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ABSTRACT
The internationalisation of Higher Education is broadly seen as a
positive development. It is a process that is said to contribute to
intercultural skills acquisition, which is deemed crucial in today’s
globalised society. Yet, research has shown that the benefits of
being confronted with other ideas and viewpoints can get lost in
translation due to different languages and academic cultures. We
set out to explore the impact of the international classroom on
study success and argue that there might be an optimum level of
internationalisation. Based on a dataset that includes more than
2822 GPA scores for 836 students from four first-year cohorts of
an international Bachelor in European Studies, we find strong
empirical evidence that students’ study success is lower when
there are few (below 3) or many (above 6) different nationalities
in the classroom. We find the strongest effects of
internationalisation for students who regularly attend class (i.e.
80–90%). Hence, we present strong evidence that
internationalisation has a both a negative and a positive impact
on students’ study success but students will only experience
these beneficial and detrimental effects of learning in an
international environment when they attend class.
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Introduction

Entering academia is generally viewed as challenging, with many factors influencing stu-
dents’ transition (Coertjens et al. 2017; Jansen, Suhre, and André 2017). Among these
factors is attendance, which, some studies have suggested, has an independent effect
on students’ achievements (Bijsmans and Schakel 2018; Credé, Roch, and Kieszczynka
2010). But the quality of attendance may matter too, as is, for instance, suggested by lit-
erature that discusses how students’ performance may be affected by group composition
(Sweeney, Weaven, and Herington 2008; Umans, Collin, and Tagesson 2008).

In this context, it is worth looking at the internationalisation of Higher Education, as it
comes with an increasingly diverse student body and accompanying challenges
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concerning the exchange of knowledge. The Bologna process and the European Higher
Education Area have played an important role in stimulating cross-border academic
cooperation and staff and student mobility in Europe (Cardwell 2020; Wihlborg and
Robson 2018). Attracting students from across Europe and beyond has become crucial
for a university’s success (Courtois 2018; Jones 2017). It therefore also does not
come as a surprise that developments related to Brexit have resulted in uncertainty as
to elements of Higher Education internationalisation in Europe (Courtois and Veiga
2020).

The internationalisation of Higher Education is often seen as a positive development,
but do students actually benefit from being confronted with different perspectives?
Studies have shown that knowledge exchange in the international classroom may get
‘lost in translation’ (cf. Delanty 2014), with different languages and academic cultures
complicating and even preventing interaction between students from different national-
ities (De Vita 2000; Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2019). These challenges have also resulted
in public debates about the pros and cons of the arrival of international students and its
consequences for domestic students (de Wit 2019).

Few studies have looked in detail at whether students actually perform better because
of being confronted with peers with different nationalities (Cruickshank, Chen, and
Warren 2012; Jochems et al. 1996). In this article, we address this topic by relating the
diversity of nationalities among students to learning outcomes. Several studies have
suggested that encouraging students’ engagement and participation through group
work in active learning environments is the best way to avoid international classroom
exchanges from being lost in translation (Busse and Krause 2015; Loes, Culver, and
Trolian 2018). Therefore, we expect a modifying impact of the international classroom
on the relationship between attendance and study success. Particularly students who
attend class experience the beneficial or detrimental effects of learning in an international
environment.

We believe that groups can either be too uniform or too diverse to benefit from
different perspectives. Hence, we ask whether there is an optimal composition of the
international classroom and test three hypothesis. Following existing literature in the
field, the ‘internationalisation’ hypothesis expects a positive effect of the international
classroom on study success, whereas the ‘lost in translation’ hypothesis expects a negative
effect. Alternatively, the ‘balanced classroom’ hypothesis is informed by management lit-
erature and expects the interplay of positive and negative effects to result in an optimum
composition of the international classroom. Drawing on a large-scale dataset including
836 students from four first-year cohorts in an active learning environment we find
strong empirical evidence that an international classroom can contain too few, but
also too many different nationalities. Hence, both the quantity and quality of attendance
matter and universities are well advised to pro-actively take the composition of the inter-
national classroom into account.

Internationalisation in Higher Education

The internationalisation of Higher Education is seen as contributing to the acquisition of
essential intercultural skills for students who aim to work in multinational organisations
(Busse and Krause 2015; Volet and Ang 2012). Consequently, universities have been
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branding themselves as international institutions. Criticism of internationalisation
mainly concerns the assumed marketisation of Higher Education, in which student
numbers have supposedly become more important than experience (Courtois 2018;
Jones 2017). But how does internationalisation affect students’ learning?

An abundant management literature has long shown that international environments
come with the challenge of having to reconcile different cultures, different languages,
different styles of communication, and so on (Cohen and Kassis-Henderson 2017; Ely
and Thomas 2001; Haas 2006). Similarly, literature on the international classroom has
shown that, while internationalisation holds the promise of a broader understanding
of societal issues, it is likely that such an understanding cannot be reached without
struggles.

MacGregor and Folinazzo (2018) illustrate that even when a programme is taught in
one language, the use and understanding of this language may be impeded by students’
different cultural backgrounds. The authors explain that these different backgrounds may
come with different expectations as to staff-student relations, different styles of com-
munication, and different writing conventions, all of which may complicate interaction
in learning environments. Likewise, De Vita (2000) refers to different learning cultures,
whereas Jochems et al. (1996) highlight different study behaviours of international stu-
dents and the importance of language proficiency in order to be able to grasp what is
being discussed in the classroom. Other literature reports on the lack of interaction
between domestic and international students. For instance, Kimmel and Volet (2012)
report that students tend to want to work with cultural peers, with domestic students
being particularly sceptical towards working with students from other cultures (cf. Hart-
well and Ounoughi 2019). Spencer-Oatey and Dauber (2019) find that students do want
to integrate, but their experience is not that positive.

Notably, the student body is more heterogeneous than the distinction between dom-
estic and international students suggests. Commonalities exist across such lines of div-
ision. For instance, in the Netherlands many international students choose an
undergraduate programme taught in English. A German student starting such a pro-
gramme may benefit from the fact that she has previously completed an international
baccalaureate in English, whereas a British student enrolled in the same programme
may come from a background in which academic culture is alien. Similarly, like his inter-
national peers, a Dutch student enrolling for this programme might face challenges
related to studying in another language (Jansen, Suhre, and André 2017; Jones 2017;
Umans, Collin, and Tagesson 2008).

Other studies have shown that domestic and international students can successfully
work together. For instance, Sweeney, Weaven, and Herington (2008) show that students
can learn how to work together, but also that they can experience better learning. The
authors note the importance of supportive staff for setting up the right circumstances
for such group work. In terms of intercultural skills, research also shows that students
can learn from being confronted by peers with different backgrounds. As intercultural
competences enhance students’ capacity to reflect, one might assume that this further
helps students to complete academic assignments successfully (Rienties et al. 2012;
Volet and Ang 2012).

Taking a different perspective, Montgomery and McDowell (2009) argue that a lack of
interaction with domestic students, may not have to affect international students’
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experience as the latter form their own ‘community of practice’. International students
may even do better than expected, also when compared to domestic students. This
may be because international students are motivated individuals who make a more con-
scious choice for a certain study and are more eager to make a success of their studies
abroad (Jochems et al. 1996; Umans, Collin, and Tagesson 2008).

In sum, while students are expected to benefit from being confronted by peers with
different backgrounds, this interaction may get ‘lost in translation’ (cf. Delanty 2014)
due to language barriers (e.g. different writing conventions) and cultural differences
(e.g. regarding staff-student relations). At the same time, it is also possible for domestic
and international students to work together successfully – and that the latter might even
outperform the former. As such intercultural competences (e.g. being able to adapt to
different communication styles) may further students’ abilities to successfully complete
academic work. Yet, the positive consequences of being confronted and having to
work with students from different cultural backgrounds are merely implied and the
link between internationalisation and study success has so far only been treated very
broadly, for instance by comparing the performance of domestic and international stu-
dents. Whether students actually perform better because of being confronted with peers
from other nationalities, has rarely been studied.

Study success in the international classroom

The contrasting findings of the aforementioned studies might be explained by the actual
composition of the international classroom, which might impede on the interaction
between students with different backgrounds and, hence, students’ results. Few studies
have explored this particular perspective and their results are not unequivocal. Umans,
Collin, and Tagesson (2008) look at how the composition of a group of business students
in Sweden may affect study success and find that grades correlated negatively with group
diversity. Moreover, students evaluated group performance to be worsened by their
international peers. But Cruickshank, Chen, and Warren (2012) report on a case that
suggests that additional structure can improve students’ results, whereas De Vita’s
(2002) study looks at a large cohort of business students and also finds that the results
of all students improve when working in multicultural groups.

Successful internationalisation of the classroom ultimately depends on whether indi-
viduals effectively engage in an exchange of ideas and an ensuing process of collaborative
learning in the international classroom or whether the learning process is inhibited
through exchanges in the international classroom getting lost in translation due to chal-
lenges deriving from different languages and cultures. In other words, any impact of
internationalisation of the classroom on grades depends on students contributing
diverse perspectives to group interactions.

Two things matter for creating an appropriate space for such beneficial interactions:
(1) enough time for effective group dynamics to develop and (2) the absence of national
domination. Watson et al. (1998; cf. Ely and Thomas 2001) observed that if individuals
are given the time to learn and interact within diverse groups process, problems can be
overcome. In addition, several management studies highlight that the absence of cultural
(national) domination is important and, hence, proportional representation of different
nationalities matters (Cohen and Kassis-Henderson 2017; Haas 2006). Only when a space
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is established that provides every individual with the possibility to be heard and to con-
tribute one’s perspective, can diversity become a comparative advantage.

As such, student groups can either be too uniform or too diverse to benefit from
different perspectives. Hence, it is likely that there is some kind of optimal composition
of groups, as has also been suggested by work on international management teams.
Balanced teams limit not just the chances of misunderstandings, but can also help
prevent biases from occurring or issues from being overlooked.

In this context, we have already briefly touched upon the possible role that group work
in active learning environments might play in avoiding international classroom
exchanges from being lost in translation (De Vita 2000; Loes, Culver, and Trolian
2018; Sweeney, Weaven, and Herington 2008). Following this line of reasoning, if stu-
dents are engaged in regular exchange, they will also build a shared understanding
and mutual respect. This would then help overcome the international classroom chal-
lenges outlined earlier and create a learning environment that offers the possibility of uti-
lising different insights and the means of translating ideas to a diverse setting. For
instance, when a German student in a Dutch undergraduate programme taught in
English declares that she is unsure how to put something in English, a fellow national
might help her phrase her argument.

Figure 1. Three hypotheses on the modifying impact of internationalisation on the relationship
between attendance and study success.
Notes: Shown are three hypotheses on the modifying impact of internationalisation on the relationship between attend-
ance and study success. The internationalisation hypothesis assumes a positive impact whereas the ‘lost in translation’
hypothesis assumes a negative impact. The balanced classroom hypothesis presumes that internationalisation has
both a positive and negative impact which implies that there is a maximum impact at a particular level of internationa-
lisation of the classroom.
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Based on these considerations and taking into account the literature discussed earlier,
we therefore posit three hypotheses (Figure 1). Each of these factors in that effects of
internationalisation are dependent on students attending classes, which is generally
seen as an important determinant of study success (Credé, Roch, and Kieszczynka
2010). Hypotheses 1 and 2 test the assumptions put forward by existing literature:

H1. The ‘internationalisation’ hypothesis postulates that a more international classroom
increases the impact of attendance on study success because sharing different perspectives
helps to better grasp course content;

H2. The ‘lost in translation’ hypothesis states that a more international classroom decreases
the impact of attendance on study success because students face greater difficulties under-
standing each other.

Yet, as explained, we belief that the impact of internationalisation cannot be that
straightforward, but also depends on the composition of the international classroom.
This leads to our third hypothesis.

H3. The ‘balanced classroom’ hypothesis says that the causal mechanisms stipulated in
hypotheses 1 and 2 both apply. This implies that the composition of the international class-
room transforms the linear relationship between attendance and study success into an
inverted U-curve relationship, with lower study success connected to limited diversity as
well as a highly diverse classroom, and higher study success occurring for intermediate
values of internationalisation.

Research design

In this study, we look at the constellation of the international classroom – the number
and sizes of different nationalities present in a group – and its impact on students’
study success (GPA). Our case is Maastricht University’s Bachelor of European Studies
(BA ES) and its first year in particular. This international and interdisciplinary pro-
gramme looks at Europe in its broadest sense, including developments such as the
Cold War and EU enlargement. Students’ understanding of such topics will benefit
from perspectives offered by peers from across Europe. The programme is fully taught
in English and revolves around Problem-Based Learning (PBL). Learning takes place
in small groups of students in which knowledge is actively constructed in the context
of specific problems. Students learn from and with each other and collectively develop
questions to direct their learning. These groups are guided by a member of staff who
facilitates rather than lectures (Busse and Krause 2015).

Interaction between students may be something that is difficult to assess in more tra-
ditional learning environments, but there are even fewer studies that have explored inter-
nationalisation in active learning contexts. Also, while some studies have looked at
possible indicators for internationalisation, very few of them allow for peeking into
the international classroom (Gao 2018; Hudzik and Stohl 2009). We believe that the
BA ES represents a good case where different perspectives can be heard and valued.
On the one hand, this is due to the use of PBL throughout this European Studies pro-
gramme. As already mentioned, it is exactly this kind of context that provides an ideal
environment for beneficial interaction within an increasingly diverse and international
student body. As Loes, Culver, and Trolian (2018, 951) put it, active learning
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environments ‘assign equality to students as group members’ and ‘make explicit the
necessity for cooperation in the pursuit of shared academic goals’. On the other hand,
the composition of the cohorts makes this a good case. This is because most of the stu-
dents in this undergraduate programme are from different European countries. Hence,
cultural differences between these students should be less outspoken than we see in,
for instance, Australian universities, where international students often originate from
rather more diverse cultural backgrounds (Volet and Ang 2012).

Thus we may expect less impact of internationalisation on study success in this Euro-
pean Studies programme. Consequently, if we do find an effect here, we might also expect
to find in other programmes. Our sample is comprised of students who were enrolled at
the same time and are at a similar stage in their integration process, hence forming a
rather coherent cohort (on the importance of cohorts, see: Kimmel and Volet 2012).1

As students continue to find themselves in such group settings during their academic
career, they become familiar with the challenges that diverse environments entail. The
corresponding adjustment time can be expected to be shorter as the individual students’
experience in intercultural learning advances.

The effects of PBL on effective group performance and eventual positive effects on the
final grade can only be realised to their full extent if everyone is willing to contribute to
group learning and engages in meaningful communication (Lindblom-Ylänne, Pihlaja-
mäki, and Kotkas 2003). Given that attending classes in PBL is important for students’
performance (Bijsmans and Schakel 2018), we expect that internationalisation conditions
the impact of attendance on study success (Figure 1). In other words, if a student does not
attend class regularly the impact of exchanges with peers from different nationalities on
their grade is expected to be lower as study success depends largely on attendance.

Our study focuses on students from four first-year cohorts of the BA ES (2012–2013,
2013–2014, 2014–2015, and 2015–2016) for whom we tracked grade point average
(GPA), attendance, and internationalisation scores of the groups they attended across
five periods of the first year. Details on the curriculum are provided in Table A1 in
the appendix. We exclude exchange students who do not follow all offered courses
and students who had to retake a course (these students are included when calculating
internationalisation scores). In total 1,400 ‘regular students’ were enrolled in the BA
ES in September in one of the four academic years. Our analysis focuses on 836 students
who met the minimum required number of meetings (70% of the total number of meet-
ings) at the end of a period and who attained a positive binding study advice at the end of
their first year, allowing them to continue their studies. The rationale for selecting these

Table 1. Distribution of nationality and country of pre-education in the BA ES.
Nationality (%) Pre-education (%)

2012 2013 2014 2015 Total 2012 2013 2014 2015 Total

Netherlands 15 20 7 14 14 11 18 15 13 14
Belgium 7 9 10 13 12 7 12 13 12 11
German 59 37 46 41 40 55 33 44 38 42
United Kingdom 6 7 3 6 6 5 5 5 6 5
Italy 1 7 9 8 7 2 7 8 7 6
Other 12 19 13 18 21 20 25 17 23 21

N students 210 241 216 169 836 210 241 216 169 836
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students is that we want to exclude students who dropped out during a period or who had
to miss exams or group meetings for reasons such as family or health issues.

Table 1 presents the nationalities and countries of pre-education for the four cohorts
of students.2 The distribution of nationalities has changed a bit over time. German stu-
dents were more abundant in 2012–2013 and the share of Belgian and Italian students
has increased over time. Overall, German students comprise the largest nationality
(40%) followed by Dutch (14%) and Belgian (12%) students. Italian and British students
comprise the fourth and fifth largest group of students. The remaining (other) students
consist of 31 different nationalities.

Around a third of the students received their pre-education in another country than
their nationality, which is reflected in a Kendall’s tau-b between nationality and country
of pre-education of 0.69 (p < 0.01; N = 836). Therefore, we include the country of pre-
education as a control variable in the models presented below.

The average age is 19.3 years; the youngest student was 16 and the oldest student 43
years old. Most students (more than 80%) are between 18 and 20 years old. The cohorts
contain more women (58%) than men (42%) whereas at the start of an academic year the
gender balance is much more equal (51% female versus 49% male students). Our experi-
ence indicates that female students are less likely to drop out and have a higher prob-
ability to pass their exams than male students.

Our dependent variable is GPA at the end of a period whereby course grades (varying
between 1 and 10 according to the Dutch grading scale) are weighted by the number of
ECTS (see Table A1 in the appendix). We track cumulative GPA at the end of a period
which includes all courses from the previous periods. A student can have a maximum of
five cumulative GPA scores because the BA ES consists of a curriculum of five periods.

Our hypotheses assume that internationalisation impacts the relationship of attendance
on study success. The number of meetings varies between 13 and 20 per period except for
period 3 which is shorter and has a maximum of 10 meetings. There are some slight vari-
ations in the total number of meetings across the cohorts depending on the timing of holi-
days and (minor) curriculum changes. The BA ES applied minimum attendance
requirements that varied between 70% and 80% of the total number of meetings per
course. By the end of the first year, students must have attended at least 55–59 meetings
out of a total of 79–84 meetings. In the models below, we include attendance rates
which are derived by dividing the number of attended meetings by the total number of
meetings offered. Further detail on attendance is provided in Table A1 in the appendix.

Our main independent variable of interest is internationalisation of the classroom. To
derive internationalisation scores for the groups that students attended we rely on a
formula often used by political scientists to calculate the effective number of parties in
parliaments (Laakso and Taagepera 1979):

Internationalisation score = 1
∑n

i=1 p
2
i

Whereby i is the nationality of a student, n is the total number of nationalities in a group,
and pi is the proportion of each nationality within the group. This formula takes into
account the distribution of students across nationalities as well as the total number of
nationalities present in a group.
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Table 2 provides some examples of internationalisation scores based on various
examples of different constellations of a group of 15 students. Examples 1 through 7
display the theoretical range of internationalisation scores if one assumes a possible
maximum of eight nationalities across 15 students within a group. When all 15 students
have one nationality the internationalisation score will be 1.0 (example 1) and the inter-
nationalisation scores will increase to 6.8 with a distribution of 15 students across eight
nationalities (example 7). Examples 8 through 11 reflect nationality distributions which
closely follow the overall observed distribution of nationalities displayed in Table 1.
These examples reveal that internationalisation scores can substantially deviate from
the total number of nationalities. The group of example 9 includes six nationalities but
receives an internationalisation score of 4.1 and the group of example 11 includes
eight nationalities but receives an internationalisation score of 5.5.

Examples 8 through 11 suggest that most observed internationalisation scores are to be
found between 3.4 and 5.5. Indeed, the frequency distribution of observed internationali-
sation scores in Table 3 confirms that more than 85% of students attend group meetings
whereby internationalisation scores vary between 3.0 and 6.0. A comparison between
the frequency distributions of observed internationalisation scores for all periods and for
period 5 shows that internationalisation scores do not vary much across the periods.

We analyse the impact of internationalisation on the relationship between attendance
and GPA by employing a multilevel ordinary least regression whereby cumulative GPA,
attendance rates, and internationalisation scores for five periods are nested by students. A
cumulative score or average for a particular period includes GPA, attendance rates, and
internationalisation scores of the previous periods. Course grades are weighted by the
number of ECTS when calculating GPA, and internationalisation scores are weighted

Table 2. Examples of internationalisation scores in a group of 15 students.

Nationality

Examples

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Dutch 15 7 5 4 3 3 3 5 2 3 2
Belgian 0 0 5 4 3 3 3 4 2 4 2
German 0 8 5 4 3 3 2 5 6 4 5
British 0 0 0 3 3 2 2 1 1 2 2
Italian 0 0 0 0 3 2 2 0 1 2 1
Other 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 3 0 1
Other 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1
Other 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Internationalisation score 1.0 2.0 3.0 3.9 5.0 6.1 6.8 3.4 4.1 4.6 5.5

Table 3. Frequency distribution of internationalisation scores.

Internationalisation scores

All periods End period 5

% N % N

< 2.0 0.3 8 0.2 1
2.0 <= and < 3.0 12.5 354 11.8 69
3.0 <= and < 4.0 24.6 695 22.9 134
4.0 <= and < 5.0 44.5 1,257 50.6 296
5.0 <= and < 6.0 16.5 466 13.5 79
6.0 <= and < 7.0 1.5 42 1.0 6

Total 100 2,822 100 585
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by the number of meetings of a course before deriving a weighted average internationa-
lisation score for a period. A major benefit of analysing cumulative scores is that one
closely tracks student experiences across the five periods. We include gender, age, nation-
ality, and country of pre-education as control variables in the models (see Table A2 in the
appendix for descriptive statistics).

We include the GPA-cumulative score of the previous period in the models to control
for any student-related factor that impacts on study success. A major benefit of including
a lagged dependent variable is that students who, for various reasons, did not participate
in exams in the previous period are excluded. A drawback of including a lagged depen-
dent variable is that the first observation, i.e. GPA for period 1, is not included in the
models because students have no pre-enrolment GPA-score. An autocorrelation coeffi-
cient controls for dependencies among the errors across time.

As explained above, the models are run for ‘regular’ students who were enrolled for
the complete first year and who attended the minimum required number of meetings.
This focus is based on the idea that when we find effects of internationalisation for
this group then it is very likely that internationalisation also impacts other groups
such as repeating or exchange students, or students who missed too many meetings
for reasons such as family or health issues. We have run the models and calculated mar-
ginal effects for larger samples of students and the results appear to be very robust. The
most important differences concern the size of the beta coefficients which become larger
and some variables which gain statistical significance when the sample size of students
increases. Hence, the model results shown in Table 4 and the marginal effects displayed
in Figure 2 can be conceived to be conservative estimates.

Results

Table 4 displays the results of four models. Model 1 assesses whether internationalisation
augments or decreases the impact of attendance on study success. A positive beta coeffi-
cient for the interaction between the variables ‘cumulative attendance’ and ‘cumulative
internationalisation’ would provide evidence for the internationalisation hypothesis
(H1) whereas a negative beta coefficient would provide evidence for the ‘lost in trans-
lation’ hypothesis (H2). Model 2 assesses whether the impact of internationalisation on
the relationship between attendance and study success can be described by an inverted
U-curve. This model includes internationalisation scores (Cumulative internationalisa-
tion) and internationalisation scores to the second power (Cumint*Cumint) plus their
interactions with cumulative attendance. A positive beta coefficient for interationalisa-
tion scores combined with a negative beta coefficient for internationalisation scores to
the second power would provide evidence for the balanced classroom hypothesis (H3).
Models 3 and 4 are similar as models 1 and 2 but include gender, age, nationality,
country of pre-education, and cohort dummies as control variables.

Table 4 reveals that the impacts of the main variables of interest – i.e. cumulative
attendance, cumulative internationality and their interactions – do not reach statistical
significance except for model 4. However, a closer look at predicted cumulative GPAs
suggests that internationalisation does have an impact. Figure 2 displays the impact of
cumulative internationalisation on cumulative GPA. The predicted cumulative GPAs
are shown for four levels of attendance, from 70% (minimal required attendance),
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through 80% and 90%, to the maximum possible attendance rate of 100%. Estimates are
statistically significant when the whiskers –which indicate 95% confidence intervals
around the estimate – do not overlap.

Figure 2 clearly reveals that attendance matters. Cumulative GPA is around 6.0 at 70%
attendance and increases to around 7.0 with 100% attendance. Figure 2(A) clearly reveals
a negative impact of internationalisation whereby cumulative GPA at internationalisa-
tion score 7 is around 0.6 lower than for internationalisation score 2 for all levels of
attendance. The differences in cumulative GPA are statistically significantly different
except for 70% attendance. Figure 2(A) supports the ‘lost in translation’ hypothesis
(H2), however, the negative impact of internationalisation loses statistical significance
once the controls are included in the model (Figure 2(C)).

Figure 2(B,D) display the predicted cumulative GPAs of models 2 and 4 which assume
that internationalisation produces an inverted U-curve relationship between attendance
and study success. Model 2 seems to suggest a negative impact of internationalisation
especially for attendance rates of 80% and 90% (Figure 2(B)). However, when the controls
are added, we find statistically significant effects that strongly suggest that low and high
internationalisation scores both decrease study success whereas the highest cumulative
GPA scores can be found for internationalisation scores around 4. We find these
effects for attendance rates at 80% and 90%. In other words, when students do not reg-
ularly attend classes, internationalisation will have no impact on their study success.
Similarly, internationalisation will have a negligible impact on study success when stu-
dents attend all or almost all meetings. Internationalisation does have an impact on

Figure 2. Marginal effects of cumulative effective internationalisation on the cumulative grade point
average.
Notes: Shown are the marginal effects of cumulative effective internationalisation on the cumulative grade point average
based on the model results presented in Table 4.
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students who regularly attend group meetings (80–90%) and attend group meetings with
an internationalisation score of around 4. These students will in general have around 0.5–
0.8 higher cumulative GPA compared to students who participate in meetings of groups
with internationalisation scores below 3 or above 6.

The confidence intervals for higher and lower internationalisation scores (below 3 and
above 5) are larger than those for intermediate values (between 3 and 5) because our
dataset does not include many observations which take up these values. For example,
few observations (less than 0.5 per cent of the total number of observations) combine
cumulative attendance levels of less than 80% with cumulative internationalisation
scores below 3 or above 5. Because of the distribution of attendance and internationalisa-
tion scores in our dataset, we cannot rule out that internationalisation also has an impact
when students attend less than 80% or all or close to 100% of the meetings. In addition,
our dataset does not include groups which were dominated by one nationality (interna-
tionalisation scores below 2) which would constitute a useful benchmark group to
compare to groups that have internationalisation scores of 2 and higher.

Discussion

Research has shown that the potential benefits of being confronted with different ideas
and narratives cannot be taken as a given. Here, we have looked at internationalisation
in an active learning environment, which, some studies have suggested, is more condu-
cive for meaningful exchanges (Loes, Culver, and Trolian 2018). In addition, we focused
on an undergraduate programme that may welcome first-year students from over 30
nationalities each year, but most of them originate from different European countries.
Hence, cultural differences between these students would normally be less outspoken.
But even in this learning environment, we find an effect of internationalisation on the
opportunities for meaningful exchanges in the classroom.

We present strong evidence that the quality of attendance matters and internationa-
lisation has the largest impact when a classroom does not contain too few (less than 3) or
too many (more than 6) nationalities. We found the strongest effects for students who
attend around 80% to 90% of the classes. Given that most students attend around 90%
of classes, internationalisation significantly affects most students. Average cumulative
attendance is 93% (see Table A2 in the appendix) and almost 65% of the observations
included in our dataset concern cumulative attendance rates that lie in between 88%
and 98%. In other words, we find the strongest effects of internationalisation for attend-
ance rates that are most common among the students.

National and international developments may result in increased criticism on and
doubts about internationalisation (Courtois and Veiga 2020; de Wit 2019). Therefore,
it is important that policymakers and universities that commit to internationalisation
construct policies that ensure that students can optimally benefit from a diverse
student body. Our results show that positive outcomes of internationalisation cannot
be taken for granted. We therefore recommend that universities actively manage the
composition of international classrooms. This confirms what research on international
management teams has already highlighted: groups can either be too uniform or too
diverse to benefit from different perspectives (Cohen and Kassis-Henderson 2017;
Haas 2006). A balanced group prevents certain perspectives from prevailing over
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others, while also decreasing the chances of feeling ‘lost in translation’ due to different
languages and cultural backgrounds. When students experience the benefits of the inter-
national classroom, this is likely to encourage further interaction between them (Kimmel
and Volet 2012; Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2019).

A first interesting avenue for future research concerns expanding the current study
with additional data. We looked at a PBL environment, which should enhance the
quality of the international classroom. We also looked at a programme in which exchan-
ging perspectives should matter. It can be expected that effects may differ depending on
the learning environment and the importance of different cultural insights for under-
standing the topic of studies. Furthermore, it is likely that problems within diverse
groups can be overcome when students’ experience increases during their second and
third year. Including data from these years could further enhance our study.

We focused on how the composition of the classroom may benefit all students in a
group. This fits well with the focus on collaborative learning in PBL. It also takes into
account that the distinction between domestic and international students ignores com-
monalities and differences that exist across such lines of division. Even so, as a second
potential avenue for future research, it is worth exploring whether internationalisation
has a different impact across nationalities or impacts domestic and international students
differently. Our findings are based on a sample that included students from 36 national-
ities but there may be good reasons to expect that internationalisation affects particular
groups of students in different ways. We ran some additional (and explorative) models
that included interactions between internationalisation scores and nationality3 and the
results seem to suggest that the ‘balanced classroom’ hypothesis (H3) applies to
Belgian, German, and Italian students as well as all to other students, but not to students
from the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. One tentative explanation could be that
British and Dutch students (who, additionally, are ‘at home’) experience fewer hurdles
adjusting to studying in English because they received more extensive English language
classes in their pre-education. However, the number of students for each nationality in
our dataset is too low to produce statistically significant differences.

A third potential avenue for future research moves away from (administrative) data
and instead specifically taps into students’ and staff’s experience. The influence of tea-
chers on students’ experience in the international classroom is likely to matter
(Sweeney, Weaven, and Herington 2008). Direct observation of exchanges in the inter-
national classroom, focus groups and interviews would allow us to get an insight into
how students and staff navigate through the challenges that this setting creates.

Notes

1. Here, we avoid the classification between domestic and international students. While the
programme is based in the Netherlands and Dutch students are our domestic students by
nationality, in our sample, the largest national group actually consists of German students
(approximately 40%). Both groups need to adapt to a new international, active learning
environment.

2. The total number of students for cohort 2015–2016 is lower than for the other cohorts
because attendance data for some of the courses is missing.

3. Detailed results are available upon request.
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Appendix

Table A1. Course descriptions of the first-year courses of the Bachelor European Studies at Maastricht
University.

Course title Content Period Grade ECTS

Number of group meetings

2012 2013 2014 2015
The Idea of Europe Substance 1 1–10 5 7 7 7 8
Introduction to Academic Writing Skills 1 1–10 5 6 6 6 7
Academic English Writing Skills Skills 1 F/P/E 1.5 ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯
English language diagnostic test Skills 1 P 0.5 ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯
Bloody Diversity Substance 2 1–10 9 12 12 12 12
Academic English Writing and Presentation Skills Skills 2 1–10 2 7 7 7 7
Europe and Global Politics Since World War II Substance 3 1–10 4.5 7 7 7 7
What is Good Science? Skills 3 F/P/E 2 3 3 3 3
Fault Lines Substance 3–4 1–10 5 6 6 6 6
An Economist Point of View Substance 4 1–10 6 8 7 7 7
Micro/Macro Economics Substance 4 1–10 6 8 7 7 7
EU Politics: Theories, Institutions and Challenges Substance 5 1–10 9 15 13 13 13
Analysing Research Designs Skills 5 F/P/E 4.5 4 4 4 7
Mentor Programme Skills 1–5 – 0 ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯

Total 60 83 79 79 84

Notes: F = Fail, P = Pass, E = Excellent. EUS1500, EUS1507 and EUS1508 are not included because these courses have no
small-scale tutorials. EUS1504 and EUS1505 are not included for GPA because they are graded with a F, P or E but these
two courses are included when calculating attendance rates for students and internationalisation scores for groups.
EUS1001 is not included for GPA for the academic year 2015–2016 because the course changed its grading system
from 1–10 to F/P/E. Attendance and internationalisation scores for EUS1007 for academic year 2012–2013 and
EUS1003 for academic year 2015–2016 is missing.

Table A2. Descriptive statistics.
Variable Mean SD Min Max
Cumulative grade point average (GPA) 6.92 1.03 2.1 9.3
Lagged GPA 6.93 1.31 0.5 10.0
Effective cumulative internationalisation 4.19 0.89 1.7 6.9
Cumulative percentage attendance 0.93 0.06 0.7 1
Gender 0.59 0.49 0 1
Age 19.31 1.85 16 43
Nationality
Netherlands 0.17 0.38 0 1
Belgium 0.09 0.29 0 1
Germany 0.47 0.50 0 1
United Kingdom 0.05 0.22 0 1
Italian 0.06 0.24 0 1
Other 0.15 0.36 0 1
Country pre-education
Netherlands 0.14 0.35 0 1
Belgium 0.11 0.31 0 1
Germany 0.43 0.50 0 1
United Kingdom 0.05 0.22 0 1
Italian 0.06 0.24 0 1
Other 0.21 0.40 0 1
Cohort
2012–2013 0.26 0.44 0 1
2013–2014 0.28 0.45 0 1
2014–2015 0.27 0.45 0 1
2015–2016 0.19 0.40 0 1

Notes: Shown are descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables for 2,822 observations which are
clustered by 836 students (i.e. one score for each period and a maximum of four cumulative scores for a student).
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