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‘When you welcome students without borders, you need a
mentality without borders’ internationalisation of higher
education: evidence from Portugal
Cosmin I. Nada and Helena C. Araújo

Centre for Research and Intervention in Education (CIIE), Faculty of Psychology and Education Sciences, University of
Porto, Porto, Portugal

ABSTRACT
Compared to other major players in the global market of international
education, internationalisation of higher education has only recently
become a relevant topic in Portugal. In line with the worldwide increase
of international students, Portuguese universities are also experiencing a
growing in-flow of students willing to obtain a foreign tertiary degree.
Anchored in international students’ perceptions, this paper aims to
understand how Portuguese universities deal with the increased
diversity of their student bodies. The data result from an in-depth
qualitative approach guided by the methodological assumptions of
narrative inquiry and are analysed in the light of theories of
multiculturalism. The findings give an account of numerous weaknesses
in the way Portuguese universities tackle diversity, suggesting that
institutional structures may reinforce assimilationist and deficit views of
international students. Finally, considering that universities from other
‘catch-up’ countries may be confronted with similar issues, some
empirically based recommendations are offered.
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Introductory and contextual notes

In a global context marked by increased mobility andmigration, higher education institutions from all
continents are welcoming unprecedented numbers of international students. Although travelling
abroad for studies is not a new phenomenon (Altbach 2004), levels of student migration have
gained extraordinary proportions in the past decades. For instance, between 2000 and 2008, the
number of international students worldwide increased by 70% (Beine, Noël, and Ragot 2014), and
reached an all-time high in 2013, when 4.1 million international students were recorded (Heng
2017). In line with this global tendency, Portuguese universities have also been receiving more inter-
national students, especially in the last two decades. Between 2001 and 2011 the number of inter-
national students enrolled in a higher education degree in Portugal almost doubled (from 11,821
to 21,702), but appears to have stabilised in the following years (20,573 students in 2013, 21,536
in 2014, and 21,276 in 20151).

These historically unparalleled numbers contribute to the significant cultural diversification of
campuses, posing extra challenges to higher education institutions. In many countries, universities
are struggling to find a balance between the pressures to generate more income through inter-
national fee-paying students, rooted in a market-oriented view of higher education (Urbanovič,
Wilkins, and Huisman 2016), and the importance of supporting international students’ transition
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and integration (Guo and Guo 2017), through the development of institutional strategies capable of
assisting them in their academic quests. The effects of this increase in the numbers of international
students have been widely documented in countries which are well-established in terms of inter-
national education, such as: USA (Lee and Rice 2007); UK (Montgomery and McDowell 2009); and Aus-
tralia (Volet and Ang 2012). However, research on international students in smaller non-English-
speaking countries is rather limited (some exceptions: Urbanovič, Wilkins, and Huisman 2016;
Nada and Araújo 2017; Nada, Montgomery, and Araújo 2018).

Even though most international students enrol in universities from English-speaking countries
(Barnett et al. 2016), many are becoming increasingly interested in non-traditional destinations (Rien-
ties et al. 2012). Considering that contextual and historical aspects render each country unique, and
‘[…] can impact upon the recruitment and hosting of international students differently’ (Urbanovič,
Wilkins, and Huisman 2016, 504), the scarcity of research about universities from non-English-speak-
ing countries constitutes a significant knowledge gap. Consequently, this paper seeks to provide a
more contextual understanding of the relationship between international students and their host
institutions, by analysing students’ perceptions of the support provided by higher education insti-
tutions from Portugal, a ‘catching-up’ country in terms of higher education internationalisation
(Horta 2010). In this sense, the term ‘catch-up’ country is used to describe the higher education
sector of a non-English-speaking European country which started to develop ‘comprehensive inter-
nationalisation strategies’ as recommended by the EU (Deca, Egron-Polak, and Fiţ 2015, 128), and
which already has an internationalisation strategy ‘in place’ (European University Association
2013). However, ‘catch-up’ countries are not major players of the international education market
(Urbanovič, Wilkins, and Huisman 2016) and ‘[…] are only beginning to get their feet wet in this
area’, as opposed to ‘[…] countries like the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and the Nordic
countries [which] are among the trendsetters in internationalisation in Europe and beyond’
(Rumbley, Altbach, and Reisberg 2012, 16).

In light of international students’ perceptions, this paper seeks to provide a description of the
manner in which Portuguese universities appear to be dealing with their increasingly diverse
student bodies. The paper is structured in four different sections: the first two dedicated to the theor-
etical and methodological frameworks of the research; the third to the lived experiences of 12 inter-
national students in Portugal; and the fourth to the identification of empirically based
recommendations directed to higher education institutions.

International students and host universities: a multicultural perspective

International students, along with other types of migrants, face many difficulties in their receiving
countries. Challenges specific to the experience of migration include: ‘culture shock, language diffi-
culties, adjustment to unfamiliar social norms, eating habits, customs and values’ (Toyokawa and
Toyokawa 2002, 363). Additional challenges are posed by xenophobia, and the rising tendency of
local residents to blame migrants for problems which exist in their societies. Contrary to the ideals
of multiculturalism, dominant political discourses across the globe see ‘[…] migration as a
problem that needs to be “fixed” by appropriate policies’ (Castles 2010, 1567). Currently, these ten-
dencies have been spreading and, in many developed countries, an increased support for populist,
extreme-right wing political parties has been registered (Rooduijn 2015).

Perceptions of migration as something problematic are thus widespread. Similarly, international
students are often seen by their universities as problems in need of solutions, given that diversity
can be perceived as disturbing to the regular institutional functioning (Otten 2003). Since many insti-
tutions consider that international students require more attention than their local counterparts,
many researchers have been predominantly focusing on this student group in terms of needs and
difficulties. According to Lillyman and Bennett (2014), current literature tends to be negative in
regard to international students’ experiences, reproducing a ‘deficit view’ (Carroll and Ryan 2007)
or a ‘deficit model’ (Montgomery and McDowell 2009). This problem-oriented view observed
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among higher education institutions and researchers alike, and the way in which higher education
institutions position themselves towards international students and cultural diversity can be under-
stood through the ideas expressed by multiculturalism.

Frequently theorised in the last decades and broadly used in social science research, multicultur-
alism has become a multi-layered and highly controversial concept. Since ‘[…] its semantic capital, as
it were, has been spent’ (Levey 2012, 223), it is important to clarify the meaning that this term
assumes throughout the paper. Firstly, multiculturalism refers to a demographic feature of society,
more precisely to ‘[…] the coexistence of a range of different cultural experiences within a group
or society’ (Bolaffi 2003, 83). However, the notion of multiculturalism, both in the political field and
in academia, goes beyond this basic demographic meaning. For Castles (1997), multiculturalism
appeared in the 1970s as a model for responding to requests from the increasing immigrant popu-
lation. The initial multiculturalism ‘melting pot’ logic was substituted by metaphors such as ‘salad
bowl’ or ‘glorious mosaic’ (Glazer 1998), suggesting that immigrants do not need to erase their pre-
vious characteristics in order to be able to join the new society. Indeed, the metaphors of the salad or
the mosaic are frequently used in order to stress the importance of maintaining cultural and identity
traits in a different group or society (Ferdman 2017). Along with the shift from an assimilationist view
to a more inclusive paradigm and ambitions for a more democratic world, social demands by immi-
grants as well as ethnic and other minorities began to bloom. The concept of multiculturalism was
thus placed in the political arena, where it gained a new meaning. According to Inglis (1996), the
meaning of multiculturalism encompasses at least three different matters: ‘the demographic-descrip-
tive, the ideological-normative and the programmatic-political’ (16).

According to Nye (2007), multiculturalism appears as an ideology or social programme which it is
possible to be ‘for’ or ‘against’. However, in view of the cultural diversity of the world, it can be argued
that multiculturalism should not be framed as an ideology, but rather that it constitutes a basic con-
dition for functioning societies. As observed by Walter (2018), multiculturalism seems to have
become the ‘new normal’ in many educational institutions and, in Arasaratnam’s view (2013),
‘there is consensus that multiculturalism is an ideology as well as a pragmatic imperative’ (683).
Regarding its goals, Tiryakian (2003) sees multiculturalism as ‘[…] a normative critique of the insti-
tutional arrangements of the public sphere that are seen as injuring or depriving a cultural minority
of its rights’ (24). Indeed, the ability to denunciate and reduce inequalities rooted in non-dominant
cultural traits may be considered as the main legacy of multiculturalism. In this paper, the concept
of multiculturalism is applied to the context of higher education following the meaning described
by Tiryakian. More specifically, multiculturalism appears here as a means to question if higher edu-
cation institutions are being successful at ensuring the personal and academic rights of international
students and their subsequent integration. In Tiryakian’s (2003) words, are universities able to ‘[…]
incorporate various minorities in the institutional fabric’ (21); or are they reproducing institutional
mechanisms of discrimination and exclusion instead?

With respect to international students, several parallels can be drawn between multiculturalism
and higher education institutions. A significant increase in the numbers of students who go
abroad has been registered since the ‘70s (Méango 2014), and universities cannot continue to
ignore the resulting cultural diversification of their campuses. As noticed by Papastergiadis (2000),
‘difference is no longer to be seen as something that is “out there” or “back then”, because it is
already part of the “here and now”’ (94). Consequently, higher education institutions need to
address cultural diversity as a fact, rather than as an eventuality or a marginal phenomenon. In
fact, historically international education lies at the base of the formation of universities as such.
According to Lee and Rice (2007), ‘cross-border education has existed since the earliest formations
of higher education, beginning with the University of Paris opening its doors to scholars outside
France to train its students in the 13th century’ (383). Nowadays, the internationalised university
has ethnic and cultural diversity embedded in its student body, which does not reflect solely the
global flows of international students but also increased domestic multiculturalism (Caruana 2014)
and ‘intranational diversity’ (Dunne 2013). Taking into account the cultural diversity that characterises
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most higher education institutions in the world, multiculturalism – in its demographic meaning – is
part of the daily reality of universities.

It is clear that ‘globalisation cannot be completely avoided’, while history has demonstrated that
‘[…] when universities shut themselves off from economic and societal trends they become mori-
bund and irrelevant’ (Altbach 2004, 6). Nevertheless, international students are often approached
through a problem-centred perspective, and numerous universities are failing to promote multicul-
turalism at an institutional level. In some universities, international students are even ‘[…] differen-
tiated as “special needs” or “non-traditional” students, with an assumed range of difficulties to be
addressed’ (Hughes and Bruce 2013, 107).

To move beyond such limited and limiting perspectives, it can be argued that both universities
and researchers abandon the ‘blame-the-student theory’ (Biggs and Tang 2007, 17), replacing it
with a more inclusive approach to international students’ experiences. Even though ‘different’
does not necessarily equal ‘deficient’ (Heng 2017), anecdotal perceptions of international students
as deficient in language and study skills are quite widespread (Montgomery and McDowell 2009).
In fact, most research on international students seems to be captive within ‘[…] a problem framework
that presents them as having a set of identifiable and correctable problems rather than focusing on
any inadequacies within the host community’ (Lee and Rice 2007, 388). In multicultural terms, such
perspectives are rooted in assimilationist assumptions, since they presume that international stu-
dents are the ones who need to adapt, while host universities can simply remain unchanged.

In other words, the old multiculturalism logic of the ‘melting pot’ (Glazer 1998), seems to persist in
contemporary universities. A fundamental condition for an institutional switch from assimilationist
stances to a multicultural perspective is stopping to regard ‘[…] difference as a deficit’ (Asmar
2005, 291), and to instead address diversity as an educational resource (Dunne 2013). Asmar
(2005) also warns that diversification of student demographics poses new and complex challenges
to teaching and learning practices. At the same time, if universities actively seek to implement multi-
culturalism on their campuses, the positive effects of cultural diversity can overshadow the chal-
lenges faced both by teachers and students. According to Shaw (2009), student diversity has been
empirically associated with academic benefits for all students, since a multicultural campus can
provide a fruitful ground for cultural understanding and tolerance towards diversity (Volet and
Ang 2012).

In spite of the potential benefits of cultural diversity, Papastergiadis (2000) notes that multicultur-
alism does not occur spontaneously, nor are the opportunities offered by diversity in educational con-
texts automatically available (Otten 2003). Thus, to transcend assimilationist approaches, higher
education institutions need to change the way in which they address international students’ experi-
ences. According to Lee and Rice (2007), ‘previous research has documented the tremendous difficul-
ties that international students encounter but frequently fails to critically examine the underlying
reasons as to why international students struggle in their host environment’ (404). While a significant
amount of research has already analysed international students’ difficulties and struggles, the focus
of this study will therefore lie upon students’ perceptions of being (un)welcomed to their host
countries and universities. A main objective is to draw on the experiences of international students
to identify empirically based recommendations capable of providing higher education institutions
with relevant insights on how to better integrate and support culturally diversified students.

Methods

This paper draws its empirical basis from a narrative inquiry focused on the experiences of twelve
international students in Portugal. The process of participant selection was informed by a ‘purposeful
sampling’ technique, based on the principle of maximum variation (Koerber and McMichael 2008).
Maximum variation was preferred to other sampling techniques since we wanted to understand
international students’ experiences in their complexity and diversity, illuminating several different
facets of their international sojourns. The use of this technique resulted in a highly diverse participant
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set (different nationalities, geographic origins, ethnicities, mother-tongues, faculties, and study-
cycles). In addition, each three students were enrolled in a different Portuguese university, selected
in accordance with its geographic position, number of international students and total number of
students. The selection of four distinct universities was guided by the intention to address students’
perceptions regarding institutional support mechanisms in the most prominent universities in Portu-
gal, and from different regions of the country. Moreover, it is noteworthy to emphasise that research
participants were not exchange students – as, for instance, Erasmus – but international students
enrolled in a full higher education degree in Portugal (Bachelor’s, Master’s or PhD). Before participat-
ing in this research, all students were asked to sign an informed consent and their anonymity was
ensured through the use of fictitious names.

Although ‘[…] the term “narrative inquiry” is gaining precedence in the literature’ (Trahar 2008,
260), there is hardly any consensus regarding the specific characteristics of this form of inquiry. As
observed by Spector-Mersel (2010), ‘reading through the narrative literature, diversity appears to
be the name of the game’ (205). Within such a diverse panoply of perspectives on narrative
inquiry, it is crucial to provide a working definition and to describe, in line with Etherington
(2004), what narrative means to us in this context, and which were the ontological and epistemologi-
cal assumptions that guided the research.

In this sense, it is also important to underline the autobiographical character of this study,
acknowledging that its leading researcher is a former international student in Portugal. Considering
that ‘[…] narrative inquiry is necessarily autobiographical’ (Saleh, Menon, and Jean Clandinin 2014,
272), this research emerged from a first-hand experience of studying in a Portuguese higher edu-
cation institution and is motivated by the ambition to understand in a more systematic way, how
international students cope with the experience of living and studying in a foreign country. The
decision of exploring narratively the experience of international students in Portugal was influenced
by the fact that experiences in international contexts are ‘[…] difficult to describe, interpret, and con-
ceptualize’ (Erichsen 2011, 111). Therefore, instead of simply asking questions through a more tra-
ditional process of interviewing, we assumed that thoughts on participants’ experiences as
international students in Portugal might not be readily available in their minds. Students might
find it difficult to provide insights about aspects that they might never have reflected upon. Our
methodological choice was guided precisely by the intention to give participants the opportunity
to reflect upon their own trajectories, and reach new understandings of their experiences in Portu-
guese higher education. Hence, we opted for narrative inquiry, since it allows researchers to ‘get
at information that people do not consciously know about themselves’ (Duff and Bell 2002, 209).
Rather than merely collecting data, we felt the need to stimulate students’ reflexivity and to construct
meaning through our interaction.

In regard to the actual modus operandi of this narrative inquiry, each student was asked, in a first
interview, to recount his/her experience as an international student in Portugal. In these interviews,
students were not asked specific questions but were only requested to recount their lives from the
moment in which they decided to nurture the idea of going abroad, allowing narratives ‘[…] to
emerge of their own accord’ (Yuen 2008, 297). This first interview was then transcribed and,
instead of sending the transcripts to students, they were invited for a second interview in which
the text was read and discussed in-depth: the researcher would read each paragraph aloud,
pause, and ask students to add new information, clarify particular aspects of their stories and
reflect upon the meanings of their own experiences as international students in Portugal. This strat-
egy was rooted in the assumption that ‘if story-givers are to make sense of and provide coherence to
their lives, they must have sufficient opportunity to read, reflect upon, and find meaning in their
stories’ (Larson 1997, 467). Albeit rather time-consuming, the strategy proved to be empirically pro-
ductive. In some cases, the process was so extensive that five interviews were necessary before com-
pleting the narrative of one student. All in all, 41 biographic interviews were conducted with an
average duration of two hours each, totalising 78 hours of audio recordings and resulting in 12 nar-
ratives of international students in Portugal. In contrast to the traditional process of data collection,
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the 12 research participants were involved in the actual co-construction of the data (Riessman 2005).
Participants’ experiences resonated with the researcher’s, at the time an international student
himself, and that provided the grounds for a fruitful interpretive work conducted jointly by partici-
pants and the researcher.

Students’ narratives were then subjected to a thematic narrative analysis (Riessman 2005) focused
on students’ perceptions over the welcoming strategies employed by their host universities. Given
that the way in which higher education institutions deal with the increased diversity of their
student bodies is addressed exclusively through students’ narratives and own perspectives, it lies
beyond the scope of this paper to produce findings generalisable to other student populations or
institutions. Instead, its aim is to challenge existing generalisations about international students, in
line with Ploner’s (2015) approach, and to generalise towards theory rather than towards populations
(Bryman 2012).

Students’ experiences of being (un)welcomed to the host university

The research literature recognises the numerous and diverse struggles that international students
tend to experience during their international sojourns. For instance, Avery (2016) argues that:
‘gaining the social and cultural capital needed to succeed in a new country with a new language
and unfamiliar education system is a slow and complex process’ (2). Similarly, Brown and Graham
(2009) observe that international students experience increased difficulties particularly in the begin-
ning of their sojourns, when they need to deal with new academic and sociocultural environments.
For these reasons, many students rely on institutional support mechanisms in order to be able to suc-
cessfully navigate their new socio-academic environments. In this study, students’ perceptions of the
institutional support mechanisms made available by Portuguese higher education institutions are
rather unsatisfactory. Across the participant set, international students pointed out failures in the
strategies employed by Portuguese universities to address cultural diversity. For instance, Naim, a
male Master’s student from Turkey, mentioned the existence of loose requirements for university
admission, a factor capable of negatively influencing international students’ academic experiences.

Somebody applies for the programme, they accept that person but they don’t know who it is, they accepted
whom? This is a problem in Portugal, things are not very professional. (Naim)

In this excerpt, it is possible to note that Naim felt somehow disregarded by his university, even
before actually starting his Master’s. Based on his perception, according to which things are not
very professional in Portugal, this student was concerned that the rapid university admission might
subsequently translate into academic failure. For instance, allowing the enrolment of international
students in programmes taught in Portuguese without testing student’s linguistic abilities seems
to be a questionable policy, which can lead to unpleasant situations, as noticed by Chang, a male
Master’s student from China:

I also had a teacher who, due to my difficulty in understanding the words, said: “With this level of Portuguese you
cannot study in the Master’s programme”. I got upset and I wanted to ask her: “I paid tuition, if you think that I
don’t have the capability to be in this programme, why the director accepted me then?” (Chang)

In this case, there seems to be a gap between university enrolment goals and teachers’ pedagogical
struggles associated with teaching students whose first language is not Portuguese. This gap affects
negatively not only teachers, who may feel unprepared and unable to support students who are not
proficient in the language of instruction, but also students, since they have to struggle both with the
difficulties inherent to studying in a different language and also with insufficient support from their
teachers. Most worrying, the narratives indicate that none of the 12 students were asked to provide
proof of their language skills in the university application form. Considering that the vast majority of
programmes offered by Portuguese universities are taught in the local language, by allowing all inter-
national students to enrol in a tertiary degree, regardless of their Portuguese language knowledge,
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higher education institutions are passing to students the responsibility for their potential academic
failure. A similar situation was narrated by Laina, a transgender PhD student from Laos, who was told,
before arriving, that all classes would be administered in English. When she arrived in Portugal, the
reality appeared to be quite different:

All the classes were conducted in Portuguese and I was so sad. I did not expect anything like that. I can say I was
quite disappointed with the school system because I was told in the application that all classes will be conducted
in English. (Laina)

Her narrative suggests that this situation significantly affected the educational outcomes of Laina’s
sojourn in Portugal. In fact, her experience as a whole was marked by a profound dissatisfaction
with the Portuguese educational system, especially on account of the language struggles she experi-
enced in classroom settings.

You go to one country and you don’t speak the language, you don’t know anything about it and then you have to
attend the class which is spoken in that language. How is that possible? (Laina)

Amivi, a female Bachelor’s student from East Timor, provides another example of a questionable insti-
tutional stance towards international students, marked by unacceptance of diverse ethnic and racial
identities. In her narrative, Amivi recalls several episodes in which, according to her perception,
teacher’ attitudes towards international students were influenced by racial prejudices.

The teachers, in some disciplines, it seems to me that they are really racist. Two teachers in particular. (Amivi)

[The teacher during class, when we discuss practical examples in Law], she would not ask any dark-skinned person
questions, she would mainly ask the white students… the black ones, the darker ones, she wouldn’t ask. […] We
were all [in class] and she asked a Portuguese, the student answered, then there was a Timorese, she passed on to
a Portuguese [ignoring the Timorese], then there was another Timorese and, again, she passed on to a Portu-
guese. (Amivi)

Along with teachers’ attitudes, Amivi also experienced many challenges in interacting with local
peers:

Perhaps our colour is strange to them, I don’t know, because students are very young also. […] Because they saw
this group of dark-skinned people among them, it might be strange to them. (Amivi)

Another episode of discrimination was brought up by Valéria, a female PhD student from Brazil. She
considers that her teachers used to discriminate against Brazilian students, based on the assumption
that the scientific production from their country was somehow inferior to European standards.

There was an academic shock: none of what was being done there [in Brazil] was valued here. […] But I think this
is specific to this PhD in particular, it is not something [that happens] in the whole university. […] Therefore, inside
academia, there is a certain resistance towards Brazilian students. For a very short time, I got to attend another
PhD and there was this Nigerian who complained precisely about that: he felt discriminated against due to his
origins. (Valéria)

Although she considers that these situations are not specific to the whole university but only to some
PhD programmes, such behaviours should not exist among the teaching body of an internationalised
university. In the excerpt below, Valéria warns that being a long-established university will not suffice
and will not provide, by itself, an adequate institutional welcoming strategy directed to international
students. She also stresses the importance of having an open mind when dealing with a culturally
diverse student body.

[This] is a university that welcomes all races, in which you can see students from all over the world, thus that uni-
versity needs to have teachers capable of exiting their own world. […] Ok, it is true that the University of Coimbra
is seven hundred years old, but there are universities which are forty years old and they are thirty years ahead of
Coimbra. (Valéria)

In the excerpt below, Valéria also reiterates Chang’s and Naim’s complaints about the admission of
international students, without guaranteeing that their learning needs can be met. To illustrate the
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inadequacy of the institutional strategy directed to international students perpetuated by her univer-
sity, this student makes use of a metaphoric example:

It is like you were to receive a guest in your house and you would not care about knowing absolutely nothing
about that guest. You will make dinner, you don’t care if the person is carnivorous, vegetarian, you simply
make what you like to eat, if the person wants, then he/she can eat. So what is going to happen? The person
will arrive, will look at your food and will not eat, will leave [your house] hungry. Therefore, I think that the
host has the obligation to know the reality of his/her guest and, when I come here, I am a guest. (Valéria)

This excerpt is particularly valuable for understanding the structural changes that universities need
to implement in order to embrace diversity and become multicultural, not only in their composition
but also in their daily practices. According to Valéria, it is not enough to merely admit overseas stu-
dents, but universities need to be informed of the reality of those students. In this sense, universities
should offer adequate training to prepare teachers to successfully deal with culturally diverse class-
rooms. Besides the inadequacies mentioned above, the narratives of some students suggest that
their universities have not yet developed an institutional structure consistent with the recent
increase in the number of international students in Portugal. For instance, Brenda, a female
Master’s student from the USA, noticed a complete absence of orientation activities directed to
international students.

I just went to my first class and I thought it was strange that, as an international student, I never got anybody
saying like: ‘Would you like to go to an orientation or learn more about the university or talk to other international
students?’. Nothing. So maybe they don’t do that for Master’s students or they don’t do it at all. (Brenda)

Taking into account the hypothetical situation of having had the opportunity to receive some orien-
tation, Brenda warns that there are certain limits to orientation activities, especially in regard to aca-
demic contents and language struggles:

I think if I had some orientation for international students it wouldn’t make a difference in terms of the actual
classes and the language. But there were a lot of little things that added up and made me frustrated as well,
so some kind of orientation could have helped. (Brenda)

Similarly, Tânia, a female Master’s student from Angola, points out the inexistence of a welcoming
strategy for international students, underlining the fact that those who come from different countries
should receive extra attention:

[There should be a] way to boost these students [academic] performance, to give them a different attention. It is
not that we are different but, in fact, we came from a place with different characteristics, thus there should be a
bigger attention, a different treatment. (Tânia)

Aiko, a female Bachelor’s student from Japan, shares a similar perception, and underlines the lack of
support specifically directed to international students. In the excerpt below, this student notices the
existence of support mechanisms, though none appear to be suitable to her status.

At the university, there is no support for foreign students. Perhaps directed to Erasmus students, yes, but those are
activities [specifically directed] to them. To me, no. The Chinese have an institute which belongs to the university
and I think that they support Chinese students. Other students I don’t know what they have but, for me, there is
nothing. (Aiko)

Interestingly, according to Aiko’s testimonial, being an international student does not necessarily
guarantee access to institutional support mechanisms, given that most initiatives are directed to par-
ticular national groups or solely to students involved in exchange programmes. Not being an
exchange nor a Chinese student, Aiko felt excluded from those activities, and the resolution of
issues related to her integration remained in her own hands.

Along with their perceptions of the institutional support they have received during their sojourns
in Portugal, students also referred to some episodes concerning teachers. For instance, Tânia com-
plained about her teachers’ inability to acknowledge and welcome diverse students to their
classrooms:
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The teachers […] limit themselves to giving the content they need to give, and they know they have foreign stu-
dents in the class. I don’t think that’s right. There should be a greater attention, […] especially from teachers
towards students who come from overseas. (Tânia)

Unsatisfied with her relationship with teachers is also Aiko. According to this student, teachers were
rather distant in relation to her, but not to other colleagues.

Sometimes I get the feeling that teachers […] are not able to understand how I am. I felt some distance from them
in comparison with other colleagues. (Aiko)

Another observation regarding teachers belongs to Valéria who considers that a diverse student
body requires open-minded teachers, capable to see beyond the limits of their local reality:

When you welcome these students without borders, you need to have a mentality without borders. […] What you
notice here is that the majority of teachers… they don’t look ahead, they don’t have a macro vision of the world,
they live in their own universe. (Valéria)

In spite of these negative perceptions of teachers, some students also mentioned several positive
experiences. In the excerpt below, Laina tells about the differential treatment she receives from her
supervisor, whoappears to be awareof this student’s particular struggles, providingher extra attention.

She [my supervisor] is wonderful, she is in fact worried a lot about my research paper because she knows my
condition, that I don’t speak Portuguese, and she completely understands that I might have to work harder com-
pared to other students, so that’s why she pays more attention to me in regard to my education. (Laina)

Similarly, Brenda indicates that teachers were able to adapt to her academic needs and especially to
her linguistic struggles. She emphasises that supporting international students does not necessarily
imply simplifying academic content for them.

I felt support frommost of the professors.Once they realised that Iwas there andwasn’t a native speaker,most of them
madeaneffort to, not simplify things forme, but tohelpmeget a littlecloser to the level of thenative speakers. (Brenda)

At the same time, Brenda warns that teachers’ good intentions can have, in certain cases, the oppo-
site effect: instead of aiding students in their adaptation, some support strategies could push them
towards marginalisation and exclusion:

Sometimes, maybe you can feel like a burden, if you feel people have to explain things for you, to talk more
slowly, or more simply. You don’t always want people to single you out and make it clear that they are nice
and helping […]. Like that, it’s being made even more clear that you’re kind of different. (Brenda)

Even though some teachers seem to deal with their diverse students in an appropriate manner,
several examples of less successful practices have been identified by the 12 participants. Further-
more, the lack of institutional support mechanisms was emphasised by all students and played an
important role in their narratives. Hence, the existence of inadequate institutional strategies to
tackle diversity does not seem to be specific only to one higher education institution, but
appears to be shared by all four universities addressed in this research.

Empirically based recommendations for multicultural universities

Based on students’ perceptions, most narratives revealed significant weaknesses in the strategies
employed by Portuguese universities to deal with their increasingly diverse student bodies. In fact,
some situations narrated by students raise doubts regarding the actual existence of an institutional
strategy focused on diversity issues, and especially on international students. For instance, the
research participants noticed:

. a certain institutional laxness in admitting international students to a particular degree pro-
gramme without testing their language skills and without providing a structure capable of
further ensuring their academic success;
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. a lack of orientation and support activities directed to international students;

. the existence of inadequate attitudes towards international students on behalf of teachers, such as
failures in acknowledging the cultural diversity of their classrooms and the use of discriminatory
behaviour rooted in prejudices related to the ethnicity of international students, or country of origin.

Certainly, such an institutional stance towards diversity can be prejudicial not only for the inter-
national students as individuals, but also for the universities themselves, especially in a world
marked by intense competition in the international education market (Urbanovič, Wilkins, and
Huisman 2016). As observed by Heng (2017), policy improvement is paramount if higher education
institutions are to be successful at attracting international students. Against this background, it is wor-
rying that the data gave an account of many failures in the Portuguese context, especially in regard to
university admission requirements. For instance, negligent processes of selection seem to allow stu-
dents with insufficient language skills to enrol in Portuguese-taught programmes. Even though most
students know that classes will be taught in Portuguese, some may decide to enrol nevertheless due
to unrealistic expectations with respect to the time required for acquiring sufficient language skills to
cope with academic demands. This causes unnecessary difficulties not only for students, but also for
their teachers who may feel obliged to find ad hoc solutions for these cases. A process of selection
that takes into account the language skills of foreign candidates could certainly avoid such situations.
The data also show that negligent processes of international student admission may lead to unaccep-
table situations of certain students who end up attending classes in Portuguese even though they
were informed, prior to their arrival, that they would be attending English-taught courses.

Moreover, the narrative excerpts suggest that cultural diversity may not be readily acknowledged
in some higher education institutions. After acknowledging the existence of cultural diversity, univer-
sities should also take into account that both international and local students have specific (learning)
needs and requirements. At the same time, guaranteeing international students the same rights as
local students is not enough, especially if their cultural specificities are not taken into account
(Nada and Araújo 2017). Inadequate institutional practices for dealing with diversity, as the ones
depicted above, may encourage the ‘naturalisation of inequalities’ (Casa-Nova 2013, 146) within
the campus and, eventually, jeopardise the development of a satisfactory learning experience.

At the same time, it is important to consider that support mechanisms, such as orientation ses-
sions or other types of institutionally organised activities directed to international students, do not
constitute a panacea for their successful adaptation. As observed by one of the research participants,
the struggles with academic content and the linguistic difficulties frequently experienced by inter-
national students cannot be successfully addressed through orientation alone. However, as stated
by the same student, regardless of its limitations, initial orientation is still important for those students
who live and study in a foreign context. Even though ‘[…] many universities provide orientation pro-
grammes for international students’ (Caruana and Ploner 2010, 14), according to students’ percep-
tions, that does not seem to be the case in the four Portuguese universities addressed in this research.

Students criticised teachers for being distant and, given that some appeared incapable of thinking
beyond the confines of their own local reality, for not having a multicultural worldview. Some inter-
national students also considered that teachers were unaware of their particular struggles and needs,
and therefore not able to provide adequate assistance. Indeed, previous research indicated that uni-
versity staff does not always consider potential cultural difficulties experienced by international stu-
dents, misinterpreting certain behaviours and thereby perpetuating students’ problems (Lee and Rice
2007). Similarly, some teachers appeared to be ‘suffering’ from ‘cultural daltonism’ (Stoer and Corte-
são 1999), failing to identify the cultural diversity present in their classrooms. The concept of cultural
daltonism is applied to those teachers who are unable to see and to acknowledge the different
colours of the ‘sociocultural rainbow’ (Cortesão 1998) which exists in their classrooms and, conse-
quently, who do not take into account the need to develop and implement pedagogic approaches
adapted to the specificity of each student. Therefore, some students criticised teachers for acting as if
they did not have international students in the classroom, and for not employing ‘culturally
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responsive pedagogies’ (Heng 2017, 12). In line with previous research (Guo and Guo 2017), experi-
ences of discrimination and racism were also mentioned by some of the students, who felt discrimi-
nated against due to their origin/skin colour. These findings suggest that campuses are not racism-
free spaces, confirming that ‘[…] universities are still sites where whiteness can be reclaimed’ (Cui and
Kelly 2013, 172).

In spite of the negativity that marked students’ accounts about the way in which they were wel-
comed by their teachers, several positive examples were also mentioned. For instance, one student
noticed that teachers became more supporting once they acknowledged that she was not a native
Portuguese speaker. This support did not involve reducing the level of academic exigency through
content simplification. In fact, previous research demonstrated that simplifying academic content
for students who are not fluent in the teaching language can have an inverse effect, negatively affect-
ing learning outcomes (Callahan 2005). These observations suggest that Portuguese universities
should invest in the identification of pedagogical good practices that already exist inside their insti-
tutions, encouraging teachers to reflect upon them, and eventually propose new ones, more ade-
quate to their specific classroom realities. Furthermore, higher education institutions should seek
to ensure that both students and teachers are ‘[…] aware of the opportunities of a multicultural class-
room environment’ (Xerri 2016, 29). Unfortunately, multicultural training is not generally regarded as
a priority in teacher preparation (Cushner 2008).

Only recently, internationalisation of higher education has become a topic of institutional and pol-
itical relevance in Portugal. Our findings suggest that its effects, especially in regard to the diversity
resulting from the increased enrolments of international students, did not seem to constitute a main
institutional concern. Certainly, Portugal does not have the ‘first-mover advantage’ (Urbanovič,
Wilkins, and Huisman 2016, 494) as countries like Australia, the UK, or the US do. In other words,
being a ‘catch-up’ country in terms of international education can constitute a handicap for Portugal
in the global competition for international students. However, we argue that Portuguese higher edu-
cation can also attain significant advantages from this country’s peripheral status in the international
market of higher education. Since most institutional strategies directed to diversity issues are yet to
be developed, Portuguese higher institutions can reform their structures without making the same
mistakes that other well-established countries have already made. Drawing on an extensive body
of research from different countries and regions in the world, Portuguese universities can anchor
their future practices in evidence-based recommendations, developing institutional strategies
capable of surpassing the wide-spread idea according to which international students carry numer-
ous ‘deficits’ (Jones 2017).

Indeed, even though it is crucial for universities to recognise that culturally diversified students
have diverse (learning) needs and requirements, institutions should avoid approaching international
students through a deficit lens. By doing that, they will end up engaging in paternalistic practices,
reducing international students to fragile entities who are in constant need of support. As observed
by one of the students: you don’t always want people to single you out and make it clear that they are
nice and helping. Moreover, institutionally addressing international students through a deficit lens
clearly places the root of the problem in their own (cultural) inadequacies, without admitting the
existence of potential problems within higher education institutions. In fact, if international students
were to be welcomed in a truly multicultural university, perhaps they would not even experience
additional struggles when compared to their local peers. By adopting a deficit view of international
students, all institutional strategies directed to them will unavoidably be rooted in the assumption
that international students are the ones who need to adapt to the host university, excluding the
need for universities to also adapt to their students. Through this perspective, higher education insti-
tutions will not be able to adequately support international students in their learning quests, let alone
‘[…] create a sustainable multicultural and multilingual environment’ (Singh 2012, 276) for the whole
academic community.

As argued above, multiculturalism cannot end in the integration of diversity within an existing
system, but needs to promote systemic change in order to be able to successfully accommodate
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diversity. According to Parekh (2002), ‘“we” cannot integrate “them” so long as “we” remain “we”; “we”
must be loosened up to create a new common space in which “they” can be accommodated and
become part of a newly reconstituted “we”’ (204). This is precisely what Portuguese universities,
and any university for that matter, should take into account when developing policies and strategies
focused on diversity issues. Internationalisation policies, goals and measures also need to be made
available and clearly explained to all higher education stakeholders in order to ensure successful insti-
tutional changes. The analysis of the 12 narratives presented here suggests that Portuguese higher
education institutions have been slow in acknowledging their increasingly diverse student bodies.
Most certainly, they have a long journey ahead in terms of internationalisation strategies, diversity
issues, and international student support. The recommendations made in this article provide a
useful empirical starting point for the efficient development of multicultural policies and practices
in higher education institutions from Portugal and, potentially, from other similar ‘catch-up’ countries.

In spite of its contributions to the ongoing debate on multiculturalism and cultural diversity in
higher education contexts, this research does not come without limitations. Even though it provides
a means to understand how cultural diversity is being dealt with in some Portuguese higher edu-
cation institutions, a full assessment of institutional policy and practices cannot be rooted solely in
international students’ perceptions. The rich narrative data presented above can constitute a starting
point for continuing research on cultural diversity and HE internationalisation in non-English-speak-
ing countries. Further research would benefit from incorporating the perspectives of other relevant
higher education stakeholders such as administrators, academic and non-academic staff, local stu-
dents, to obtain a more complex overview of the actual policies and practices currently in place.

Note

1. According to data provided by the Portuguese National Directorate of Statistics regarding Education and Science.
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