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CROSS-SECTOR BENCHMARKING OF FOR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT 

PURPOSES 

The quality of the international student experience is a key indicator which is measured, 

examined and compared in an effort for universities to have a greater global impact and 

reputation. Higher education policy reforms and initiatives are being introduced to support 

the quality of the international student experience such as the new Columbo Plan in Australia 

which offers $100 million support to Australian undergraduates to undertake international 

internships. The Higher Education Academy in the United Kingdom (UK) has recently 

introduced the Internationalising Higher Education: Framework for Action which aims at 

enhancing the quality and variety of internationalisation policy and practice and developing 

national and international partnerships. In Australia, the proposed Higher Education 

Standards Framework (HESF) emphasises the use of external reference points, including 

national and international comparators in the comparison and assurance of academic 

standards. However, there is little reference to criteria to measure the quality of the 

internationalised experience (Arkoudis, Baik, Marginson & Cassidy, 2012). There is, 

however, an increasing use of benchmarking in the HE sector to measure quality 

improvement. Sector benchmarking occurs when benchmarking partners in the same sector 

make comparison either as the whole of an organisation or as an aspect of an organisation 

(Stella & Woodhouse, 2007). The universities of Tasmania and the West of Scotland have 

undertaken a cross-sector benchmarking exercise on: 1) international student experience; 2) 

external relationships and collaborations; and 3) domestic students’ internationalisation 

experience. This paper will outline the challenges, similarities/differences in 

internationalisation and the importance of collaboration to improve the quality of the student 

experience.  
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Quality of the international student experience  

The quality of the international student experience is a key indicator that is measured, 

examined and compared in an effort for universities to have a greater global impact and 

reputation. Measuring and quantifying the student experience using benchmark data has 

featured in higher education literature (Krause & Coates, 2008). The quality of the 

international student experience, however, is seen more as an economic indicator rather than 

as a quality indicator. International student experience is measured through the use of such 

quantitative indicators as progression, retention and graduation rates (Burdett & Crossman, 

2012), international student numbers, and student load.  This data is considered in 

conjunction with responses from external survey instruments such as the National Survey of 

Student Engagement (NSSE), the University Experience Survey (UES) (Burdett & Crossman, 

2012), and the International Student Barometer (ISB) which include items on engagement 

and the quality of the university experience.   

The focus on quantitative indicators alone, however, is limited in the evaluation of the student 

learning experience (Gvaramadze, 2011). Furthermore, the focus on the measurement of 

quantitative indicators in the quality of the international student experience does not take into 

consideration the processes to support internationalisation. Internationalisation can be defined 

as ‘the process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the 

purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education’ (Knight, 2003, p.2). The quality 

of the international student experience, therefore, should be investigated both from a 

quantitative outcomes approach as well as from an investigation into an institution’s quality 

processes which support internationalisation.  



Higher education policy reforms and initiatives on internationalisation   

National higher education policy reforms and initiatives have been a major influence on the 

internationalisation of higher education and support for universities. Table 1 below outlines 

some of the key elements in internationalisation in the UK and Australia. Three areas of focus 

for this paper are 1) national drivers and initiatives; 2) academic standards, quality and 

reference points; and 3) regulatory policies. A brief overview of these three areas is discussed 

below.  

  



 

Table 1. Comparison between UK and Australia on internationalisation 

Elements  UK  Australia 

National drivers 
and initiatives 

Internationalise the learner 
experience to generate additional 
income 
Improve employability potential  
Improve position in university 
league tables 
ERASMUS 
Prime Minister’s Initiative for 
International Education: PM1  and 
PM2 
 

Employability agenda 
Uncapping and de-regulation  
Global citizenship agenda 
Columbo Plan  
University Mobility in Asia and 
Pacific (UMAP) 
Recruitment of international 
students as a national economic 
indicator (New Colombo Plan)  

Academic 
standards, 
quality and 
reference points 

Higher Education Academy (HEA) 
- Internationalising Higher 
Education: A Framework for 
Action.  
The Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Education (QAA): 
International students studying in 
the UK: Guidance for UK higher 
education providers 
International Student Barometer 
(ISB)  
National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) 
International student 
numbers/international student load 
Progression, retention and 
graduation rates 

Australian Universities Quality 
Agency (AUQA) Cycle 2 audit 
Proposed Higher Education 
Standards Framework (HESF) 
International Student Barometer 
(ISB)  
University Experience Survey 
(UES)  
International student 
numbers/international student load  
Progression, retention and 
graduation rates 

Regulatory 
policies  

UK Borders and Visa Controls 
QAA Codes  

Higher Education Standards 
Framework   
Commonwealth Register of 
Institutions and courses for 
Overseas Students (CRICOS) and 
the Education Services for Overseas 
Students (ESOS) Act (2000)  
Institutions are routinely audited for 
compliance against the ESOS Act 
and National Code 

 

  



In terms of national drivers, both countries demonstrate similarities in the employability 

agenda and recruitment of international students as a key national economic indicator. The 

differences include the capping and uncapping of student numbers. In the UK there is a 

national drive towards generating additional income as Scottish/European Union numbers are 

capped, whilst Australia has seen the uncapping of student numbers as well as a move 

towards deregulation which in turn impacts on student recruitment. In terms of an inter-

university network to encourage student and staff mobility, ERASMUS was launched in 

Europe in 1987 also known as SOCRATES (Welch & Denman 1997, cited in Crossman & 

Clarke, 2009). The UK Government in 1999 also launched a five year strategy aimed at 

increasing the number of international students in the UK through the Prime Minister’s 

Initiative for International Education (PM1 and PM2) (QAA, 2012).  

In Australia, a similar program to ERASMUS was initiated in the Asia-Pacific region in the 

1990s which was known as UMAP (University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific) (Crossman 

& Clarke, 2009). The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade has recently released a $100 

million initiative, the New Columbo Plan, which is about providing domestic undergraduate 

students with opportunities for internships in the Indo Pacific region (DOFAT, 2014).  The 

aim of the Plan is to encourage Australian undergraduate students to study in the Indo Pacific 

region. It has been found that only 2% of Australian undergraduate students study abroad 

(Daly & Barker, 2010). 

When comparing external reference points and standards, the Quality Assurance Agency 

(QAA) in the UK has produced a guide, ‘International students studying in the UK: Guidance 

for UK higher education providers.’ This Guide  is  to be used as a reference point for HE 

institutions on internationalisation and it has 9 key reference points:  marketing and 

recruitment; recruitment policies and procedures; use of education agents and appointed 

representatives; admissions; pre-arrival; enrolment, orientation and student services; 



academic induction and learning and teaching; employability and careers education; and 

graduation and departure. The Higher Education Academy has also recently released, 

Internationalising Higher Education: A Framework for Action’. This Framework has been 

disseminated as a self-reflective tool, communication tool and benchmarking tool for higher 

education institutions to assist in conversations on internationalisation.  

In Australia, internationalisation came to the fore in the Australian Universities Quality 

Agency (AUQA) Cycle 2 audit. Many universities were audited on internationalisation 

activities (Crossman & Burdett, 2012), including the University of Tasmania. AUQA panels 

acknowledged at the time that the rapid growth of international students on campuses was 

counterproductive in terms of preparing for student engagement and integration into the 

university community with the appropriate resources and support (Burdett & Crossman, 

2012). In recent times, the proposed Higher Education Standards Framework (HESF) outlines 

a range of standards which relate to both international and domestic student experience. This 

Framework emphasises the use of external reference points, including national and 

international comparators in the assurance of academic standards. Both the United Kingdom 

and Australia use specific external surveys to gather data on the international student 

experience, such as the ISB, NSSE and UES. More work could be done in both countries 

through integrating internationalisation items through internal surveys (Arkoudis et al., 

2012). A key reference point for both countries is the number of international students 

recruited each year which is used as the main economic indicator. However, there is little 

reference to criteria to measure the quality of the internationalised experience (Arkoudis, et 

al., 2012). 

Both countries are strongly regulated in terms of their internationalisation processes in higher 

education institutions. The UK Borders and Visa Controls play a key role in determining the 

national processes around internationalisation. Higher education institutions provide 



internationalisation staff with regular immigration training through the UK Council for 

International Student Affairs (UKCISA) and they are trained to give immigration advice 

which covers Tier 4, Tier 1 Grad Entrepreneur and the Doctorate Extension Scheme. Each 

institution works with a UK Visa and Immigration Customer Service Team to process 

international student applications.  

Australia has a comprehensive regulatory framework underpinning internationalisation, 

which comprises of two legislative instruments: 1) the Commonwealth Register of 

Institutions and Courses for overseas Students (CRICOS); and 2) the Education Services for 

Overseas Students (ESOS) Act (2000). The Commonwealth Department of Education is 

responsible for the Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses for Overseas 

Students (CRICOS). Only education institutions registered under the ESOS Act and listed on 

CRICOS can enrol overseas students to study in Australia on a student visa. The Education 

Services for Overseas Students, or ESOS Act, provides the regulatory requirements for 

education and training institutions offering courses to international students in Australia on a 

student visa. The ESOS Act and related legislation is designed to protect the interests of 

students coming to Australia on student visas. The legislation aims to protect and enhance 

Australia’s reputation for quality education, to provide tuition protection and support the 

integrity of the student visa program. The Tuition Protection Service (TPS) is a placement 

and refund service for international students.  The National Code is a legislative instrument of 

the ESOS Act and applies to providers of education to students on student visas in all sectors.  

Benchmarking trends in quality assurance  

The term benchmark began as a mark on a survey peg, before acquiring a more general 

meaning as a reference point or criterion against something which can be measured (Jackson, 

2011). The United States first used benchmarks in higher education in the early 1990s in 



relation to the comparison of external surveys (Epper, 1999), whilst the UK in the early to 

mid-1990’s introduced subject benchmarking statements. At this time, there was increasing 

interest in the use of benchmarking across the higher education sector to compare for quality 

improvement purposes (MacKinnon, Walker & Davis, 2000; Swahn, 2004; ACODE, 2007). 

Australia, through the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), introduced 

benchmarking as part of the audit process (Australia Cycle 1 and 2 Cycle Audits). Cycle 1 

Audit, involving 39 universities, focused on a range of institutional activities (Baird, 2007). 

In the Cycle 2 Audit, AUQA focused on standards, outcomes and benchmarking (Stella & 

Woodhouse, 2007).  The key question put forward: What explicit benchmarking has there 

been to compare standards? Towards the end of 2000, however, the higher education sector 

moved more towards equating benchmarks and benchmarking with league tables (Burquel & 

van Vught, 2010).  

For the purposes of this paper, benchmarking can be seen as a learning process, a quality 

process and is important for the maintenance of academic quality. Benchmarking is ‘a 

learning process structured so as to enable those engaging in the process to compare their 

services/activities/products in order to identify their comparative strengths and weaknesses as 

a basis for self-improvement and/or self-regulation’(Jackson & Lund, 2000, cited in Stella & 

Woodhouse, 2007, p.14).  Secondly, benchmarking can be seen as a quality process used to 

evaluate performance by comparing institutional to sector good practice (Wills et al., 2013). 

Lastly, benchmarking is important in the maintenance of academic quality. The Tertiary 

Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) in Australia has released guidance notes 

on academic quality and benchmarking. Benchmarking is defined as: 

Using a structured, collaborative, learning process for comparing practices, processes or 

performance outcomes in order to identify comparative strengths and weaknesses as a basis 

of improvement is important to the maintenance of academic quality… The scope, frequency 



and methods for benchmarking and the selection of appropriate organisations with will to 

benchmark will depend on the purpose. (TEQSA, 2014, p. 5)  

TEQSA is interested in how higher education institutions benchmarking processes are 

monitored to ensure that they are effective for maintaining academic quality. 

 Cross-sector benchmarking project on internationalisation  

Sector benchmarking occurs when benchmarking partners in the same sector make 

comparison either as the whole of an organisation or as an aspect of an organisation (Stella & 

Woodhouse, 2007).The benchmarking project on internationalisation occurred between 

February to July, 2014 with the universities of the West of Scotland and Tasmania, thereby 

making the benchmarking process cross-sectoral. The cross-sector benchmarking project 

included a comparison of national internationalisation policies and processes; national drivers 

and quality assurance processes. Both universities agreed to benchmark the following key 

areas in internationalisation; 1) international student experience; 2) external relationships and 

collaborations; and 3) domestic students’ internationalisation experience. It was considered 

mutually beneficial for both universities to review and compare their processes in 

internationalisation. Each university also has a specific strategic mission statement on 

internationalisation and both acknowledge the small proportion of international students and 

the importance of building partnerships for increasing international student recruitment.  

The University of the West of Scotland  

Looking Forward: Strategic Plan 2008-2015  

For a University such as the University of the West of Scotland, which has taken significant 

strides in recent years in increasing its international student recruitment and other activities 

but is starting from a historically low base, this is a major challenge. Overseas, our principal 

approach must be to build our international activities through partnership working, ensuring 



that we use our institutional relationships to develop the whole range of our offering with our 

international partners (University of the West of Scotland, 2008, p.6). 

The University of Tasmania 

Open to Talent: Strategic Plan 2012-Onwards  

International students comprise a relatively small proportion of our student body when 

compared to other Australian universities. By working in partnerships with our schools and 

our state, we expect to see significant growth of this cohort (University of Tasmania, 2012, 

p.7).  

When comparing contextual elements in internationalisation, each university has similarities 

and differences in terms of size, location, student numbers, and faculties, key targets in 

internationalisation, organisational structures, committees and key regions for 

internationalisation (See Table 2 below). Key similarities include the history of the 

institution, a strong recruitment strategy, key regions, and committee structures. Key 

differences include student numbers, including international student numbers and 

organisational structure. The University of Tasmania has a Global Engagement Unit to 

centralise internationalisation, whilst UWS is more organisationally dispersed across the 

institution.  This comparison also raises the conflicting ideologies and tensions within 

internationalisation, for example, the pragmatics of internationalisation, commercial motives, 

cultural ideologies, and providing students with global competencies through the curriculum 

(Agnew, 2012).  

 

 

 



Table 2. Comparison between the University of the West of Scotland and the University of 

Tasmania  

Contextual elements University of the West of 
Scotland 

University of Tasmania 

Overview (size, location, 
student numbers, number 
of faculties/schools) 

Innovative modern university 
dating back to 1897  
16, 000 students, 1400 
international students 
4 campuses 
3 faculties: Faculty of Business 
& Creative Industries; Faculty 
of Education, Health & Social 
Sciences; Faculty of Science & 
Technology  

 

Founded 1st January, 1890 
30, 511 students, 5247 
international on-shore fee 
paying international students 
8 campuses (3 in Tasmania, 2 
in Sydney, 3 off-shore, 
Shanghai and Hangzhou in 
China and one in Hong Kong) 
5 faculties: Arts, Education, 
Law; Science, Engineering & 
Technology, and the 
Tasmanian School of Business 
and Economics 
3 specialist institutes: 
Australian Maritime College, 
Institute for Marine and 
Antarctic Studies; and the 
Menzies Research Institute 

Key targets 2020 increase to 20% of 
students based in Scotland and 
by 2020 have 3000 students in 
Trans National Education 
(TNE) arrangements 

Increasing partnerships and 
agreements with high ranked 
universities, government 
agencies and increased state 
and private sector support for 
the University of Tasmania 
attracting overseas students 
Internationalising the 
curriculum  
International student 
recruitment of both onshore 
and offshore full fee paying 
overseas students  

Key regions  SE Asia, Europe, China, Africa 
and  Middle East 

Asia, Latin America, China, 
Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore 

Organisational structure  PVC(Internationalization); 
Director of International 
Centre; Heads of International 
Recruitment and International 
Partnership; Regional Heads 

DVC(Students and 
Education); Global 
Engagement Unit; PVC 
Global Engagement; 
Associate Deans International 
in each faculty; Director, 
International Strategy; 
Associate Director, Future 
Students 

Committees International Committee  
Collaboration Forum and Due 

International Steering 
Committee 



Diligence Group have 
responsibility but it is reported 
through the  International 
Committee 

International Consultative 
Committee  
Global Engagement 
Committee  
TNE Programs Sub-
Committee  

 

  



Methodology  

The methodology used for the internationalisation benchmarking project is based on the 

Australasian Council on Open, Distance and E-Learning (ACODE, 2007) for e-learning. The 

ACODE outlines a specific format for benchmarking which includes a scoping statement, 

performance indicators, good practice statements and performance measures. In addition to 

this, there are structured questions under the performance measures to guide the 

conversations both in the self-review and peer review phases (Booth et al., 2011). The self- 

review benchmarking template is underpinned by literature in the field (AVCC, 2005; 

Knight, 2004; Qiang, 2003). During the first phase of the benchmarking project the self-

review benchmarking template was validated and confirmed by both universities.  

The internationalisation project was granted ethics approval through the Human Research 

Ethics Committee (Tasmania) (Reference Number: H0013053). The benchmarking project 

also included the comparison of the International Student Barometer (ISB) across both 

universities. The results of the ISB, however, were used for internal purposes by both 

universities to support the findings and will not be discussed in this paper.   

The methods of data collection include: a self-review benchmarking template on 

internationalisation; self-review reports submitted through an online benchmarking tool 

developed by the University of Tasmania; transcripts of the Peer Review Workshop and the 

implementation and analysis of the ISB across both universities. The self-review reports were 

collated by a coordinator in each institution. Each coordinator undertook comprehensive 

semi-structured interviews with staff working in internationalisation across the institution 

(UTAS: n= 23; UWS: n =18) using the self-review benchmarking template as a basis of 

discussion.  



A peer review workshop was held at the Paisley Camus of the University of the West of 

Scotland on June 30th, 2014 as well as by Skype with Tasmania. Representatives from both 

universities attended the peer review workshop. Following presentations by each university 

(using their institutional context statements) and using the self-review benchmarking template 

as a guide, participants systematically discussed each performance indicator, performance 

measure and examples of self-reported good practice under each performance measure. Areas 

of different practice, good practice; areas for improvement; and areas for sharing were 

identified during the peer review workshop. Findings from quantitative and qualitative survey 

items from the ISB were also discussed. Due to the confidential nature of the peer review 

workshop, specific information on ratings has not been included for publishing. Both 

universities have written institutional reports which address key areas for improvement and 

areas of good practice, including areas for sharing and recommendations.  

Findings  

The key themes that were identified in the peer review workshop include; shared challenges, 

key differences, internationalisation of the student experience, external relationships and 

collaborations, and domestic students’ internationalisation experience.  Below is a summary 

of the 5 key themes.   

1) Shared challenges in internationalisation  

Both universities identified the shared challenges in internationalisation, which were; 

• Geographical location limits international student numbers 

• Reliance on government funding for international students 

• Recruitment of agents when competing with other universities in other countries 



• Pre-entry English Language programmes are not available on all campuses and there 

are few online programmes in place 

• Pre-arrival support across all campuses, including variability in airport pick-ups, 

buses and trains 

• Safety strategy needs to involve more community resources 

• Employment for international students 

• Campus variability in sporting events 

• Increase in student numbers will require additional work/placement options  

• Resourcing student exchange/study abroad initiatives 

• Identification of accurate data on international student internships/work placement.  

2) Key differences in internationalisation  

Both universities identified the following key differences in internationalisation, including;   

• Recruitment agents are moving towards making student offers (University of the West 

of Scotland)  

• Visa application processes are very different  

• Formal support for international students through UniStart International (Tasmania) 

compared to a range of orientation programmes 

• Focus is on collaborative relationships or collaborative community initiatives.  

The University of Tasmania has strong community support networks in place for 

international students. The Community Friends and Networks Programme (CFNP) supports 

the University of Tasmania students to create networks and engagement opportunities with 

other students and members of the broader community in Tasmania. The University of the 

West of Scotland, on the other hand, offers international students a range of community 



support systems including International Student Advisors; Student Counsellors; SAWS 

International Groups; and the UWS Buddy System.  

3) Internationalisation of the student experience 

Both universities identified ten themes on the internationalisation of the student experience, 

including:  

• Fast turnaround in application processes (5 days)  

• Tracking applications through the system. The University of the West of Scotland has 

Student Ambassadors to monitor response rates  

• Building relationships and processes with recruitment agents, including visiting 

universities; Recruitment Agent Agreement; toolkits for recruitment agents; and 

appropriate training and support for agents  

• Evaluation processes for tracking international student satisfaction with agents 

• Compliance processes in place for visa application processes  

• Pre-arrival support for international students, including pick-ups, tours and student 

card 

• Good accommodation options on campus for international students 

• Student led activities such as events, tours, student clubs, peer support programmes to 

enculturate international students into the local student community 

• Community support for international students  

• Embedding support in faculties, including academic advisors, personal tutors and 

international support programmes 

• Evaluation of the international student experience.   

 



4) External relationships and collaborations  

Both universities identified three themes in external relationships and collaborations:  

• Building strategic government relationships in internationalisation activities 

• Participation of alumni in driving internationalisation activities  

• Industry initiatives which offer international students’ individual experiences.  

5) Domestic students’ internationalisation experience  

Both universities identified four themes in domestic students’ internationalisation experience, 

which were: 

• Evaluation process in place for university exchange and study abroad initiatives  

• Communication process for all students on opportunities for student exchange/study 

abroad 

• Setting targets for domestic student internships and placements 

• Setting up internship programmes which include community initiatives such as Parks 

and Wildlife in Tasmania.  

Areas of good practice, areas for improvement and areas for sharing 

During the peer review workshop areas of good practice, areas for improvement and areas for 

sharing were identified by each institution. The University of the West of Scotland’s areas of 

good practice include: student ambassadors; the Buddy System; the Students Taking Action 

and Representing Group (STAR); the International Student Support Team; campus 

accommodation; scholarships; visa application process and personal tutors are embedded in 

schools. Student ambassadors are employed to assist with the application process for 

international student recruitment by providing support to applicants via phone, email, Skype 

and text.  



As well as the student ambassadors, the STAR Group assists international students to 

Socialise, Integrate and Explore. A particular focus of activity for this Group includes: 

language and cultural exchange; trips to sites of local and national importance; a network for 

students to become more globally aware and increasing the awareness and promotion of the 

benefits gained through Study Abroad programmes.  The International Student Support Team 

provides international students with assistance on a wide range of topics and links them with 

appropriate specialists across the institution.  The University of the West of Scotland provides 

students with a range of accommodation options, and it has invested in a new build 

accommodation in similar quality to Travel Lodge/Premier Inn. This accommodation consists 

of one bedroom accommodation with shared facilities for lounge, kitchen, social and 

television areas. New accommodation is available on the Paisley and Ayr campuses and there 

are plans for new build accommodation on the new Hamilton campus. A future challenge for 

the University is if there is a dramatic increase in international student numbers there will be 

issues in accommodation capacity to deal with such an increase.  

The University of the West of Scotland also has an efficient, timely visa application process. 

There is a Service Level Agreement in place between the Overseas Marketing Team and the 

Admissions Office which sets out responsibilities, timelines and performance measures. 

Ninety per cent of the applicants receive an offer letter within 5 working days. The University 

of the West of Scotland offers a range of scholarships and bursaries for students, including 

international students. Some are merit based and can result in up to 50 per cent off standard 

course fees. A range of new scholarships have been put in place aimed to assist international 

students such as: UWS-Glasgow 2014 Commonwealth Games Scholarships for Bachelor 

Studies; New Course Scholarships for Masters-level studies; Merit-based Scholarships for 

both Bachelor and Bachelor studies; and the UWS Honours Scholarship for Bachelor studies. 



External scholarships available for international students include: Saltire Scholarship, 

Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan and British Marshall Scholarships. 

 The University of Tasmania identified the following areas of good practice: the Peer 

Assisted Study Sessions Programme; Community Friends and Networks Programme; 

International Student Advisors; campus accommodation; English Language Strategy and 

Policy for English language training; intercultural events; and academic advisors are 

embedded in schools. The Peer Assisted Study Sessions is a non-remedial academic 

programme which in 2014 will provide support to 59 units across all Tasmanian campuses 

and online. These sessions provide peer-led study groups which focus on the integration of 

course content with academic reasoning and study skills. The Community Friends and 

Networks Programme support international students to create networks and engagement 

opportunities with other students and members of the broader Tasmanian community. The 

programme, not unlike the University of the West of Scotland’s STAR Group, supports 

international students to experience difference elements of Tasmania during their stay or 

assists them in building a permanent new life in the State. Students are invited to meet other 

students who are not in their faculty or school and are also invited to be involved in local 

community events. International Student Advisors also actively promote community based 

activities or events.  

Tasmania, like the West of Scotland, identified campus accommodation as an area of good 

practice. Accommodation Services at the University of Tasmania offers accommodation at 

residences at the Sandy Bay and Newnham campuses. Both campuses offer on-campus living 

located within a two to five minute walk from the University centre and Homestay 

accommodation. Other areas of good practice at the University of Tasmania include the 

implementation of an English Language Strategy and Policy for English language training. 



The policy is underpinned by the National guidelines and research in the area as well as a 

scope of policies at other universities which meets regulatory requirements. 

The University of Tasmania has a range of cultural events for international and domestic 

students, including Harmony Day, Colourfest, UTAS Human Library, Tasmania University 

Union (TUU) Multicultural Night, and the Chinese city Lantern Festival. The Community 

Friends and Networks Programme provide opportunities for international students to engage 

with local culture through a range of festivals, which is also supported by the International 

Student Advisors. Not unlike the University of the West of Scotland, academic advisors are 

also located within each School at the University of Tasmania so that international students 

are supported in a range of activities.  

Both universities identified similar areas for improvement such as: improving the market 

intelligence process in internationalisation; the monitoring of the online application process; 

the monitoring of recruitment agents; the pre-arrival support prior to leaving the country; 

employment for international students and resources to support the development of overseas 

placements and internships.  Each university recognised the importance of market 

intelligence in driving their international student recruitment strategy, however, both needed 

to improve in the collection of data to support the different international markets available for 

each institution. Both institutions acknowledged that they could improve in the tracking of 

online application processes of international students. Each university also acknowledged the 

importance in monitoring recruitment agents, in particular, international students’ satisfaction 

with recruitment agents. Another area for improvement is providing pre-arrival support to 

international students prior to them leaving their home countries through online induction 

programmes in English Language programmes, information on health care and other vital 

information prior to studying at university.    



Both universities identified opportunities for employment for international students as an area 

for improvement. The University of the West of Scotland does provide all students, including 

international students with a Jobshop/Employability link which assists students in identifying 

and accessing employment opportunities. One factor that the University will need to consider 

is an increase in international student numbers will require additional work/placement 

options. At the University of Tasmania, the same opportunities for domestic students are also 

offered for international students, however, visa restrictions and individual language and 

work-related skills affects these opportunities. The Assisted Placement of International 

Students Program does offer training in the hospitality field and connections with potential 

employers but this could be expanded into other areas of employment.   

Both universities identified the need to explore opportunities for domestic students’ 

experience of internships and international work placements. Within this context, both 

universities need to improve in their collation of data on students undertaking international 

work placements or internships. Links to these internships and international work placements 

need to be effectively managed and evaluated. An area for improvement for the University of 

the West of Scotland is the International Work Placements Committee which has as its remit 

to collate international internships and work placements across all the Schools. Further work 

is required from this Committee to collate and identify accurate data on international 

internships and work placements.  

The University of the West of Scotland does provide domestic students and staff 

opportunities to engage internationally through a collaborative project in Nanjing. The 

University of Tasmania has also recently entered into a 3 year Contractor Agreement to 

deliver Professional Year (PY) programs in Accounting and Information Technology as a 

route to professional work placements and skilled migration. The PY will include an 

internship component which will be organised through ECA Recruitment and Internship Unit 



within Tasmanian School of Business and Economics (TSBE) and made available in one or 

more locations with employer organisations in Hobart, Melbourne, Sydney or other locations 

where ECA offers its PY program.  

There were a number of areas for sharing and future collaboration between both universities. 

These include: modelling economic impact of international students (Tasmania); students as 

recommenders and finders for new international students (The West of Scotland); discount 

card for international students (Tasmania); sharing different modules/units which specifically 

focus on support for international students (both); the English Language Strategy and Policy 

for English language training (Tasmania); peer mentoring programs (both); and community 

initiatives with local Councils (such as the Chinese Lantern Festival in Tasmania).  

Lessons learnt  

The lessons learnt from the benchmarking project will be framed by eight good practice 

principles for internationalisation (DEEWR, 2009; QAA, 2012).  

1) Inclusive environment: Both universities offer an inclusive environment for international 

students which include embedding support across each institution. The University of the 

West of Scotland has a range of processes to support international students such as 

International Student Support Team, Buddy Project, student ambassadors, and personal tutors 

are embedded in schools. The University of Tasmania has International Student Advisors, the 

Peer Assisted Study Programme and academic advisors are embedded in schools.   

2) Continuous quality improvement: Both universities need to improve in their processes on 

continuous quality improvement for both international students and domestic students’ 

experience of internationalisation such as: evaluating student satisfaction of recruitment 

agents; identifying accurate data on student internships and work placements; evaluation of 



the international student experience; and evaluating processes for tracking international 

student applications.  

3) Student engagement: Both universities provide a range of student-led activities across the 

institutions. The University of the West of Scotland offers opportunities for student 

engagement through the Students Taking Action and Representing Group which provides 

international students with a range of activities and trips across Scotland. The University of 

Tasmania has a range of social activities for international and domestic students.  

4) Clear, comprehensive and accessible information: Both universities identified the need for 

more comprehensive and accessible information prior to studying at the university as well as 

more information on health care, English Language programmes and other vital information 

before commencing study.    

5) Shared responsibility: Both universities could do more with integrating the international 

student experience across the institution so that it does not rest solely on those that manage 

international student experiences. Bissonette and Wooden (2013) argue that universities 

and/or colleges are highly complex institutions which require the careful integration of 

internationalisation into institutional processes.  

6) Staff development: Both institutions have targeted an increase in international student 

numbers; hence, they need to ensure there is an appropriate level of resources for staff in 

addressing international student needs.  

7) Monitor agents: Both universities identified the need to closely monitor the quality of the 

international student experience with their agents.  

8) Support for employment: Both universities identified the need to offer international 

students more opportunities for employment.   



Conclusion  

This cross-sector benchmarking project has included a comparison of national drivers, 

internationalisation policies and processes; and quality assurance processes.  Areas of good 

practice include student engagement and providing an inclusive environment for international 

students. Areas for improvement include continuous quality improvement, access to 

information, staff development, monitoring agents and supporting international students for 

employment.  Findings from this internationalisation benchmarking project mirrors feedback 

the AUQA panel gave universities in the Cycle 2 audit about ‘the importance of having a 

centralised, cohesive and sustainable management of both internationalisation and 

engagement and quality processes’ (Crossman & Burdett, 2012, p.27). Therefore, it can be 

concluded that benchmarking is an important mechanism for monitoring academic quality 

and for identifying areas for improvement and good practice.  
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