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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Introduction and Aims: Professionals working abroad as part of a partnership program is a central Received 11 August 2019
act of internationalization among higher education institutions. Little research has been carried out Revised 24 November 2020
on this topic. The goal of this study was, therefore, to explore, describe and discuss the workplace ~ Accepted 7 February 2021

learning factors - especially cultural factors - influencing Norwegian physiotherapy teachers, KEYWORDS

working in an international partnership project at a women'’s university in Sudan. Physiotherapy; workplace
Methods: The study had a qualitative case-study design, intended to provide an in-depth under- learning; education;
standing of workplace learning processes. We used a multifaceted approach which included qualitative research; context
individual interviews and document analyses. learning; work abroad

Results: We identified individual, social and institutional factors that influenced workplace learning.
Culture is decisive at all levels, and knowledge, skills and attitudes are culturally situated. The
Norwegian teachers’ learning was found to be dependent on both internal and external factors and
the pre- and post-project periods.

Conclusion: This study shows that a workplace perspective on the experience of Norwegian
physiotherapy teachers gives us a better understanding of the important factors, associated with
such a project. Working abroad not only requires preparation on the part of the sending and host
institution but also from the person working abroad (prior to, during and after the stay abroad) if
workplace learning is to occur.

INTRODUCTION income countries. None of these studies considered the
experiences of physiotherapy teachers. Rodriguez (2011)
found that teachers who went to Bolivia from America
reported improved abilities in cultural, global and edu-
cational domains. Doki, Sasahara, and Matsuzaki (2018)
in a systematic review identified a range of stress factors
that affected foreign-born workers working abroad. Six
challenging components from the review included the
following: 1) communication; 2) cultural differences in
the workplace; 3) daily life; 4) relationships with family
and colleagues; 5) financial problems; and 6) social
inequality. Consequently, acculturation and occupa-
tional stress are more frequently observed in foreign-
born workers (Doki, Sasahara, and Matsuzaki, 2018). By
looking more closely at contextual factors, one might
identify the cross-cultural perspective and avoid defin-
ing experiences solely from one perspective (usually
a Western perspective) (Jentsch and Pilley, 2003). This

Teachers working abroad as part of a partnership pro-
gram is a central act of internationalization among
higher education institutions. This presupposes tea-
chers’ mobility and ability to function independently of
the workplace context (Méda, 2016; Olsen and
Tikkanen, 2018). Being a foreigner in a host country is
associated with psychological distress and decreased
well-being, due to sociocultural, environmental and life-
style differences (Bhugra, 2004). Despite these difficul-
ties, working abroad provides opportunities for personal
and professional development (Aalto et al., 2014; Altun,
2015). Haugland, Sersdahl, Salam Salih, and Salih (2014)
and John et al. (2012) have described factors leading to
success in partnerships between higher education insti-
tutions in high- and low-income countries, aimed at
establishing physiotherapy education in the low-
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would enable a partnership institution to develop a more
satisfactory cross-cultural working environment, suita-
ble for all workers, regardless of their cultural back-
ground. In light of these findings, it would be
important to further understand the personal, institu-
tional, social and cultural factors, involved in interna-
tional partnership programs.

In this case study, we explored Norwegian phy-
siotherapist teachers’ (NPTs) experiences of working at
a university in Sudan. In the early 2000s, Sudan did not
offer any entry-level physiotherapy programs, and there
were few physiotherapists working in the country at this
time (Haugland, Sersdahl, Salam Salih, and Salih, 2014).
The Sudan-Norwegian partnership was established (at
the request of the Sudanese partner) in order to develop
an internationally recognized five-year bachelor-level
physiotherapy program. The project continued for nine
years (2007-2015), during which time four distinct

Curriculum
Development

and 4
Implementati

PHASE Il
2010 - 2011

Partnership 4]
initiation

PHASE |
2007 - 2009

phases of the educational program were achieved
(Figure 1).

The first three phases: 1) partnership initiation; 2)
curriculum development and implementation;
and 3) graduation of the first cohort of students
were implemented by the two founding partners
from Norway and Sudan. Two additional African
partners subsequently joined the fourth phase,
which was intended to expand the collaboration
and enable the NPTs to transfer their experience
of integrating community-based education (CBE)
in the physiotherapy degree curriculum of the
Sudanese. Teachers from all institutions were
employed in the execution of the project activities
across the four phases. NPTs worked annually in
pairs at the Sudanese institution for a period of six
to 18 months (Haugland, Sersdahl, Salam Salih, and
Salih, 2014) (Figure 2).

Reviewing the
Curriculum and
Graduation of Integrating CBE
1%t Cohort of

Students

PHASE IV

PHASE Il || 2014-2015

2012 - 2013

Partnership activities funded by Fk-Norway

Figure 1. Model of the different phases of the Norway — Sudan partnership project on physiotherapy education.

PHASE | PHASE Il P PHASEIV. |
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Man I--I.Il.l 12 months*
Woman I.II.I 12 months
Woman I.II.I__ 12 months
Woman -I I 12 months
Woman - 6 months
Woman I. I 4 months
Woman I.l.-l__ 18 months
Woman I II I 6 months
Woman I.I 4 months
Woman .I 6 months
Woman -.Iu_ 18 months
Woman I.II I 6 months
Woman _Ii 6 months
Woman -I- 6 months
14 NPTs 128 months

Figure 2. Model of the length of stay for each NPTs involved, distributed on phases. *3 months in Sudan and 3 months in Norway over

2 years



Sudan University Context

The university is located in Omdurman, one of the
biggest cities in Khartoum State (Khartoum being the
capital of Sudan). The university only enrolls female
students, but the staff comprises both male and female
teachers. Arabic is the most common language in the
country but the language of instruction and official
communication at the university, is English. The uni-
versity operates six days a week, with the exception of
Friday. At the university, there is a dress code; male
teachers wear Western attire, and female teachers wear
a thobe (a long piece of cloth wrapped around their
inner garments) with a long scarf draped around their
head. Most students wear a long scarf in addition to
Western attire, and some wear the abaya (a robe-like
dress) and a niqab (a veil face covering). The legal
system in Sudan is based on Islamic Sharia law. The
climate in the university area is tropical with sand-
storms, which can completely block out the sun.

The Physiotherapy Department is located in
a building adjacent to the main university campus. The
department occupies the first and second floors of the
building and is made up of the administration offices, an
open-plan faculty office, classrooms and gyms in addi-
tion to the main service facilities. Each classroom can
accommodate up to 30 students and is equipped with
a multimedia projector, a blackboard and a ceiling fan.
Internet access is limited with poor connectivity.

Institutional Obligations and Expectations

Norwegian teachers were employed as part of the part-
nership project. They were the only physiotherapists at
the Sudanese university shouldering full professional
duties during the project period. Their work tasks con-
sisted of three main elements: curriculum development,
teaching and tutoring students in clinical practice.

Learning in the Workplace

The NPTs’ experience of a workplace setting in a foreign
country such as Sudan, with diverse linguistic, ethnic,
social and cultural characteristics, was likely to be very
challenging (LaVerle, 2015). Teachers who work abroad
are expected to adapt to the country in which they are
working and to the workplace culture, and they are also
expected to understand specific workplace needs. This
adaptation process which is often informal and subcon-
scious can be described as a workplace learning process,
and it occurs while working (Cacciattolo, 2015; Cairns
and Malloch, 2011; Illeris, 2018; Olsen and Tikkanen,
2018). Learning takes place in a dynamic context that
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includes individuals’ learning processes and social activ-
ity (Cacciattolo, 2015; Illeris, 2004; Patton, Higgs, and
Smith, 2013). Learning in the workplace depends on the
individual and his/her role as an active, legitimate parti-
cipant in the setting, previous experiences, motivation
and orientation toward self-determination for learning
(Illeris, 2018A; Ryan and Deci, 2000).

NPTs working abroad are placed in a new institu-
tional, social and cultural context. They also had to learn
and practice their physiotherapy knowledge, skills and
competence in another setting. According to Billett and
Choy (2013), although individual engagement in work-
place learning is essential, it is important to elaborate on
the mediating factors of situation, society and culture
that underlie the knowledge, skills and competence,
required for work. It is critical to understand the rela-
tionship between personal and cultural contributions
with regard to learning for and through work (Billett
and Choy, 2013; Tomasello, 2004). When the NPTs’
learning is regarded as a social process of change in
terms of knowledge, skills and attitudes, workplace
learning can be described as a reflective process, invol-
ving interaction between the NPTs and relevant others
in the communities where the process is taking place
(Vagstel and Skeien, 2011). In every organization, there
are usually several working communities, defining how
people participate, what is useful knowledge, who
should possess and retain useful knowledge and how
new knowledge is acquired (Billett and Choy, 2013).
Relevant people from whom the NPTs in our study
could learn, included colleagues, teaching assistants,
workers in the clinical environment and students. This
learning depended on their efforts and capacities as
observers, imitators and initiators (Billett and Choy,
2013) and required reflective thinking (Patton, Higgs,
and Smith, 2013). Through reflection, the NPTs could
gain knowledge relating to a confusing situation, to
clarify their understanding and enable coherent and
professional growth to occur (Patton, Higgs, and
Smith, 2013). The purpose of this case study was to
explore, describe and discuss the workplace learning
factors especially cultural factors influencing the NPTs
working on an international partnership project at
a women’s university in Sudan.

METHODS
Design

A case-study design was used to explore the NPTs
workplace learning at the chosen Sudanese university.
The case-study design structure provided a framework,
bounded by time and activities, and facilitated collection
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Table 1. Case study data collection and types of information.

Data collection Types
Documents 91 Monthly reports

13 Final reports

Project reports and Minutes from partnership meetings
Interviews 5 Individual interviews

Information
Personal reflections
Personal evaluations
Planning strategies, reflections and management
Personal information, reflections and perspectives
Personal thoughts, feelings and attitudes

of detailed information through multiple data collection
procedures, over a sustained period of time (Creswell
and Creswell, 2018). The current study provides an in-
depth exploration of the complex processes, assumed to
be involved in a cross-cultural partnership. Data collec-
tion methods included individual interviews and an
analysis of multiple documents (i.e. NPTs monthly
and final reports, project reports and minutes from
partnership meetings) (Table 1).

Data Collection

This study observed the relevant ethical standards and
was conducted in compliance with the ethical guidelines
of the Declaration of Helsinki. The study received
approval from the Norwegian partner and the
Norwegian Center for Research Data (NSD, RK-
265945). The recordings and transcriptions were saved
according to current ethical guidelines, and all data were
safeguarded by anonymity. All the NPTs were informed
of their right to withdraw from the study at any time and
that the data would be used for publication. Written
consent was given by all those interviewed. The NPTs
also consented to the use of their reports for the pur-
poses of publishing our findings in international
journals.

Five NPTs were interviewed during a conference that
they attended in 2017 in Norway. All NPT's were invited,
but only five were able to attend. They had worked
abroad at different times and during different phases of
the project (Figure 2). A researcher who had not been
involved in the planning and implementation of the
project conducted the interviews. The interview guide
was semi-structured with the following interview cate-
gories: 1) preparation for work abroad and for resuming
work in Norway; 2) work at the university; 3) cultural
challenges encountered during the NPTs free time
and 4) collaboration with the host, sponsoring institu-
tion and coworkers. This relates to our understanding of
workplace learning as involving a relationship between
personal and cultural contributions for and through
work in a given context (Billett and Choy, 2013;
Tomasello, 2004). The interviews were recorded and
transcribed.

All NPTs were required to write mandatory reports
for the host and sending institutions, sharing their
thoughts, feelings and learning experiences, associated
with their work and stay in Sudan, resulting in the
compilation of a database of 104 written documents. In
total, the NPT's created 91 monthly reports during their
stay abroad and 13 final reports immediately after their
stay. In addition, the research team also reviewed project
reports and minutes of meetings, documenting impor-
tant strategic management procedures, considered dur-
ing the project period (Table 1).

Norwegian Teachers

There were 13 NPTs involved in this project (all but one
of whom were women), who had been employed for
a period of between six and 18 months (Figure 2).
They all had a bachelor’s degree in physiotherapy,
which is the requirement to become an authorized phy-
siotherapist in Norway. One was an associate professor
and four had a master’s degree in physiotherapy. All the
NPTs worked in pairs. Two resigned after four months
for personal reasons. All the NPTs had a clinical back-
ground and 11 had no experience of teaching in a higher
education institution (HEI). Two of them were working
at the Norwegian university when they became involved
in the project. All of them had experience of supervising
students/patients. All the NPTs enrolled on Arabic lan-
guage courses upon their arrival in Sudan.

Data Analysis

The principles of systematic text condensation were
used in our analysis of the interviews and reports
(Malterud, 2011, 2012). The analysis followed four
steps, as follows: 1) getting an overall impression and
identifying themes (i.e. investigator triangulation)
(Patton, 2015); 2) identification of meaning units (i.e.
grouping and coding of these); 3) identification of sub-
themes in each group (i.e. abstraction of individual
meaning units to meaningful wholes and the creation
of a condensed first-person narrative with a quote to
illustrate what appeared in the categories); and 4)



description of the NPTs views based on the condensa-
tion forming the results presented.

The first analytical phase was carried out individually
by two researchers, and then another round of analysis
was completed with the researchers working together.
To ensure that the analysis and results were consistent
with the overall impression of the data, the researchers
read the text in all four steps and carried out the coding
several times. The transcribed interviews were in
Norwegian and the rest of the data were in English.
The translation into English took place between steps
three and four. An example of the abstraction process is
presented in Table 2.

RESULTS

Our multifaceted analytical process revealed themes
and subthemes underpinning experiences essential to
the workplace learning processes in this international
partnership project in Sudan (Table 2). Seven distinct
themes of working abroad are shared here.
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NPTs’ Motivation for Working Abroad

According to the NPTs, their motivation was a long-
established desire to work abroad, a sense of adven-
ture, cultural curiosity, a wish to meet people from
another background and to face a new set of work
challenges. They felt they could use their education
and work experience in this meaningful project, giv-
ing them both a challenge and a sense of security.
They also emphasized that the length of their stay
and the timing were right.

Preparation for Life in Sudan

The NPTs prepared for their work abroad by talking
to the leaders and former employees of the project.
They also completed a preparatory course organized
by Fk-Norway, the organization that funded the pro-
ject. Conversations with leaders were crucial in famil-
iarizing the NPTs with the project and to clarify roles
and expectations. The preparatory course supported
the transition from home culture/work to the new
setting by giving the NPTs the opportunity to learn
about living in a foreign culture, and to appreciate the

Table 2. Example of the abstraction process; meaning units, code, themes and subthemes.

Meaning units Code

The challenge of teaching and communicating
physiotherapy | found of great importance.
(Final report #5)

The classes made me reflect — they made me
angry, upset and happy. All in all, | learned

a lot about myself and about how others

legitimate participation.

Personal fulfillment, meaningful project,
concern for others as well as active,

Although the NPTs prepared for both work and Preparation for life in
life in a different culture, they experienced

Themes Subthemes
NPTs’ motivation for ~ ® Personal factors
working abroad ® Culture
® Project factors
® Meetings with leaders and for-

Sudan - learning mer employees

think and reflect on challenges, as well as
what others see as inspiration and what they
value in life. Often we use the same
vocabulary, but when you dig more deeply
there are so many nuances regarding what
we really mean, which is scary at first, but
made me appreciate subsequently, the
opportunities with which we are presented
due to these differences. (Final report #3)

I had prepared for what | expected to come. | had They experienced a culture shock that

read about culture, history and things like
that, however what surprised me was that it
was impossible to prepare for what was to
come. There were feelings in me that | never
anticipated would be there. (Interview #1)
As my work piled up, | worked more and more,
and had little energy left to socialize. | had no
social network other than the teachers at
work. (Final report #4)
I have learnt so much about the Sudanese
culture, religion and also of course about
myself in a new setting. (Final report #8)
Actually, | believe or in fact know, that they
found us very demanding. They perceived us
as critical and used to a completely different
system. We felt we did not want to adapt to
their system and found it difficult to do so.
Therefore, | believe they were not always
happy that we were there. (Interview #6)

Communication and meeting points were

differences between the theoretical for work ® Preparatory course
knowledge and the situation-specific
knowledge (knowledge in a particular
situation).
Social life ® Practical challenges

decreased during their stay.

They also found difficulty making friends
with the locals.

This gave an opportunity for personal
growth.

Academic community

crucial. There had to be cultural and in the
institutional negotiation between physiotherapy
physiotherapy teachers coming from abroad education
and the faculties at the university and in the ~ department

clinic.

Difficult to know who had the relevant
information and what this entailed.
Feeling of not being wanted.

® Personal growth
® Socialization

® University (written instruc-
tions, relevant information,
informal structure)

® Education
manager)

® Qther professions (in the clinic,
assistants)

(meetings,

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued).

The weather is now starting to get warmer and
some days, it is too warm to concentrate in
the office and we are unable to work
efficiently. We have a meeting room with air
conditioning that we can use, but this is not
always available. (Monthly report #1)

At the beginning of my posting, | worked
one day per week at a rehabilitation center for
children. This experience gave me valuable
insight into the way in which physiotherapy is
carried out, mainly by physiotherapy
assistants and technicians with very limited
training. (Final report #7)

During the different placement periods and
contact with physiotherapist colleagues
working at various institutions, | gained an
insight into the conditions and challenges
facing physiotherapy and physiotherapists,
relevant for our future students. (Final report
#6)

The students have had to adjust to a new way
of acquiring knowledge. They have had to be
active and participate both in terms of
theoretical thinking and through practical
approaches. They have reflected on important
topics and have been introduced to carrying
out searches for relevant literature online.
(Final report #13)

Even though | had some minor disagreements
with some of the staff along the way, this
experience was exactly as | had anticipated. It
was a huge job to organize patients for all of
the 30 students and transportation for the
patients and examiners to the location. For
a long time, it felt frustrating, | was organizing
this exam myself. But when the exam was
only a week ahead, suddenly a huge team
came together to work toward this! | was very
relieved, everyone did a great job. This is
rather typical of how work is carried out there
from my experience; wait until the
last minute. Surprisingly, big events like this
are carried out with very little forward
planning. (Final report #7)
| think it is so easy to continually take on
a little more and suddenly the whole physio-
department is resting on your shoulders.
(Final report #7)

| think | really needed this time to think, reflect
and make notes. This made it easier to end
this job, to be able to carry on with life here in
this very different society. (Interview #4)

I learned to adjust and relax, realizing that not
everything has to happen according to my
way of thinking and | became more open to
the possibility that there are many solutions
and approaches to problems. My choice may
not always be the best and definitely not
always the one to be taken into consideration.
(Interview #1)

NPTs lacked pedagogical competence and did
not receive any help, except from their
colleagues and home institution.

They extended their clinical competence.
Challenges due to developing a new
program, institutional challenges and
different opinions on assessment.
Challenges regarding students’ learning
methods.

Different perceptions of planning a task and
taking on responsibility. Clarifying roles and
responsibilities between the host university
and the NPTs was important.

Important to have sufficient time for post-work Finalizing the job —

reflection together with relevant others.
NPTs were open to new ways of doing
things.

Navigating complexity ®
and challenge

Competence

clinical)

® Technical-institutional  (curri-
culum content, organization,
examination, storing informa-
tion, internet connection)

® Students’ requirements

(pedagogical,

Sense of time —
Culture matters

® Task planning
® Responsibility

® Sharing
experiences

® Broader understanding of their
future jobs as physiotherapists

life-changing
preparation for

reentry into work in
their home country

key differences between themselves and others (as well
as the opportunities these differences presented). All
the NPTs stated that despite their preparation,
Norway was so different from Sudan that it was diffi-
cult for them to comprehend the scope of living in

such a hugely different culture. One particular concern
was the practical problem of living in such a different
climate. The NPTs who completed the program felt
that conversations with previous NPTs prepared them
quite well for life in Sudan.



Social Life

On arrival in Sudan, the NPTs needed practical help
with housing, shopping, transport, their visas and their
telephones, which was provided by the university. They
did experience a culture shock, but this decreased over
the course of their stay. They described the practical
problems as more distressing at the beginning, and the
fact that this frustration was often limited to the initial
period of adjustment but was in line with their expecta-
tions. However, they maintained that this hardship led
to personal growth for most of them, enabling them to
understand more about themselves, as well as another
culture, as they processed their feelings and realized how
resilient they were.

Many NPTs described busy working days, affording
them little time for socializing. Certain NPT's socialized
with students outside the university, expressing how this
gave them a valuable insight into the life of young people
in Sudan, as well as exposing them to Sudanese culture.
A number of the NPT's expressed a sense of isolation and
loneliness after work, with few local friends, even though
after a while, they began to participate in various leisure
activities. Their friendships were mostly with other for-
eign-born workers. Furthermore, it was difficult for
them to engage in their usual leisure activities (e.g.
workouts and other forms of exercise).

Building an Academic Community

At the beginning of the project period, there was no
academic community specifically for the physiotherapy
program; the primary relationship was with the general
university community. The NPTs were included in
meetings, social events and everyday life at the univer-
sity, which seemed to decline as time progressed.
However, as the educational program developed, it
formed the basis for the most important relationships
for the NPTs. At the outset, regular meetings were not
held with the program manager and other staff, working
on the physiotherapy program. The NPTs also indicated
that scheduled meetings might be canceled at very short
notice, or people did not turn up, making information
sharing and future planning difficult. They also stated
that the program leader, as well as other employees
involved in the physiotherapy program, were sometimes
so busy with other projects that there was no time for
meetings and communication about relevant tasks. The
NPTs did note, however, that the leader assumed
responsibility when he/she attended meetings and took
any follow-up action that had been agreed upon.
A number of NPTs signaled that they were unaware of
which member of staff to approach for any relevant
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information. This created a degree of confusion and
disarray among the NPTs in relation to administrative
procedures and exams, etc. Moreover, they felt that they
needed a key contact within the university to inform
them about rules and regulations; several NPTSs
expressed how the dean’s involvement in meetings
resulted in a positive change.

Navigating Complexity and Challenge

The specific challenges that the NPTs experienced were
related to their own competence, technical-institutional
problems at the university and students’ requirements.

Competence

Only a few of the NPTs had undergone pedagogical
training at an HEI, but the NPTs had developed
mentoring competence as a result of training phy-
siotherapy students and working with patients.
Those without HEI training felt that they were at
a disadvantage because of their lack of HEI experi-
ence and had to ask for help periodically. Local
teachers with physiotherapy knowledge had neither
the time nor the insight into central curriculum
topics, and there was no academic community
within which to discuss challenges. The NPTs’
teaching was based on their own experience and
Norwegian ideas of teaching, which meant an
emphasis on interaction and reflection both in
class and in practice. The other Norwegian teacher
in each pair was a discussion partner, and NPT
partners tried to support and encourage one other,
a dialogue which several also felt they needed with
their home institution. All NPTs felt that the hot

Table 3. Recommendations for physiotherapy teachers in similar
practices.

Important factors
(1) Strive for autonomy, relatedness and perceived competence
(2) Prepare by acquiring knowledge relating to culture, language and
work tasks
Expect a culture shock in your social and work life
Expect and endure cultural negotiations
Be open to different ways of working
Find meeting points for building an academic community and coop-
eration, as well as trying to understand and integrate the norms of
the university
(7) Dare to question activities which derive from poor structures
(8) Acknowledge cultural differences that cannot be changed
(9) Agree upon responsibilities and clarify what this entails
(10) Discuss challenges with a local, experienced teacher
(11) Acknowledge your own feelings and resistance toward cultural
differences
(12) Take time to reflect and process experiences from the stay abroad, to
finalize your work there and when returning to work in your home
country
Expect that change can take several years
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climate negatively impacted on their ability to carry
out daily tasks. Most of the NPTs worked in the
clinic to increase their knowledge of the way in
which physiotherapy was provided in the local con-
text, and to learn about local conditions, challenges
and patients’ way of life.

Technical-Institutional Problems

NPTs complained of problems associated with hav-
ing to start from scratch on every course (i.e. time-
table, materials, and exams) and problems with
placements (having access to a sufficient number of
sites and securing supervisors). The project had no
system of passing on the work that previous NPTs
had undertaken. Other challenges that were often
mentioned related to administration and roles and
responsibilities (e.g. developing a handbook for pla-
cements, course outlines, exam administration, eva-
luation of exam conformity with the most recent
course outlines, and grading procedures). Each tea-
cher organized his/her own internet-based system,
most of which functioned reasonably well. However,
the internet was poor, making it more difficult to
systematize teaching materials, as well as restricting
access to and information flow between teachers and
students. The university had a system for examina-
tion, grading and the requirements for promotion to
the next level, which the NPTs believed did not
complement sufficiently either the academic require-
ments or student quality requirements. The univer-
sity agreed on a compromise, provided that the
education was considered as a project and the
NPTs were involved. Systematic planning changed
somewhat after new quality assurance systems were
introduced, with the university leadership giving
more direction to the educational program.

Students’ Requirements

All NPTs noted that their students had to meet certain
requirements, not considered mandatory among other
faculties, such as meeting on time, active engagement in
order to experience first-hand how training functioned,
having to change into shorts and a T-shirt for the pur-
pose of practicing skills on one another and having
exams that tested knowledge beyond mere rote learning.
Students were also required to practice skills outside
class. The students’ level of English varied, even though
English was the lingua franca of the university, which
was a challenge in class.

Sense of Time - Culture Matters

Norwegian and Sudanese teachers were conscious of
the different perceptions of time, especially with
regard to task planning, organizing meetings and
classroom teaching. These differences in attitude
toward time influenced most of their work tasks.
Teachers and students might come in late, resulting
in the students having less teaching time if the next
class were to start on time. It was not clear to the
NPTs whether this was unprofessional behavior or
accepted culture. They were also concerned that stu-
dents were not given the education needed to pass
their exams and become skilled physiotherapists.
Some claimed that the NPTs’ ideas of task planning
differed from those of other staff. Certain factors
which made it difficult to plan in good time were
the unforeseen external factors, such as riots, power
and water losses, and unpredictable events at the
hospital during the students’ practice period.
Another cultural challenge arose when the NPTs
tried to organize the overseeing of the entire program
by the Sudanese. The latter did not have the same
sense of urgency and were more relaxed, believing
that everything would work out well. The allocation
of responsibility was a challenge when the NPTs
identified an area that should have been planned for
previously, but which had not yet been addressed.
They noted that there was a difference between tak-
ing on responsibility and discussing what and when
something should be done.

Finalizing the Job - Preparation for Reentry

Following their stay in Sudan, many of the teachers
had a desire to tell the story of their life in Sudan. It
was also crucial for them to have discussions with
others who had been involved in the project in order
to detect common problems. The NPTs noted that
they needed ample time (several weeks) to work
through their stay, thinking, reviewing, communicat-
ing and making notes. This reflective process made it
easier to finalize the job as they prepared to reenter
their home culture. The NPTs found that they were
making other choices after reentry into Norway.
They also found that they had more understanding
of various diseases, different roles and family circum-
stances, even among people living in Norway.
Therefore, they took a different approach when they
treated patients, especially patients from a non-
Norwegian, ethnic background.



DISCUSSION

This discussion is based on the assumption that teachers
who work abroad are expected to adapt to the country in
which they are working and to the workplace culture;
they are also expected to understand specific workplace
needs and the workplace learning process. Table 3 shows
the recommendations for similar practices, based on this
discussion.

According to the “Self-determination for learning the-
ory” (SDT), autonomy, relatedness and perceived compe-
tence are important in terms of regulations remaining
integrated rather than introjected (subject to approval
from others) and are a precondition for learning
(Bondevik et al., 2015). Our results show that the NPTs
felt that the university respected them and their compe-
tence, which gave them confidence as individuals to per-
form their job. This may be taken as an indication that they
experienced relatedness to the university and the faculty
(Table 3.1).

Most current research explores the changes in culture
experienced by students and migrants arriving in
a Western country to either study or work (Cervantes,
Fisher, Padilla, and Napper, 2016; Doki, Sasahara, and
Matsuzaki, 2018; Zhou, Jindal-Snape, Topping, and
Todman, 2008). This study confirms that Norwegians
going to work in Sudan also experience cultural chal-
lenges, despite undertaking the relevant preparatory
activities. Zhou, Jindal-Snape, Topping, and Todman
(2008) identified that the culture shock could be lessened
by good preparation. We observed that when those
responsible for the project both in Norway as well as
Sudan prepared the NPT's better (i.e. as the project drew
to a close), the NPTs had fewer practical problems both
at work and in their spare time, but they still experi-
enced a culture shock (Tables 3.2). A culture shock is
associated with being a member of a community, a sense
of belonging and undertaking legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Sfard, 1998). Sfard
(1998) also claimed that this critical process of becoming
a member of a community involves its language and
norms, not just knowledge mastery or the discussion of
work tasks. This also involves having one’s norms and
values challenged, especially through a process of cultural
embeddedness (Table 3.3). To gain a deeper understand-
ing of the various concepts used, one needs to live
within the culture in question, thus moving from knowl-
edge to knowing. The culture shock decreased during
the NPTs” stay, which may indicate that they were on
a trajectory to full legitimate participation. However, the
fact that they mostly made friends with other foreigners
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might suggest that they had still not become full mem-
bers of the community.

The NPTs’ norms and values regarding physiother-
apy education and the academic community were also
challenged. This negotiating was challenging for both
the NPTs as well as the faculty at the university, espe-
cially since many of the NPTs challenged the Sudanese
university system (Table 3.4). The NPTs did not fully
comprehend the written or unwritten culture at the
university. One reason for this could be that few of the
NPTs had an academic background and therefore, did
not understand the university laws and regulations. In
addition, the NPTs did not have sufficient or clear dia-
logue with the relevant people and felt that they needed
to adapt to regulations which were not clear to them.
Another reason could be the different views in relation
to the tasks that needed to be completed and the timing
of these. Amidst such a conflict, it was a necessary pre-
condition for co-existence that all parties trusted and
desired the best for one another (Harden, 2001). In the
case of the NPTs, this posed a dilemma as to whether to
increase their own workload to ensure tasks were com-
pleted within their own timelines and/or be open to
a different way of working. This could also be viewed
as an unclarified responsibility (Tables 3.5-3.9).

The goal of this project was to develop an educational
physiotherapy program in Sudan, run by the university
and in accordance with international standards. As the
NPTs were working under pressure (too little time,
extreme heat and limited coverage of central topics due
to a lack of qualified teachers), they often relied on
teaching methods that were familiar to them. We do
not know to what extent pedagogical training from
Norway would have helped the NPTs, since the students
had to change their learning methods from routine,
skill-based learning to more in-depth learning that also
included reflection. Mulder and Gulikers (2011),
Biemans et al. (2004) and Birenbaum (2003) all
described the difficulties of changing students’ learning
methods, which are the same in a number of African
countries and differ from Norwegian pedagogy with its
emphasis on reflection from the commencement of
study.

The NPTs mainly conducted their reflection together
with their coworkers from Norway during the course of
their work. Those who had experience of teaching phy-
siotherapy in an HEI also acted as advisors for less
experienced NPTs. There were few, if any, local phy-
siotherapy teachers at the university during the period
when the NPTs were based there. This lack of cultural
knowledge in discussion deprived the NPTs of a certain
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depth of understanding, of a deeper learning of phy-
siotherapy in the local context and the opportunity to
solve work tasks in ways other than they would have
done in Norway. Since the reflection was conducted by
people using the same frame of reference, there was less
risk of misunderstanding. Pedagogical, social and work
tasks in the clinical placements were discussed with
locals, and this gave them the opportunity to consider
alternative interpretations of their experiences
(Engestrom, 2011) (Tables 3.10-3.11).

The NPTs continued to engage in this reflective pro-
cess when they returned home. This created an analyti-
cal distance, and they were able to verbalize their
thoughts, explore and understand their feelings and
their learning (Patton, Higgs, and Smith, 2013) (Table
3.12). The most important change they highlighted was
that they managed to contribute to developing and run-
ning a physiotherapy program in another culture. They
obtained knowledge of different communities in Sudan
and at the university, and they managed to adapt their
Norwegian physiotherapy knowledge and skills to the
Sudanese context. They experienced attitudes and values
in Sudan which they wished to integrate into their way
of life and working practices in Norway.

Strengths and Limitations

The use of a case-study design made it possible to
explore in depth and over time the workplace learn-
ing of NPTs in a partnership project in an HEI,
aimed at building an educational physiotherapy pro-
gram in a Muslim country where no such education
existed and where few physiotherapists worked. Since
there are, to the best of our knowledge, no studies
focusing on physiotherapy teachers’ experience, it
was important for us to gain an insight into the
complex processes, assumed to be involved in
a cross-cultural partnership. By looking specifically
at one case, we cannot generalize our recommenda-
tions in relation to all such partnerships. However,
our recommendations can give other partnerships
and people working abroad an insight into the chal-
lenges they might face (Patton, 2015).

CONCLUSION

This study shows that a workplace perspective on the
experience of NPTs enhances our understanding of the
individual, social and institutional factors which are
important for such a project. In addition, it reveals the
impossibility of separating these factors from culture.
Culture is decisive at all levels, and knowledge and

competence are culturally situated. Therefore, the work
of physiotherapy teachers cannot function indepen-
dently of the workplace context.

We found several factors related to learning for
work and learning through work, which are impor-
tant for physiotherapy teachers working abroad and
for designing such a partnership. Moreover, our
study shows that working abroad requires prepara-
tion on the part of the sending and the host institu-
tion, and on the part of the person working abroad —
before, during and after the stay. However, the study
also shows that it is possible to have a partnership for
the purposes of an exchange of teachers within an
HEI, and that such a partnership can be beneficial for
both partners in terms of building capacity and edu-
cation across cultural borders. This study can also
serve as a model for exploring the determinants of
working abroad in other partnerships.
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