


Transnational business education: are we fully building on 
cultural and linguistic diversity? 

Abstract: This paper examines issues related to the provision of 'international' business 
education by Australian universities. In this context, the paper raises questions about the role 
of universities, the sort of education they currently provide and whether issues related to 
'growing wisdom' are in fact being tackled In particular, Australian universities seem to be 
under-utilising opportunities to teach about cultural diversity and intercultural 
communication provided by their highly diverse student populations. While claims are easily 
made about preparing graduates for 'international' or 'global' workplaces, the reality is that 
knowledge about cultural and linguistic diversity, so necessary in today's business 
environments, does not seem to be actively pursued. This paper suggests a number of 
strategies that could be implemented to build upon the opportunities provided by the cultural 
and linguistic diversity of the student body in Australian tertiary institutions. 
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Introduction 

Many Australian universities and Business Schools claim to be preparing students for 
'international business' or business in the global arena. For example, the Curtin Business 
School states as its strategic vision "to provide students with a superb international education 
through the discovery and application of knowledge" (Curtin Business School, 2001). In one 
sense this should not be difficult, since the greatest numbers of international student 
enrolments are in the business/commerce faculties, so that these faculties are already very 
'international'. For example in 2003 there were 25,571 business enrolments, representing 
almost 41% of all international enrolments in Australian universities (DEST 2004). Such 
numbers of international students in our universities provide a wealth of cultural and 
linguistic knowledge that, unfortunately, seems to remain largely untapped (Smart, Volet & 
Ang, 2000; Hawthorne 1997; Nesdale & Todd, 1997). This paper explores ways of catering 
to the needs of both international and local students in ways that develop intercultural 
understanding and communication in all students. 

International education in Australian universities 

International education in Australia has expanded rapidly since the 1980s, showing an 
increase not only in the number of international fee-paying students coming to Australian 
universities but diversification in the ways tertiary education is provided to international 
students. International education now includes different forms of 'transnational education' 
provisions for international students including those for: onshore fee paying students who 
come to Australia either to undertake a full degree or to complete a degree which they have 
begun in their own country; offshore students taught in collaboration with offshore partners in 
countries such as Malaysia; and students in offshore campuses such as Curtin's Miri campus 
in Sarawak or Monash's South African campus and Prato Centre in Italy. Curtin is amongst 
the four largest Australian providers of tertiary education to international students, with 
numbers having shown a steady growth in recent years. Curtin University statistics for August 
1999 showed that it had 3531 onshore and 3297 offshore students, making a total of 6,828 
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