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Worldwide, internationalisation in higher education is being seen less as an option, and increasingly as a necessity, although how internationalisation is operationalised seemingly remains in the eye of the beholder.  Nevertheless, throughout Europe an increasing number of higher education institutions have raised the banner of internationalisation, some of them have successfully, while others subsequently slipped it off their agenda.  The purpose of this paper is to take the reader on a short journey through a project which aimed to, for a lack of a better expression, “normalise,” internationalisation within a regional European university consisting of a fairly homogenous student and staff base.  
Internationalisation within a higher education framework is minimally about creating both an outward (across borders), and inward (domestic diversity) looking institutional culture of both staff and students.  This is no simple task, and the constant change facing all of us involved in higher education makes it even more difficult.  Few involved in the teaching or administration of higher education are against the idea of internationalisation--of giving greater understanding to the complex world in which we live.  But, it is very difficult to move it up the agenda.  Most, if not all, readers will be unable to count the number of new initiatives or strategy documents they were supposed to act on in the past year, or be able to identify what is new and what has been superseded.  Quality issues, regulatory responsibilities, and new senior managers who always seem to insist on restructuring and changing systems and roles push “good things to do” such as internationalisation down the agenda somewhere between Any Other Business and Date of Next Meeting.  
Perhaps it is somewhat surprising to read that is not a problem, that it is not necessary to have an institution’s senior managers on board, or to create a policy or strategy document.  In fact what is recommended here is that this is explicitly not done until an institution has already moved some distance down the road toward internationalisation.  I will return to this shortly, but a couple of points need to be made first.  

To begin with, it is not that all institutions have ignored internationalisation issues, they just haven’t been very good at dealing with internationalisation holistically.  Higher education institutions across the EU talk about the importance of students understanding cultural differences, but most of the time we are sending students out at the end of their programmes poorly equipped to deal with those differences and issues of intercultural conflict.  In other words, the majority of programmes are sending their graduates out to a working environment where it is anticipated they will be working in culturally diverse settings, in terms of colleagues and populations, yet we don’t equip them with the tools or understanding as to how to do this.  They are being thrown into the deep end of the diversity pool without ever having been taught so much as to doggie-paddle.  

Secondly, I don’t know of any higher education institution in Europe awash with extra funds, so for many administrators when they hear the word internationalisation, they think primarily in terms of international student recruitment to plug holes in their budget.  But overseas recruitment is not what internationalisation as discussed here is about.  I don’t have a particular special interest in international students-- I’m interested in all students.  For us in Plymouth I think the situation is similar to institutions in Ireland and across the EU.  It’s not our international students who need help with internationalisation—they are already part way there because they have chosen to have the experience of living and studying in another culture.  It is the student who comes from down the road who has spent most of their life surrounded by people who look like them, think like them, and speak like them who represent the greatest challenge for creating internationalised universities and a sense of intercultural awareness.  It is these students who arguably will benefit most from staff embracing internationalisation, and having the opportunities to do so themselves.  

At Plymouth, as in all higher education institutions, there were always various members of staff engaged in pushing forward an internationalisation focus in their own particular areas, but there was no rallying point or structure to bring together areas of good practice or like-minded individuals.  Nevertheless, over recent years the inherent importance of internationalisation was becoming increasingly recognised, and a series of somewhat informal meetings were held initially with a small group brought together through their involvement in international activities already in place.  This group continued to meet to identify supportive individuals, and assess where blockages to internationalisation lay.  This was achieved, but there was still no structure to pull people and ideas together from across the institution so that a clear direction forward could be agreed.  In other words, we had some interesting discussions, and generated a considered overview of the issues, but we found ourselves floundering.  Given the scale of our large and complex institution and the difficulty in defining internationalisation, much less trying to implement it, this of course came as no surprise to those of us involved.  But rather than doing the easiest thing, which would have been to give up and stop trying to create more work for ourselves, we endeavoured to persevere.  A Deputy Vice-Chancellor who was part of our informal group then put in, and won, a bid to the Change Academy, which is a special projects section of the Higher Education Academy that aims to support complex institutional change.  The essence of the project bid was to develop an approach that would eventually lead to the university seeing internationalisation as the norm, rather than something a few individuals engage in.  
The winning of the Change Academy bid thus provided something a bit more concrete for a small, self-selecting group to focus our efforts on.  Part of the Change Academy process is the provision of a residential programme so that staff can concentrate on their project physically removed from day to day distractions over a working week.  Furthermore, during this time a range of activities and consultants are available as tools to generate ideas, help clarify issues, and hopefully, find some solutions.  The opportunity provided by such an experience allowed us to: 1) define what we considered the essential elements of internationalisation; 2) forge strong and lasting bonds between our project team; and 3) give us the confidence to develop and follow through with, what was for us, an unconventional approach to institutional change which we believed necessary if the University was to become internationalised.  These points are outlined in further detail below.  
During our initial deliberations, we realised Internationalisation within higher education is everything, which also means that it can be perceived as both something and nothing.  What eventually helped us move towards a working definition of internationalisation was a question, which was, “What kind of international experience would we like our children (or others close to us) to have if they came to the University in 10 years?”  This more than anything else gave us a focal point, and led us to develop our three central opportunity themes of internationalisation, which were ethics, experience, and employability.  Regarding ethics, we believed all students should have the opportunity to reflect upon and develop an informed and ethical understanding of the complexities of the wider world in which they live and their place in it.  In relation to employment, due to the inherent change and mobility in employment opportunities and the workforce within Europe, and indeed the world, the desirability of ensuring students have the tools to make themselves culturally mobile through intercultural communication and cultural awareness was seen as an essential element in helping students maximise their employment potential.  
However, of the three components, opportunity for experience was deemed the most critical, for it is through experience that students develop their ethical self and understanding of others.  Briefly, it is not our intention to coerce students into having an international experience through some means such as work or travel abroad.  However, we want to create an environment where students have regular access to a large number of opportunities for international exposure.  This could involve visits abroad, activities on campus or the local community as well as a general undercurrent of interest in internationalisation that envelopes everyday campus life.  Nevertheless, as anyone reading this will be aware, we can’t make our students do anything.  We can’t force them to want to develop a wider understanding and interest in the peoples of the world.  But by creating a slight culture shift in the institution towards internationalisation, we can encourage the conditions for which opportunities for international exposure become normal, rather than seen as limited, special events which can be opted out of either by choice or circumstance.  
Through our immersion in both time and space, open and frank discussions as a group, and probably the fact that we were a self-selected group who already had an active interest in internationalisation, we forged strong bonds.  The nine staff involved in the Change Academy project came from all levels and parts of the University, yet developed a high level of trust which, while not known at the time, proved essential in developing our unorthodox approach for achieving our project aim.   
While at the Change Academy residential we had focused our thoughts on what we wanted to achieve in terms of internationalisation, which was very demanding in itself, but even more challenging was the thought of how to implement our ideas.  Seemingly as virtually every other higher education institution in Europe, Plymouth University has a large and complex bureaucracy and has recently undergone substantial restructuring.   We knew staff were not against the idea of internationalisation in principle, but we also knew that staff are working near their limits so asking them to effectively do more work would not be well received.  And if they were presented them with yet another strategy document it would simply join the large pile of similar pristine documents under their desks.  We were convinced the traditional method of implanting new initiatives by centrally publishing a policy or strategy wouldn’t achieve our aim, and we were mindful that staff are much like students in the sense that it is very difficult to make them do anything.  After spending an afternoon during our residential drifting uncomfortably back to the idea that perhaps a strategy document would have to written, we then had our defining moment.  During the residential, Change Academy provides creative consultants that project teams can ask for meetings with.  We did so, and were very lucky as our creative consultant listened to us, asked a couple of questions, and then let us lead ourselves to the approach we had in our minds, but were too timid to articulate.  A manoeuvre that if we had not been utterly trusting and supportive of each other we would have dismissed.

Upon our return back to the University the tactic we agreed, and subsequently stuck with, is a viral approach.  This meant an agreement that we would not set about creating a policy or strategy.  It also meant that when asked we would not give any formal presentations about internationalising the university.  Instead we would be happy to go along and talk to interested parties and employ some of the tools we had used to develop our own views and excitement about internationalisation with the express purpose of infecting them with that same level of enthusiasm.  Thus our starting point was to simply do what we were doing, which was talking to folks about their experiences, having rather informal meetings with others interested in internationalisation, but making the point to celebrate the great amount of work already being done in relation to internationalisation.  Because the members of our Change Academy Group sit within different parts of the University, we interact with different sets of people.  In all of those interactions we work to build in internationalisation, whether through committees on which we sit, or cups of coffee with a colleague.  We talk about the good things that are already being done, opportunities that can be created, or even holidays abroad if it will get folks to think more broadly.  As individuals we negotiate for and make use of University activities and publications to reach as wide an audience as possible.  In other words, at every opportunity we try and infect someone else with the desirability of creating an internationalised University.  
Our task is to use the virus to raise the profile of all international activities and get folks talking openly and regularly about anything that falls under the internationalisation umbrella.  When we meet in our Change Academy Group we start our meeting by asking what each of us is planning on doing as individuals to raise the profile of internationalisation within the University.  It doesn’t have to be big things, it might be things we would have done anyway, but it makes certain that, as individuals, we are still an active and live part of the virus.  

Needless to say, this is a long-term and difficult to evaluate endeavour.  The question to address is now that we are a year on, is it working thus far, is the virus spreading?  The answer is a discernable yes—the profile of internationalisation has been visibly raised through the virus and the subtle activities of the group.  Nevertheless, as a group our eyes are wide open to the many possibilities that could stop our virus.  These include the loss of group members, a new senior management approach which could formalise the internationalisation agenda through a policy or strategy document, which might or might not derail the viral approach.  If the virus is successful and continues spreading until it reaches a tipping point, the time will come when the institution will need a policy or strategy, but our approach entails that should only occur after internationalisation has become the norm, not as a means to attempt to make internationalisation happen.  

With our internationalisation project at Plymouth we estimate it will be another two years or so before we will be able to determine if what we are doing is working or will likely have any lasting effect.  Our goal is taking an institution that has gone through a colossal amount of change and has a fairly homogenous student and staff base, and make it a place staff and students across the institution delight in having colleagues from other places and cultures, and have ongoing opportunities for international experiences and insights.  We are engaged in a Gramscian gorilla war of position, but one we reckon we can ultimately win because we don’t have to fight enemies, only hegemony.  
To conclude, like any live virus ours will mutate as it moves through the population, and there will be those who will be immune.  We do not have a Gant Chart or aims and objectives.  Although the temptation to do was strong, we resisted employing these, partly because we have neither created, nor could we, a checklist of what must (or must not) be done in relation to internationalisation.  Staff are not going to be inspired to think, act, or move along with a culture shift towards internationalisation as a result of receiving a series of diktats from a small group of staff.  
What we have constructed is an internationalisation virus built around the guiding principles of ethics, experience, and employability.  We recognise that turning a virus loose on an unsuspecting population is not without risk.  It is not beyond the realm of possibility that, for example, the virus will mutate and transform from one of internationalisation to one of overseas student recruitment.  

Lastly, why do I and my Change Academy colleagues continue to be involved in a project which at a base level only gives us more unrecognised work?  From our point of view, given the increasing diversity in patterns of living and employment, it is patently ridiculous for any institution to be churning out students in higher education without giving them tools for intercultural communication, or providing them ample opportunities for international experiences.  We want our students to be as well equipped as they can possibly be as they move into the world of work, and the more internationalised the University becomes and opportunities are created, the better prepared they will be.  
