit social agreements. This is also reflected 
in the old adage that you often learn more about yourself and your own culture than about the culture(s) 
you encounter when on exchange studies or other forms of international mobility. And this is how 
critical incidents can help us learn. 

 

Critical incidents 

Critical incidents are social situations that stand out due to the unexpected way they unfolded, or due to 
the unpredicted outcomes they resulted in. Typically, they are encounters that leave the persons 
experiencing them unexpectedly happy, angry, sad or puzzled. Importantly, critical incidents are 
opportunities for learning, and critical incident reports have been used for more than 70 years in various 



disciplines as a way for self-reflection, awareness raising and, since at least the 1960s, intercultural 
learning. 

While we typically tend to spend extra time reflecting on unexpected experiences, the critical incident 
method helps us do this in a systematic way, which can easily be learnt and practiced. Furthermore, the 
incident reports used for documenting and reflecting can also help others learn from our experiences. 

 

Working with the material 

The critical incident reports in this collection can be used for learning in a number of ways: you can 
read and reflect alone or in a small group, you can try to understand the situation, feelings and acting 
from the perspective of the different persons involved, or imagine how you would have felt, thought 
and acted had you been there. You can reflect more generally on the cultural dimensions that seem to 
be involved, e.g., expectations on interpersonal relation, time, studies, roles, etc., or you can focus more 
in detail on the actual situations described. To help you, we have for each situation added a number of 
questions, labelled “open questions” and “alternative endings” respectively. The incidents can also be 
used in other ways, e.g., as individual reading material with or without reaction paper or other forms of 
formalised reflections, as scripts for role-playing activities followed with group discussion, or however 
you see fit. 

 

Methodological notes 

The incidents in this material were collected at the end of 2019, i.e., shortly before the onset of the 
Covid-19 pandemic that would put much of international student mobility on hold. Emails with a short 
cover letter and a link to an online questionnaire were sent to students that had recently been on 
mobility, primarily to or from KTH Royal Institute of Technology in Sweden, and resulted in some 130 
replies. These were reviewed and edited first by teachers at the Division of Language and 
Communication at KTH, and later also by teachers involved in the BADGE project and one external 
reviewer. The writing process involved removing incidents that were not really critical in the sense 
described here, e.g., a lot of happy memories – nice to read about but lacking the particulars and 
reflections needed to be used as learning material. In the next step, we removed reports that concerned 
too similar situations, and in a few places replicated a situation from the viewpoint of the original story’s 
antagonist. We finally, having in mind both the obvious risk of reinforcing or introducing misleading 
national stereotypes, and believing that anonymity could add a new dimension to study reflections, 
made the reports gender and nationality neutral. 

While broadly categorised according to the topic of the incidents, the reports come in no given order 
and you are encouraged to use the material in the way that best fits your educational needs. While we 
see the authenticity of the incidents that comes from being collected from recently mobile students as a 
particular strength, you are free, within the confines of the Creative Commons licence of the material, to 
adopt the texts to better fit your particular needs. 

 



Do it yourself! 

Finally, we would like to encourage you to collect your own critical incident reports. They are easy and 
meaningful assignments with an integrated learning dimension, and can be reported by students as well 
as by educators and administrative staff. The text of our online questionnaire can be found at the very 
end of this booklet to help you get started. 

Athens, Spring 2022 
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APPROACHES TO TEACHING 1: Pre-school games? 

I was a new postgraduate student in a foreign country. My entire family had saved a lot of money for me 
to get an education and to send me abroad to a prestigious university. I attended a well-known university 
in another part of the world to do my Master's. I expected everything to be very difficult and that I would 
have to work hard. I went to my first lesson with great anticipation (and some anxiety), but when I got 
into the classroom, the setting was unlike the normal classroom I knew. The desks were circular, seating 
five people at each desk. To start with, the professor seemed more interested in how we were doing than 
in giving us facts and theories, or introducing the subject area. Then they gave us the “task” of drawing 
the flags of our own countries. I was dumbfounded. To make things worse, we were then asked to make 
lunch together and no one was discussing the course subject. In the afternoon, we were introduced to 
what were obviously made-up stories about people with different dilemmas, and we were supposed to 
discuss different approaches and solutions to them. The professor did not provide any answers and 
refused to tell us the correct solutions. I learned nothing at all and lost all confidence in this new 
education system. My fear is that this course and all the other courses will be structured in this way. I did 
not take my family’s money and leave my country for pre-school games. 

 

 

Open questions 

Do you sympathize with, or understand, the reaction of 
the student? 

Do you agree that the main purpose of education is to 
provide students with knowledge by teaching them 
valuable facts and correct solutions? 

Is there a “best way to teach”? Which way(s) work best 
for you? Which ones work less well for you? 

What could be the teacher’s reasons for structuring the 
lesson in this way? 

How can our expectations about our learning 
environment shape our interpretations about what 
“knowledge” is and in what ways we learn best? 

What could possibly have been done to prevent or 
reduce the risk of this becoming an issue? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

Approach the professor there and then, telling them how 
you think and feel. 

Confront the professor after class, telling them how you 
think and feel. 

Ask the professor what they were thinking when they 
designed these childish games? 

Talk to the other students in the break, to hear what they 
think and feel. 

Do nothing, hoping that things will become better in 
other classes. 

Something else – what and why

  



 

CONFRONTING PREJUDICE 1: Prejudiced comments about your country  

During my Master’s studies in chemical engineering, I studied abroad for a year. During my exchange I was in a 
biopolymers class with about 30 students, most of them being international students, and two professors. One afternoon, 
it came up that in my country shops and supermarkets must provide their customers with biodegradable shopping bags 
made of a particular kind of plastic, and that non-biodegradable bags were banned by law. The professors seemed 
genuinely puzzled by why my country was leading with this enlightened policy. They joked to the class that the policy was 
probably related to corruption in my country, laughing that “friends” told them that biodegradable shopping bags break 
easily (which every chemical engineer knows is true). It seemed that the professors had heard something about the roots of 
this law coming from a case allegedly involving bribery, but to my knowledge, there is still no evidence to prove this.  

I was genuinely taken aback by the professors talking about bribery in my country in this way. I found their tone to be 
really demeaning. They made an unnecessary comment about the origins of the law instead of focusing on what is most 
important, which is whether this kind of legislation has potential to be effective in tackling plastic consumption. I felt that 
old negative stereotypes were being directly imposed on me.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Apart from possibly wishing to express 
stereotypical remarks (here deemed by at least 
someone to be demeaning), what other 
intentions could the professor have had? 

2. Do you think it is OK to joke about things like 
national stereotypes? If yes, are there limits that 
still should be respected? 

3. Do you sometimes tell jokes about your 
culture/country? How would you feel if similar 
jokes about your culture/country were made not 
by you, but by a foreigner? 

4. How does humor translate between cultures?  

5. Do you think our cultural background affect the 
way we generally think about, and put trust in, 
politicians, public authorities or the 
government? How? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Stop participating in the class discussions, and 
don’t mention that you are from this particular 
country. 

B. Decide that the professors are good people 
anyway, just victims of the kinds of biases that 
are deeply ingrained in people’s minds, and that 
there is nothing to be upset about in the long 
run. 

C. Share your own perspective and knowledge 
about the issue with the class, to draw attention 
to the positive effects of the new law instead. 

D. Get really angry, and channel your anger into 
the goal of getting the highest grade in the class 
on the final exam. 

E. Something else – what and why? 

  



 

APPROACHES TO TEACHING 2: The lone student 

I teach at the post-graduate level. After engaging with new innovative theories on student learning, my program 
reorganized an entry-level course on Design Thinking. The course will be student-centric to allow them to be creative and 
actively contribute, which is not only practice-oriented, but has also been shown to enhance student learning. Since it is an 
international Master’s course, I also want to help students to get to know each other through two small assignments: 
making flags of their countries and working together by making lunch. Hopefully, this relaxed introduction helps even the 
shyest newcomer to break out of their shell and get to know their classmates. This could also be a nice introduction to the 
concept of design thinking, which I will touch on after this introduction. 

During the introductory part of the lesson, many students seemed surprised by the setup, but most seemed to enjoy it and 
to actively engage with their classmates. However, one student in particular seemed rather taken aback and remained on 
their own, despite my attempt to help them to integrate into the group. 

 

 

Open questions 

1. What could be the student’s reasons for not 
participating? 

2. What could the teacher do to engage the lone 
student? 

3. What could the other students do to engage the 
lone student? 

4. What could be possible consequences if the 
situation is not resolved? 

5. What could possibly have been be done to 
foresee and prevent or reduce the risk for this 
situation to develop in the first place? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had you been the teacher? If not, reflect on the 
reasons for this! 

A. Start managing expectations of your students: 
Be more explicit about your intentions and the 
reasons why you chose a particular task for the 
classroom. 

B. Ignore it. You’re in charge and students should 
have trust in your methodology and simply 
follow your lead. 

C. Accept it. Not everything you plan as a teacher 
will resonate with every student. 

D. Something else - what and why? 

  



 

APPROACHES TO TEACHING 3: A little leeway 

During an exchange semester, my friends and I signed up for a demanding course, but we soon realized that we might not 
be able to pass the exams. Therefore, I approached the professor and asked for a little leeway, suggesting a passing grade 
for attending all lectures and tutorials (but not the exams). I was not expecting much, but was willing to at least try. The 
professor seemed a bit taken aback by my proposal, and told me that they could not change the course setting, and that I 
should talk to the course coordinator instead. Another time, in the same course, I wanted to clarify some information 
about the course setting that seemed really confusing to me. The professor got angry, and responded in front of the whole 
class that I seemed to be the only one having problems in the course, and that I could drop the course if it was too hard 
for me. 

 

 

Open questions 

1. What seems to have been the cause of the 
problem between the students and the 
professor? 

2. How might the professor describe the situation 
with the students? 

3. How can negative feedback giving/ showing 
emotions (both positive and negative) be 
perceived differently in different cultures? 

4. How could the situation be resolved? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Check all the information available about the 
course before signing up in the first place.  

B. Talk to a student advisor before approaching the 
professor - find out what is possible in this 
situation. 

C. You make an official complaint about the 
situation. 

D. Play safe from now on - study hard and try not 
to draw any more attention to your person. 

E. Something else - what and why? 

 

  



 

BODY LANGUAGE 1: Being appropriately friendly 

I went abroad to get my Master’s degree. During a course, I had to do a project together with four other students, all local 
ones. For the duration of the course, we had been sitting close to each other for many hours while attending lectures and 
working on the project. After months of hard work, the project was over and I suggested that we all should go for a drink 
to celebrate the good results we had achieved. The others went completely quiet and avoided eye contact. I interpreted 
their silence as “no'' and just said, “Well then, goodbye and take care.” As is my custom, I had been trying to shake hands 
with the men and kiss the women on the cheeks as a friendly way of saying goodbye. However, I had noticed that they 
seemed to feel quite awkward about it and that they appeared to reciprocate with some reluctance. As I now was saying my 
final goodbyes, I made a final attempt but there was no difference in their reactions. This made me feel awkward and quite 
shameful, so I left them feeling strange and quite upset. 

 

 

Open questions 

1. In your opinion, what is the most comfortable 
way to be greeted/ say goodbye? 

2. Do you greet others differently depending on 
whether they are strangers, friends, relatives or 
superiors? 

3. How would you react in the situation? 

4. How would you describe and explain what 
happened in the situation? Include the different 
perspectives in the group. 

5. Could this awkwardness have been avoided? 
How? 

6. What consequences could different expectations 
about how to greet others/ say goodbye have in 
different situations?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. You are offended. Where you come from, 
relationships and not dropped easily when the 
project finishes and you continue to be friends 
with people in the team. 

B. You talk to one of the local students to get their 
interpretation of the situation. 

C. From now on, you will avoid contact with the 
local students as you now consider them cold 
and superficial. 

D. Something else - what and why? 

 

  



 

BODY LANGUAGE 2: Keeping the appropriate distance 

It was a cold day, and I was on my way towards the train station. Just as I was about to pass the front of a store, an elderly 
couple heading in the same direction as me came out of the door. We almost bumped into each other, so I slowed down 
and walked behind them. To my surprise, they turned around and apologized for getting so close to me. Perplexed, I 
answered that there was no reason to apologize. Later I wondered whether they really had apologised, or rather meant to 
politely tell me not to follow them too closely?  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How close is “too close” distance to others for 
you? 

2. Can “too close” shift depending on the situation 
and/or the persons involved? 

3. How do you “signal” that people are too close, 
or too far away from you? 

4. Which possible consequences could differences 
in preferred body distances have? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. From now on, I try to watch the interactions of 
the locals to try to establish what’s acceptable 
and what’s not when it comes to personal 
distance and what people do and say when they 
feel uncomfortable. 

B. I continue doing things ‘my way.’ Never wanted 
to upset anyone and they simply exaggerated. 

C. Something else - what and why? 

 

 

  



 

SENSITIVE PERSONAL TOPICS: But where are you really from? 

I was an exchange student abroad, and one evening, waiting for some friends, I stood in the bar where we used to hang 
out and passed time doing small talk with the bartender. I had told the bartender where I was from (the capital in my 
home country), what I was studying etc., but the bartender kept repeating the same question, which was “Where are you 
really from?” It is true that my mother has roots in another continent, but I was born and raised in my home country, and 
felt no more different than the bartender (who came from a neighboring country too). Eventually I had to tell the 
bartender my whole family history, but I still found the bartender’s question very offensive. The conversation totally 
ruined that evening and stuck to me for days. Later, I tried to think that the bartender didn’t mean anything bad, but I am 
really not used to having my background questioned in that way. From where I come, nobody would ask such questions.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How would you have reacted or felt in a similar 
situation? 

2. What could be reasons for the bartender to ask 
the question over and over again? 

3. Do you think it is acceptable to ask this type of 
question? When and to whom? 

4. How can the history of a country or region 
affect how you talk about origin and ethnic 
background? 

5. How comfortable are you talking about your 
personal background, and in what terms (place, 
race, religion, family, etc.)? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I’m offended. It’s a racist behaviour and it’s 
totally unacceptable in this day and age. 

B. I’m making a decision not to take it personally 
and am continuing to talk to the bartender.  

C. I educate him by pointing out that his behaviour 
is inappropriate. 

D. Something else - what and why?

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 1: The lazy and irresponsible student 

During a semester studying abroad, I was participating in a group project with two local students and two other 
international students, all in all representing four different nationalities. The teamwork would go on for seven weeks, but 
already after the first week I experienced real problems with one of the other international students, and this got worse as 
time went on. This student was not only lazy and irresponsible – never doing their assigned task in time and always 
handing in poorly done work – but they were also aggressive toward me in personal chats when I pointed this out and 
called for them to improve their behaviour. The other members in the team were also annoyed with this student, but 
appeared to take the laziness and sloppy work far less seriously than I did. I also understood that I was the only ‘victim’ of 
the aggressive chat messages, and wondered if this was due to me being the only one of my gender in the team. Was this 
perhaps normal behaviour in this student’s home country? Had I perhaps unknowingly offended or insulted this student? 
The only way forward seemed to be avoiding this student, but I felt that this would also affect my study and work 
negatively, and so I really felt at a loss.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. When you’re in a team and someone doesn’t 
“pull their weight”, do you tend to do or say 
anything to them about it? 

2. If one of your team members complained that 
you did not “pull your weight”, how do you 
think you would feel and react? Would it matter 
who this particular team member was?  

3. Can you think of more constructively and 
solution-oriented ways to deal with the situation 
than to avoid the student? 

4. How can one interpret the behaviour and 
attitudes of the other team members? 

5. What reasons other than personal laziness and 
aggression could possibly be behind the other 
student’s behaviour? 

6. What gender do you think the ‘suffering’ student 
is, and on what do you base your guess? 

7. Do you think gender could have played a role in 
this situation? Why? 

  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I complain to the professor and ask for a 
transfer to a different group. 

B. I talk to them. It’s the only way to find a 
solution. 

C. I let it be and continue doing what I’m supposed 
to do but avoid talking to this student. 

D. Something else - what and why?

  



 

CONFRONTING PREJUDICE: The color of my skin 

I was an exchange student in a country on another continent. One evening I was walking with a fellow student, also from 
my continent, at the central train station. As we approached an old person, I saw that they tightened their grip on their 
handbag. It appears that they think my fellow student and me were threatening them. This is just one of many times when 
I felt that the local people are afraid of me just because of the color of my skin, and I felt both wronged and hurt by this. It 
is so different in my own country, where people as a rule are excited and happy to meet foreigners.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Have you experienced/been subject to racist 
behaviour or treatment? 

2. Could there be other possible reasons, besides 
racism, behind the old person’s behavior in this 
situation? 

3. How do you think you would behave and react 
in this situation? 

4. At your university, do you think that any 
particular groups are discriminated against? If 
not, could it be that these kind of things happen 
without you noticing, because you don’t belong 
to that particular group? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Stop even trying to feel at home on another 
continent. 

B. Behave exaggeratedly nice to reassure people 
you are no threat. 

C. Think hard about all the nice people you have 
met in your new country. 

D. Decide that the old person in the train station 
probably had earlier had a bad experience with 
someone of your own skin colour, and that they 
ignorantly thought all people of one race are 
alike.  

E. Something else – what and why?

 

 

  



 

LIVING WITH STRANGERS 1: Strength of social norms 

I was doing a year at a university in a country on the other side of the world. One day, on the bus from school to my 
student dorm, my parents called me and I accepted the call. Although I kept my voice low, it only took a minute before 
another passenger gently tapped me on the shoulder and politely asked me to discontinue the telephone conversation, 
which I did. I felt extremely embarrassed because although I had known that one wasn’t expected to talk on the phone in 
public transport in this country, it wasn’t until now I realized just how strong this social norm actually seemed to be. I felt 
extremely stupid.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. What do you think is acceptable to do and not 
do in public spaces?  

2. Give examples of things that are acceptable to 
do in public spaces in your country but not in 
other countries. And the other way around. 

3. How important is it to follow such social norms 
where you are from? 

4. Have you ever been in a similar situation as the 
one above? On “which side”? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I lower my voice instantly, tell my parents I will 
call them later and finish the call. 

B. I asked the other passenger to just let me finish 
this conversation because it’s important for me. 

C. I leave the bus at the closest station and walk 
the remaining distance. 

D. Continue with the phone call - it’s not a crime! 

E. Something else - what and why

 

  



 

LANGUAGE NORMS 1: Formal language use 

I was on exchange in a city in a closely situated country. One late night on my way home from an open air party, I found 
myself lost in unfamiliar surroundings. Suddenly I spotted a bus stopping, so I rushed up to the bus driver and asked for 
directions to the nearest subway station, using my basic language knowledge. Now, unlike in my mother tongue, this 
country’s language has two ways of addressing people, one more polite than the other. Not thinking that a bus driver was 
someone you had to be extra formal with, I used the easier, less formal way of address, which upsets the bus driver 
enormously and I was very rudely yelled at for not speaking correctly. I just turned around and tried to find my way on my 
own. I still think it was very unfair of the bus driver; I was at least trying to speak in the local language. I was very 
disappointed, and for the rest of the exchange period my motivation to learn the local language was markedly lower.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. What is the main problem in this context? The 
student’s lack of respect or the bus driver’s 
expectations?  

2. How would you address a stranger in your first 
language?  

3. Would your answer differ depending on who or 
what the stranger would be (older or younger, 
different sex, client-customer, official, bus 
driver)? 

4. How would you like to be addressed by a 
stranger in your first language? Would your 
answer differ depending on who or what that 
stranger would be (older or younger, different 
sex, client-customer, official, bus driver)? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Politely explain to the bus driver that you 
did not mean to be disrespectful, but that 
you would be grateful if he could help you. 

B. Just leave without continuing the 
conversation. 

C. Confront the bus driver and raise your 
voice. 

D. Something else – what and why? 

 

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 2: Local language vs English 

I was an exchange student at a university where the student body was made up of about 80% local students and 20% 
international students. Courses were given in English, which was not the native language there. There were many group 
assignments and study groups, and even though all students were good at English they obviously preferred to 
communicate in the local language. I felt that I should not have to remind my fellow students that communication should 
be done in English in order to include me and other students, but as a rule, I still had to. When I did, everyone agreed, but 
as soon as the conversation was between two or more local students, they reverted to the local language again, thereby 
making it impossible for me to ever join those particular conversations. When I kept reminding the other students about 
this, I got the feeling that they became even more reluctant to include me and instead tended to talk when I was not 
present, or in private chats. As an exchange student, I had really looked forward to this sojourn abroad and hoped to get 
to know a lot of local students. After 6 months, the only students I had got to know were other international ones. The 
local students were seemingly not at all interested in getting to know anyone not from there, and preferred to work in their 
own language whenever possible. Working and socializing with the international students was effortless and fun, and my 
initial anger with the locals soon shifted to a somewhat disillusioned understanding of them as maybe not xenophobic, but 
at least very uninterested in people from different backgrounds.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Have you been in situations where the “language 
barrier” has made things particularly difficult? 

2. How comfortable are you to express yourself in 
languages that are not your native tongue?  

3. What do you tend to do when you want to 
socialise with, and get to know people better?  

4. What possible reasons could there be for the 
local students’ behaviour? 

5. If you had been in a similar situation, how do 
you think you could have increased the 
possibility of getting to know local students? 

6. At your home university, how do you interact 
with international students? 

7. How do you think an experience like this would 
affect you?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I continue telling people off for not using 
English - it’s so rude! 

B. I talk to some of them about how I feel about 
the situation. 

C. I’m thinking about learning the local language. 
It’s not what I came here for but makes a lot of 
sense now. 

D. I’m learning to accept that even though the local 
students speak excellent English, it must be very 
hard to use it all the time. 

E. Something else - what and why? 

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 3: Local students vs international students 1 

During my first year as an international master’s student, I was part of a student team responsible for arranging seminars 
with companies, study trips and factory visits. The team consisted of nine students: another international student, seven 
local students, and me. It was a great opportunity to learn new things, improve management and communication skills, 
and I felt that we all worked really well as a team and bonded well. After one year, my team was to hand over the duties to 
a new group of students. One day, I learned from one of my classmates that they had become part of the new team and I 
felt really happy for them. Then my classmate told me that the first meeting, where the old team had handed over the 
assignments to the new one, already had been held - but without me or the other international student. This came as quite 
a shock. I immediately checked all group chats to see if I had missed any information, but I found nothing. When I got in 
touch with the team leader, they texted me saying that they thought the meeting would have been boring for me and a 
waste of my time, and for this reason didn’t announce the meeting in the group chat, but sent personal messages to every 
member in the group, except to me and the other international student. 

I remembered my first team meeting, one year ago, as fun and exciting. Now, I felt terribly disappointed. It seemed the 
rapport I believed that I had developed with the local team members had not been real, and their friendly attitude just a 
fake façade. In the end, they still preferred to work and communicate with people from their own country, in their own 
language. I also remembered that this was not the first time during my year at this university when I felt like the “third 
wheel” among local students. I resolved to spend the rest of my time with other international students only, who not only 
faked true friendship.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. What could you have done differently to deal 
with the situation, instead of giving up on all 
local students? 

2. What other reasons do you think the team 
leader could have had for not calling you and 
the other international student to the meeting? 

3. If you were to plan an international student 
program, what would you take in consideration? 

4. How could situations like this possibly be 
prevented or addressed before they reach this 
“late stage”? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I continue to avoid the local students at any cost 
and only tend to work and hang out with the 
international group. 

B. I talk to my classmate about the situation and 
tell him how it made me feel at the time. 

C. Something else - what and why?

 

 

  



 

APPROACHES TO TEACHING 4: The foreign experience 

I had the opportunity to be an exchange student at a well renowned university in this other country. At my home 
university, I had excellent grades and I had also spent a year as the president of the student union. In all, I regarded myself 
as a very accomplished student. At the orientation for new students, the local student counselor provided valuable 
information about the university and our time there. They seemed very nice and after the information, I approached them 
to ask some follow-up questions. I walked up to them and said (using the easier and more familiar form of address in the 
local language): “Hey, can I ask you something?” The looks they gave me were like daggers coming out of their eyes. They 
just answered “no” and left. I was stunned. Then, the same thing happened when I tried to ask my professor about some 
instructions for an assignment. They just gave me a cold look, and said, “I assume you are not from here”, before leaving. 
When I complained to my roommate, they could not understand how I could be so rude. Me – rude?! 

Where I am from, you are on a first name basis with almost everyone, including doctors, teachers, government officials, 
and all sorts of strangers. I would assume that the student counselor would be aware of that since there were so many 
international students at the university; the professor certainly seemed to be aware that I was not a local student and 
should have taken that in account if I used the wrong word, so I do not really see what the problem was. I certainly didn’t 
feel very welcomed after that!  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How can you explain the cultural context to the 
foreign student? 

2. How important is it to be aware of, and comply 
with, different levels of formality?  

3. Should you accept the “wrong” level of 
formality from people with different 
backgrounds? 

4. What can you do when you are unsure of the 
level of formality? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Talk to someone local to explore why it is so 
important to use the formal way of addressing 
people. 

B. Approach the professor again and talk about the 
situation and my real intentions. 

C. Stay offended and continue using the informal 
style with everyone. Someone has to educate 
them after all! 

D. Relax and accept that culture is about 
perception. Try to go outside your comfort zone 
to adapt to the local style. 

E. Something else - what and why? 

 

 

  



 

ISOLATED POPULATION 2: Helping one another 

This was something that I observed when on exchange, that really left a strong memory. The old people in the country I 
visited seemed all to live alone or in elderly homes. I used to meet them on the train or in shopping centres. I sometimes 
felt like helping them carry their groceries but I stopped trying after a bad experience I had. I once offered to help but the 
old person declining my offer in a quite rude manner. I thought that was strange. In my life, I had been raised and taught 
to take care of, and help the elderly. I was surprised to learn that in my new country, they either took care of themselves or 
were taken to care homes. I felt sorry for them because it is like abandonment. And to become upset if someone offers 
help – I cannot understand how they function!  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How do you react when a stranger offers you 
help? 

2. Do you tend to offer your help to strangers? 

3. How much help is acceptable from a stranger? 

4. How much help is expected from friends? 

5. How much help is expected from family? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I keep offering help regardless; it’s just 
something I consider right. 

B. I make up my mind about the local culture. 
They are selfish and lack respect for their 
elderly. 

C. I talk to someone from the local culture about 
my observations in order to understand this 
phenomenon.  

D. Something else - what and why?

 

 

  



 

HIERARCHY AND PROFESSOR-STUDENT ROLES 1: Waiting for the bus to a tourist attraction 

I was an exchange student on a summer exchange program at a university in a country quite far away from home. My 
professor had planned for the whole program to go visit one of the tourist attractions in the area. Each class in the 
program had been assigned a local ‘buddy’ who was a regular student of the university. The classes and their buddies had 
each been assigned a specific place to wait for the bus that would take us to the tourist attraction.  

When it was time for the trip I waited with my class and its buddy at the right place. I watched how all the other classes 
and their buddies got picked up by buses and went off. But no bus came for my group. I saw that there was a bus waiting 
about 100 meters away, with no group there. I thought that bus was probably ours. Me and my classmates told our buddy 
that we wanted to go over to the remaining bus and check if it was our bus. But our buddy said: “No, we can’t do that, 
since the professor has told me that the bus would be coming to the place where we are waiting.” I found the behavior 
very puzzling – there was absolutely nothing to lose by checking out the bus!  

 

 

Open questions 

1. If you had been the buddy in a situation like 
this, how would you have reacted? 

2. What do you think compelled the buddy to 
behave the way they did? 

3. How could you explain the situation from the 
buddy’s perspective? 

4. How important is it to follow instructions 
literally? Does it matter who gave the 
instructions? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Realize that the buddy has no choice but to 
wait for instructions from the professor, so 
you need to wait for him to sort it out.  

B. Go over to the bus driver anyway and ask 
him what group he is waiting for. 

C. Something else – what and why

 



 

HIERARCHY AND PROFESSOR-STUDENT ROLES 2: When superiors don’t understand your ideas 

I was an exchange student studying at a university on another continent. I had a really original idea for a new project, and 
my supervisor, a very strict junior professor, also thought that it was exciting. My supervisor made an appointment with a 
highly reputed senior professor. In a short preparation just before the meeting with the professor, my supervisor 
summarized my idea, but they had obviously got a key part wrong. I felt at a loss, not knowing what to do or say in this 
situation.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Would you hesitate to correct your supervisor in 
this situation?  

2. What might make it seem or feel difficult for 
you to correct the supervisor in this situation?  

3. How could the concept of hierarchy (power 
distance) influence direct negative feedback? 

4. How can one ensure clarity of communication 
in a situation like this? 

5. Could some actions possibly be taken to prevent 
or at least reduce the risk of situations like this 
arising in the first place?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. You correct your supervisor, because you do 
not want them to present the idea wrong. 

B. You carefully suggest they might have 
misunderstood your idea. 

C. You suggest that, since the supervisor does not 
really understand the idea, you should present it 
to the senior professor. 

D. Trying to save face, you ask for the opportunity 
to present the idea yourself. You then explain it 
in the way you intended it, hoping your 
supervisor will not bring it up. 

E. You say nothing since you do not want to 
offend your supervisor. 

F. Something else – what and why? 

 

 

  



 

HIERARCHY AND PROFESSOR-STUDENT ROLES 3: What shared spaces are appropriate? 

I was an exchange student studying in a foreign country. I had spent the morning doing a lab in a laboratory that was 
located inside the department where my professors’ offices were. When I was done with the lab, there was just a bit of 
time left before the course I was taking had a lecture. The lab assistant suggested that my lab partners and I could eat our 
packed lunches in the lunchroom used by the professors, PhD students, and other employees of the department. I was at a 
loss – would that really be appropriate for us to do?  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Would you find it difficult to go along with the 
lab assistant’s suggestion? Why? 

2. Do you think it is appropriate for students and 
professors to socialize over food? Why? 

3. Would your answer be different if the physical 
context changed (for instance, meeting your 
professor or boss at the grocery store, a fast-
food restaurant or at a private party)? 

4. Are there other situations in life where you 
might feel hesitant or ill at ease about sharing 
the social space with your professors/superiors? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. You decline the invitation, because for you it is 
just taboo to eat side by side with a professor. 

B. You accept the invitation, because you think it is 
fun to experience the flatter hierarchy in your 
new country and you see an opportunity to get 
to know your professors. 

C. You accept the invitation, even though you are 
uncomfortable because you don’t want to 
offend the lab assistant. 

D. You use an excuse to get out of the 
uncomfortable situation. 

E. Something else – what and why? 

 

 

  



 

ISOLATED POPULATION 1: Keeping the right distance 

I was a foreign student studying at a university in another country. I remember entering the lecture hall and being very 
surprised that almost none of the other students were sitting next to each other, but left at least one seat unoccupied 
between them. At my home university, we only used to sit in this fashion during exams, to prevent us from exchanging 
answers or seeing each other’s answers. Initially, I felt tempted to sit next to a fellow student, but I was afraid that I might 
be invading the other student’s private space by sitting too close, so I decided to sit down leaving a gap of one seat like the 
other students, even if that felt very unsocial and boring.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. What would you have done in a situation like 
this?  

2. What do you think could happen if the student 
had decided to follow their own habit and sit 
down next to someone else? 

3. Why do you think people act like described 
above? 

4. How do people normally seat themselves in 
your home university? 

5. In a teamwork context with participants from 
different cultures, what consequences may the 
different perceptions of private spheres have?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Sit next to a fellow student, in silence like the 
others. 

B. Sit next to a fellow student, say hi, and introduce 
yourself. 

C. Do like the other students and leave a gap of at 
least one seat between you and any other 
student. 

D. Something else – what and why?

 

 



 

LANGUAGE NORMS 2: Using the f-word, and paying for it 

I was an exchange student doing a year abroad on another continent. I am a really good swimmer, and one of the reasons I 
wanted to do my studies at this foreign university had been for the chance to be on their swim team, one of the best in the 
country, and with access to a fantastic swimming facility. I had been chosen for the team, had been coming to practices, 
and had also competed a few times. I really liked it.  

During my final exam period in the fall semester, I was worried about finding enough time to study. I had also just had a 
fight with my “significant other” back home over the net. I arrived for swimming practice with just enough time left to 
change and get in the pool. But I couldn’t open my locker. All the swim team members had been issued combination 
padlocks by the swimming center. I had had trouble with my lock before, but the center hadn’t given me another lock. In 
my stressed-out mood and my frustration at not being able to open my locker, I exclaimed a “f**k this!” and then went to 
a swim center staff person and demanded that they open my locker immediately.  

The staff person, I later found out, felt threatened by my behavior and filed a complaint about my use of foul language, 
which was against the swimming center policies. The result of the complaint was that I was banned from using the 
swimming center in the future. I had explained to my coach that first of all I was feeling very trapped, and second of all 
that I had heard the F-word all my life on TV shows from this country, and I had no idea it could be so taboo to use in 
real life. I had thought that it merely was an expression of general frustration. But the coach couldn’t help me, and I even 
had to leave the team since I had broken the swimming center rules.  

I was totally heartbroken. I just couldn’t accept that those five minutes where I had lashed out meant that I now wouldn’t 
be able to swim at all during what remained of my year in the country.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. When you are upset or angry, do you tend to 
express it? How? 

2. Does it matter where you are (at home, in public 
spaces, among friends …)? 

3. When and where is it acceptable to express 
strong emotions, utilizing harsh language? 

4. Do you think you may be using language in 
certain situations that would be unacceptable in 
other settings or countries? 

5. What words have connotations that are 
acceptable in some contexts while unacceptable 
in others?  

6. Do you think universities should be more 
tolerant of “unacceptable” behavior from 
foreign students that may not be aware of the 
local rules and norms yet? Apart from language 
use, what other behaviours could be affected by 
this, and with what consequences? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Leave the country and go back to your own 
country. 

B. File a complaint with the office of the 
president of the university. 

C. Go on strike outside the swimming center. 

D. Write an article about the way you have 
been treated for the university newspaper. 

E. Continue begging for forgiveness from the 
swimming center. 

F. Realize that you have learned a lesson you 
will never forget about the way taboo words 
can be perceived by different groups of 
language users. 

G. Something else – what and why?

  



 

LOCAL LANGUAGES: Why won’t they appreciate my language learning? 

After my first language course in my country of exchange study, I tried to practice my new language skills in a café. 
However, while I ordered everything in the local language, the person at the counter kept replying in English, even as I 
insisted on using the local language. This made me feel very uncomfortable, since it seemed like my new language skills 
were so bad that they still wanted me to switch to English. I felt very silly and didn’t know how to react.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Have you been in similar situations? 

2. What could be other possible explanations for 
the person replying in English? 

3. How could trying to speak the local language 
influence building relationships with locals? 

4. Is there any value in trying to learn the language 
of the host country? Would you reply to this 
question differently depending on how 
widespread the use of English is in the local 
population? 

5. What is the most motivating thing about 
learning a new language?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Tell the person that you are trying to learn the 
local language, and ask her if she minds speaking 
it to you.  

B. Just keep on speaking the local language, even 
though the person replies in English. 

C. Start speaking English to the person. 

D. Start speaking your native language (whatever it 
is beside English) to the person, just to irritate 
them.  

E. Ask the person why they do not want to speak 
in the local language to you. 

F. Something else – what and why? 

 

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 4: Experiences of project-oriented courses 1 

It was at the beginning of a semester abroad as an exchange student. This was the first time I had spent a longer time away 
from my friends and family, and I was both excited and a bit afraid. I had heard that exchange studies could be both fun 
and frustrating, either leaving me with new friends or very lonely. The first course at my host university was project-
oriented and I was assigned at random to a group of students. The students were mostly local ones, but there were also a 
few international students from different countries.  

I realized that everyone in the group had had different experiences of teamwork in their previous education. I have had 
some good teamwork experiences, as well as a fair number of not so great ones. So it was safe to say that I was a bit 
concerned, jumping straight into a group setting before I had even had a chance to get used to the new university or to 
living far away from friends and family. At the first kick-off meeting nothing much really happened. The other students 
seemed cool, or at least they tried to act as if they were all cool and relaxed. That didn’t really lessen my anxiety.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. When you first meet with new people you’re 
expected to cooperate with, what do you usually 
start out by doing? 

2. In situations like this, what sort of behaviour 
from the other students would make you feel 
included and welcomed? 

3. What sort of activities could you do as a group 
to get to know each other better? 

4. In this situation, do you think that the local 
students have a special responsibility toward the 
international ones? If you do, what 
responsibility and why? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I go with the flow and try to adapt to the rest of 
the students but still feel uneasy about the 
situation. 

B. I talk to the professor about my perception 
hoping to get some background for this 
behaviour. 

C. I relax. It seems to be working for them, so I’m 
sure it will work out for me too after all! 

D. Something else - what and why? 

 

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 5: Experiences of project-oriented courses 2 

I was just about to start my first semester at the Master’s level. Most students in the program were the same as previous 
years, but there were now also a fair number of international students, and everything was taught in English, not the local 
language as before. The first course was project-oriented and I was assigned at random to a group of students. The 
students in my group were mostly local ones, but there were also a few international students from different countries.  

I realized that people in the group had very different experiences of teamwork in their previous education. I have had 
some good teamwork experience, but also a fair number of not so great ones, but I was at least very used to this kind of 
course, since I had quite a few already at the undergraduate level. At the first kick-off meeting, nothing much really 
happened. Everything seemed to be pretty much like normal, although a few of the international students seemed a bit 
tense, and seemed to prefer each other’s company rather than mixing with everyone else.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How do you think an international students’ 
perspective on the course may differ from your 
own? Why and with what potential 
consequences? 

2. What sort of activities could you do as a group 
to get to know each other better? 

3. In this situation, do you think that the local 
students have a special responsibility toward the 
international ones? If you do, what 
responsibility and why? 

4. How should the team deal with language issues? 
In what situations do you think it would be 
acceptable to use the local language in 
communication between local students? In what 
situations would this be excluding the 
international students? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. It’s important to get to know each other and 
break the ice with all the team members ahead 
of the project. I make an effort to include the 
international students in the initial meeting by 
talking to them and using English with the rest 
of the team. 

B. Tough luck. They cannot expect that we’re 
going to be speaking English all the time. They 
should try to learn the language before coming 
here to study. 

C. When noticing tension in the room, I ask the 
international students if there’s anything they 
need from the meeting. 

D. At the beginning of the meeting, we establish 
what it is that everyone would like to get out of 
it. 

E. Before the meeting, I send an email to let 
everyone know what the meeting is going to be 
about and ask for suggestions. 

  



 

NEW SYSTEMS 2: The ‘take a number’ incident 

I recently arrived in this new country and went to the store to buy some groceries. It was late in the afternoon, and the 
store was quite crowded. Feeling like having some cheese, I set my eyes on a delicious-looking piece in the delicacy 
section. The people who were already there when I arrived got served, and then it was my turn. I said “hello” in the local 
language and sought eye contact with the persons behind the desk closest to me. They looked at me, but after finishing 
what they were doing, they turned away. The same thing happened one more time. . Someone who had come after me had 
already got served by now. I was getting upset, and walked along the counter to maybe get help from the third server. Just 
then, I spotted someone getting a ticket off a small machine, and realized that this must be some kind of queuing system. 
This made me even more upset, since nobody had tried to help me, or told me how the system worked. I left the store 
angry and upset, and without any cheese.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. How do you normally react when a stranger 
comes up to you (in a shop or a street) and ask 
if you need some help? 

2. Do you often take the initiative to offer your 
help to strangers who seem lost or in need of 
assistance?  

3. Would your willingness to receive or offer help 
to a stranger differ depending on the setting (for 
instance, offering or receiving help in a student 
shop at campus or in a supermarket in the city)? 

4. When deciding on whether to offer a stranger 
help, do you ever worry about “imposing”? 

5. How do you decide on whether you should 
speak to someone or rather mind your own 
business? 

6. How could the person in the scenario have 
affected or contributed to the outcome here? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Take a number and wait your turn. 

B. Take a number, but then go to a server and 
explain that you are new in the country and 
hadn’t understood the system, hoping to get 
help at once. 

  

C. Leave without cheese. 

D. Pretend you don’t understand and demand that 
the server help you. 

E. Something else – what and why? 

 

 

  



 

NEW SYSTEMS 1: Rules, norms and roles 

At this foreign university, I went to the first lecture bringing a cup of coffee. The janitor stopped me at the door claiming 
it was not allowed to bring coffee into the lecture hall. We had a kind of heated discussion. The janitor said (or pretended) 
to worry about potential spilling in the lecture hall but I could not understand why I was not allowed to bring the coffee 
into the lecture hall. This was common practice among students at my home university, and I had never noticed any 
problems. The mug had a lid on and how dangerous would a little coffee on the floor have been, even if someone spilled a 
little?! Had the janitor even the right to stop a student at this university? Not very serious, but it left me with a really bad 
first impression of the university and its staff. 

 

 

Open questions 

1. How important is it to follow local rules like “no 
coffee in the lecture hall”? Always? Even when 
the rules appear stupid? 

2. Why might the janitor consider following the 
local rule to be so important here? 

3. A janitor is part of the staff of the university and 
should be obeyed by students. Do you agree? 
Why? 

4. Could this conflict possibly have been avoided? 
How? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Tell the janitor that everyone at your home 
university brings coffee into the lecture hall, and 
it has never caused any problems.  

B. Walk into the lecture hall carrying the coffee, 
despite heated protests by the janitor.  

C. Drink the coffee outside the lecture hall, and 
then join the lecture a little bit late.  

D. Throw the coffee in a bin, be a bit sleepy during 
the lecture and think no more of it. 

E. Something else – what and why?

 

 

  



 

PERCEPTION OF TIME 1: Waiting at the entrance 

I was at a student conference abroad to network and participate in workshops. At the first workshop, I teamed up with a 
group of people from two different countries. We all worked very well together, and at the end, someone suggested that 
we all meet up for some sightseeing in the afternoon. Everyone was on board with the idea and we decided to meet up at 
the entrance of the hotel at 16:00. I arrived at about 16.15, prepared to apologize for the delay. The one person who was 
already there accepted my apology with the remark that they arrived at 15:50. Finally, at 16:45 another person showed up, 
without an apology, and the three of us decided to leave together, since the remaining two clearly had had a change of 
mind. However, at 17:30 the two remaining people sent me a text asking where we were. They had then just got to the 
hotel entrance.  

The same thing happened the next day when we all decided to meet up for a guided tour, and after that I decided not to 
make any more plans with the whole group, but stuck with the only ones seemingly able to stick to an agreement.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. If you were in this situation, at what time do you 
think you would have showed up? What would 
your thoughts and feelings about the other 
students’ arrival times be?  

2. Do you think this situation mainly comes down 
to the specific students’ individual and personal 
characteristics? (tardiness, differing views on 
obligations to prior commitments, etcetera)?  

3. How do you think the different students here 
would describe the situation when they get back 
home from the conference? Why? 

4. What countries/cultures do you think these 
people are coming from? What experiences, or 
stereotypes, are you basing your assumptions 
on? 

5. What cultural aspects may play a role in the 
situation?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Say it sounds like a good idea and hope for the 
best. 

B. Say that you’d like to come along, but that 
waiting for others really bothers you, so you will 
be leaving at 16.15 at the latest even if not 
everyone has arrived yet. Explain that you don’t 
mind going off on your own, even if that is not 
really true.  

C. Say that you would like to come along only if 
everyone can promise to arrive at the meeting 
point on time.  

D. Decline the invitation and go off on your own 
expedition.  

E. Something else – what and why?

  



 

PERCEPTION OF TIME 2: Arriving on time? 

During the international student introduction at my host university, I made a new friend from a country really far away. 
The person was very nice, and invited me for dinner at their place, so I could try out some food from their homeland. 
When deciding on date and time, my new friend suggested Saturday at 6pm.  

Saturday came, and since I am used to being on time, I rang the doorbell at 5 minutes to 6. My friend opened after a bit 
and seemed genuinely surprised that I was here. My friend’s hair was wrapped in a towel, the apartment seemed untidy and 
there was no indication of food whatsoever. Thinking I might have mixed something up, I asked whether I had 
understood the date and time right. My friend answered “Yes, but…”, smiled, and let me enter the apartment.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. When you have a social appointment (to a drink, 
a party or a dinner), do you tend to arrive on, or 
close to, the indicated time? 

2. How do you feel when people you have invited 
or made an appointment with come late? What 
is “late” for you? 

3. Do you think there was any misunderstanding 
about the time of the invitation here? If so, from 
whom? 

4. Which of these two friends’ views on time feel 
closest to your own?  

5. When you invite people over, do you actually 
prefer if people show up later rather than exactly 
on time? If so, how much later would still be 
OK for you?  

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. Seeing as your friend, for whatever reason, is 
clearly not ready to welcome you, you should 
politely leave. 

B. Maybe the friend’s invitation was just a nice 
thing to say, not an actual invitation. To stay 
would be embarrassing for you both and you 
should politely leave. 

C. Ask if your friend would prefer to see you at 
another time, insisting on an honest answer. 

D. Ask what you can help with, since clearly the 
dinner is not ready yet. 

E. Propose that you come back in an hour, or 
whenever would be more convenient.  

F. Something else – what and why?

 

 

  



 

TEAMWORK 6: Local students vs international students 2 

During my first year as a master’s student, I was leader of a student team responsible for arranging seminars with 
companies, study trips and factory visits. The team consisted of nine students: two international student and seven local 
students including myself. It was a great opportunity to learn new things, improve management and communication skills, 
and I felt that we all worked really well as a team and bonded well. However, I felt that the two international students, 
although very friendly and enthusiastic, didn’t contribute much, partly due to their lack of knowledge about the local 
context and partly because they could only communicate in English as a second language. Sometimes, the work they did 
actually led to more work, e.g., when the international students had misunderstood things that the group had agreed upon. 

After one year, my team was due to hand over the duties to a new group of students. This was done at a special meeting 
that I was responsible for and I was concerned that the two international students, with their often different understanding 
of how things should be done, would confuse the new team and give them the impression that my team was not really 
well-functioning. I felt slightly bad for not telling them, but it just seemed easier/less complicated/smoother to just hold 
the handover meeting without them. Our team work was already over, anyway, and a poor handover would reflect 
negatively on them as well as the rest of us, so what did we have to lose?  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Had you been one of the international students 
in this situation, would you have minded not 
being invited?  

2. Had you been the team leader here, would you 
have acted in the same way? 

3. What could be possible consequences of going 
ahead without informing the international 
students? 

4. What other alternative ways of dealing with this 
situation do you see? What are the pros and 
cons of these? 

5. How could situations like this possibly be 
prevented or addressed before they reach this 
“late stage”? 

Alternative endings 

What do you think would be the best thing to do in this 
situation? Is this also what you think you would have 
done, had it been you? If not, reflect on the reasons for 
this! 

A. I don’t do anything about it - it’s obvious that 
it’s just easier for everyone to do it without the 
international students. 

B. I meet them to explain my decision in case they 
find out about it and are feeling alienated. 

C. Something else - what and why? 

  



 

LIVING WITH STRANGERS 1: The roommate 1 

Studying abroad, I was sharing a small room in a communal apartment with a (same-sex) student from another country. 
My room was so small that I only used it for sleeping. Everything else was done either in the common room or on 
campus. The weather was hot and there was no AC in the room, still I was slightly uncomfortable with my roommate 
sleeping naked, without even a pyjamas. A few times, I would have a (same-sex) friend from my country staying over. 
Having visitors staying over the night was actually against the rules, but my friend couldn’t afford a hotel and my 
roommate never seemed to have a problem with this. One morning when I woke up I was shocked to see that my 
roommate had invited a (different-sex!) person to sleep in our room. I got incredibly angry and felt that my privacy had 
been violated. My roommate seemed to think that having a friend of a different sex staying in the room was no different 
from having a friend with the same sex staying over, an idea that seemed alien and absurd to me. I later let my friends and 
family know of these incidents and they all agreed that the best thing was for me to move out. I left without a farewell.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Had it been you, would you have reacted 
differently? Why? How?  

2. When you become upset or angry with 
someone, do you normally express that? How? 

3. When someone gets upset or angry with you, 
how do you normally react? 

4. How important is it to follow rules like the one 
here prohibiting visitors staying over night?  

5. How could this conflict have been avoided?  
6. How could this conflict have been better 

handled? 

Alternative endings 

If it had been you in this situation, what could you 
possibly have done in order to get to a different ending? 
What do you think would be the best thing to do? If you 
don’t think that you could have done anything 
differently, reflect on the reasons for this!  

A. I talk to my housemate about how I feel about 
having different-sex friends stay overnight. We 
try to work out some rules we both feel 
comfortable with. 

B. I make a formal complaint. It’s simply 
unacceptable! 

C. I learn to accept it. After all, it’s not a big deal. 

D. Something else - what and why? 

 

  



 

LIVING WITH STRANGERS 2: The roommate 2 

Studying abroad, I was sharing a tiny room in a communal apartment with a (same-sex) student from another country. My 
room was so small that I only used it for sleeping. Everything else was done either in the common room or on campus. 
The weather was hot and humid, and there was no AC in the room. I slept naked to survive the heat while my roommate 
astonishingly not only used pyjamas, but also had another layer of clothes underneath, and slept totally covered by the 
blanket. A few times, my roommate would have a (same-sex) friend staying over. Having visitors staying over the night 
was actually against the rules, but my roommate’s friend apparently couldn’t afford a hotel and even if my roommate never 
asked if this was okay with me or informed me in advance, I was fine with that.  

One day a (different-sex) friend of mine was visiting and since it got too late for my friend to return home, I said that it 
was fine staying the night in my room. When we got there my roommate was already asleep and didn’t wake up. Quietly I 
fell asleep myself. In the morning I was woken by my roommate’s shouts of anger at finding my friend in the room. My 
roommate was extremely upset and saw the visit as a “violation of privacy” – obviously because of my friend being of 
another sex. With everyone sleeping with some clothes on (this night also me, since I had this friend over), I didn’t 
understand the problem, but my roommate rushed out of the room (after having scared off my friend) and seemed to be 
in no way calm enough for a rational discussion. I felt wronged, since, after all, I had done nothing more than what my 
roommate had done, but I did understand that for my roommate the gender difference meant a lot more in this situation 
than it did to me. Things seem to go back to normal, but after a couple of days I returned to the flat one evening only to 
find that my roommate had packed and left, without a note or anything.  

 

 

Open questions 

1. Had it been you, would you have reacted 
differently? Why? How?  

2. When you become upset or angry with 
someone, do you normally express that? How? 

3. When someone gets upset or angry with you, 
how do you normally react? 

4. How important is it to follow rules like the one 
here prohibiting visitors staying overnight?  

5. How could this conflict have been avoided?  
6. How could this conflict have been better 

handled? 

Alternative endings 

Had it been you in this situation, what could you 
possibly have done in order to get to a different ending? 
What do you think would be the best thing to do? If you 
don’t think that you could have done anything 
differently, reflect on the reasons for this!  

A. I apologise to both on the spot for causing this 
situation.  

B. I ask my roommate to calm down and talk about 
it once my friend has left. 

C. Something else - what and why? 

 

  



 

Appendix: Critical incidents questionnaire 

Critical incidents 

We are interested in YOUR story! 

Since you have had the chance to study abroad we are sure that you have many stories to tell. This is an opportunity to 
make other students benefit from your experience by sharing a ‘critical incident’ from your time abroad. 

‘Critical incidents’ are social situations that stand out due to the unexpected way they unfolded, or due to the unpredicted 
outcomes they resulted in. Typically, it is an encounter that leaves you unexpectedly happy, angry, sad or puzzled. 

Critical incident reports have been used for more than 60 years in various disciplines as a way for self-reflection, awareness 
raising and intercultural learning. The present study aims to use authentic and up-to-date examples of critical incidents 
among international students to produce a multilingual learning material. The learning material can be used by groups or 
individuals to reflect on the challenges of intercultural encounters and on ways of dealing constructively with critical 
situations. The learning material will be freely available for download and use once ready. 

Your participation in the survey is voluntary – but much appreciated! Answers are anonymous, no personal data is 
collected (do not provide answers that contain information traceable to your identity), and no one except those who carry 
out the research will have access to the data. 

Should you have any questions about the study, please contact the project coordinator at University, Country, Name, email 
address. 

 

1:1 What happened? Describe the setting (e.g., place, time, persons involved) 

Please give as much detail as possible. 

[long free text field] 

1:2 What happened? Describe what actually happened, step by step. 

Please give as much detail as possible. 

[long free text field] 

2:1 Feelings and understandings. Describe how you felt and thought about what happened at the time. 

What in the situation did you perceive as unusual or unexpected, and how did this make you feel and think? Why do you 
think you felt and thought like you did? How did your feelings and thoughts influence your behaviour in the situation? 

[long free text field] 

2:2 Feelings and understandings. Describe how you feel and think about what happened now. 

Has your understanding of what happened changed with time? Can you see other explanations for how you and the others 
acted now, that you did not think of at the time it happened? In hindsight, what do you think would have been the best 
thing to do? 

[long free text field] 

Gender 

[choice between Female/Male/Other] 

Age 

[numerical input field] 

Home university 

[short free text field] 

University programme/field of study 

[choice between Engineering/Humanities/Life science/Physical Sciences/Social Sciences/Multidisciplinary] 

- Send - 
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