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Abstract

The rapid expansion of English‑medium instruction (EMI) in transnational education
(TNE) has increased the need for evidence‑based higher education (HE) curriculum mod‑
els that support diverse student cohorts in cross‑cultural contexts. This exploratorymixed‑
methods study examines the effectiveness of block models in EMI TNE partnerships by
comparing English as an additional language/dialect (EAL/D) student outcomes across tra‑
ditional semester‑based models and immersive block‑model delivery in China and Papua
New Guinea, and by exploring students’ block‑model experiences. Retrospective institu‑
tional data on student success (N = 8974) and satisfaction (N = 2067) were analysed along‑
side focus group data on student experiences. Findings indicate that the block model is
associated with significantly higher student success rates in China (76.3–92.2%) and Papua
New Guinea (57.3–72.1%; both p < 0.001), while satisfaction remained high and increased
significantly in China. In addition, students perceive the model as fostering self‑discipline,
autonomous learning, and collaborative skills. This study extends the limited evidence
base on curriculum innovation in English‑medium transnational higher education, indicat‑
ing that immersive block models can support positive student outcomes while highlight‑
ing the importance of local implementation conditions in shaping students’ experiences.
Implications emphasise the need for consistent operationalisation of the block model and
pedagogical scaffolding to optimise effectiveness in cross‑cultural higher education settings.

Keywords: immersive block learning; transnational education (TNE); English‑medium in‑
struction (EMI); student experience; student success; curriculum innovation; active learn‑
ing; cross‑cultural higher education; English as an additional language or dialect (EAL/D)

1. Introduction
Higher education (HE) is undergoing significant change globally. This is driven by

a wide range of factors, including national education and workforce agendas (Australian
Universities Accord Panel, 2024), evolving funding approaches (Zajda, 2020) and techno‑
logical advancements (Crawford & Jenkins, 2017). Globalisation, the internationalisation
of universities (Macaro et al., 2018), and the rise of English as a lingua franca in academia
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and international business beyond English‑dominant Western countries are also signifi‑
cantly shaping the higher education landscape (Gu et al., 2024; Leslie, 2025). These fac‑
tors have contributed to a rise in transnational education (TNE) and English‑Medium
Instruction (EMI) university programs worldwide, which, although distinct fields of re‑
search, often intersect in offshore programs delivered in English, across national and insti‑
tutional boundaries.

Despite changes in the higher education landscape, many core practices have re‑
mained the same: assessment (e.g., exams, essays), content delivery (e.g., lectures, text‑
books), and the semester‑based academic calendar (Wilson et al., 2025). At the same
time, higher education providers are reconsidering how to better meet the diverse learn‑
ing needs of their student populations. Students’ desires for more flexible, blended forms
of learning that enable them to study around competing work and family commitments
are evident in large‑scale surveys globally (e.g., see Quacquarelli Symonds, 2022) and re‑
search in a range of countries (e.g., Azerbijan, see Bayramova &Aliyev, 2019; in the United
Kingdom (UK), see Turner et al., 2021; in Australia, see Williams, 2023). As such, student
preferences have also become a prominent driver of curriculum reform in higher education.

Immersive block models structure learning into shorter teaching periods (4–6 weeks)
comprising only one or two subjects (Samarawickrema et al., 2022) and have been increas‑
ingly adopted in higher education to support flexible learning. A growing body of evi‑
dence demonstrates the positive impacts of immersive block models on student learning
outcomes (Goode et al., 2023, 2024b; Samarawickrema & Cleary, 2021). However, research
has largely focused on the success, satisfaction, and experiences of both domestic and in‑
ternational students studyingwithin a higher education provider’s home‑country contexts
(Goode et al., 2024b; Roche et al., 2026; Samarawickrema&Cleary, 2021). Consequently, lit‑
tle is known about the appropriateness of these curriculum innovations, comprising com‑
pressed scheduling, guided active learning, and scaffolded assessment, in transnational
EMI contexts. To the authors’ knowledge, this is the firstmulti‑site study to explore the out‑
comes and experiences of students with English as an additional language/dialect (EAL/D)
enrolled in immersive block‑model programs delivered in English through TNE higher
education partnerships. The study investigates partnerships between a public Australian
university and institutions in the People’s Republic of China and Papua New Guinea. It
addresses the following questions for EAL/D students:

1. Howdoes academic achievement in a traditional EMI studymode comparewith their
achievement in an EMI immersive block model, as measured by success/pass rates?

2. How does satisfaction in a traditional EMI study mode compare with their achieve‑
ment in an EMI immersive block model, as measured by:

• Unit satisfaction
• Teaching Satisfaction

3. What are the experiences of studying in a cross‑cultural EMI TNE immersive block
model program?

1.1. Immersive Block Model Learning in HE

Curriculum is a multifaceted construct encompassing strategies for teaching, content
delivery, and assessment design (Woelert et al., 2022). Its central role in establishing the
conditions for success for diverse student populations in contemporary higher education
has been widely recognised (Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Kift, 2015). Consequently, higher ed‑
ucation institutions worldwide are seeking innovative, evidence‑based approaches to cur‑
riculum reform to accommodate more diverse cohorts and to widen participation in HE.
Immersive block models are one such innovative approach to higher education that are be‑
ing implemented in various contexts to improve student learning outcomes. “Block”, “in‑
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tensive”, “accelerated” (Davies, 2006) or “immersive” models (Goode et al., 2023; Turner
et al., 2021) typically structure the academic calendar into shorter 4–6 week teaching pe‑
riods with a full‑time load of 1–2 units at a time (Samarawickrema et al., 2022). Most im‑
mersive block models enrol students in one subject at a time over approximately 4‑week
teaching periods (Konjarski et al., 2023). Recently implemented immersive block models
(e.g., Roche et al., 2025) are underpinned by cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988) and aim
to reduce interference effects from multiple simultaneous subjects and assessments, and
in turn increase student focus and improve academic achievement (Goode et al., 2024b;
Richmond et al., 2015).

Immersive blockmodels, beyond their focused subject scheduling, involve fundamen‑
tal transformations to an institution’s pedagogical framework (Buck&Tyrrell, 2022; Goode
et al., 2023; McCluskey et al., 2019; Roche et al., 2025. For example, at Colorado College,
USA; De Montfort University, the United Kingdom; and Southern Cross University, Aus‑
tralia, active learning pedagogies were introduced across the institutions alongside the
block calendar (Roche et al., 2025; Wilson et al., 2025). Active or engaged learning, drawing
on the theoretical perspectives of Dewey (1938) and Kolb (1984), aims to foster knowledge
acquisition and skill development in HE more effectively than didactic, lecture‑based ap‑
proaches (Kozanitis & Nenciovici, 2023). Block model programs are also used for Masters
courses in some German institutions, including the University of Hohenheim (2022) and
beyond the Global North in countries such as Ethiopia (Areaya et al., 2011; Sewagegn &
Diale, 2021).

The international uptake of immersive block models is therefore both an institutional
strategy for increasing the success of diverse student cohorts and a response to student
preferences for more flexible and engaging learning (Helfand, 2013; Loton et al., 2022). In‑
creased pass rates have been found in various studies of block model delivery, including
research focused on domestic pathway (or foundation) education students (Goode et al.,
2024b), first‑year undergraduates (Buck & Tyrrell, 2022; Goode et al., 2023; Loton et al.,
2022), international students (for undergraduates see Goode et al., 2024b, for postgradu‑
ates see Goode et al., 2025), and underrecognised or ‘equity’ students (Samarawickrema &
Cleary, 2021; Roche et al., 2025). Block has also been shown to work well across a range
of HE disciplines (Roche et al., 2026). However, less is known about the appropriateness
of block models in transnational partnerships. This exploratory study focuses on the sat‑
isfaction, success and experiences of English as an additional language or dialect (EAL/D)
learners studying in an immersive block‑model program in EMI TNE collaborations be‑
tween a public Australian university and universities in the People’s Republic of China
and Papua New Guinea.

1.2. Transnational Education (TNE) and English Medium Instruction (EMI)

Transnational education denotes a form of cross‑border education inwhich programs
and providers, rather than students, are internationally mobile (Kleibert, 2022; Knight &
McNamara, 2017). Students gain an internationally recognised qualification without relo‑
cating, through joint programs delivered at local joint institutes or branch campuses, some‑
times wholly or in combination with online study (Knight & McNamara, 2017). There is
an emerging body of literature exploring the opportunities, challenges, and potential of
these collaborations for stakeholders (Healey & Hickey, 2025; Tran et al., 2023).

TNE partnerships offer a range of potential benefits, including advancing internation‑
alisation across partner institutions and associated reputational advantages considered in
higher global university rankings, which may ultimately lead to improved financial sus‑
tainability (Carter, 2024; Gafu & Collins, 2025; Le Thanh Phan et al., 2024; Wang, 2025). For
students, the financial costs associated with overseas study are reduced, thereby provid‑
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ing more equitable access to international higher education. At the program level, transna‑
tional education has the potential to foster cross‑cultural curriculum and pedagogical in‑
novation, as local education contexts offer global content (Le Thanh Phan et al., 2024; H. T.
L. Nguyen et al., 2025). However, there are also challenges, including the need to localise
curriculum and pedagogy to ensure “institutional harmonisation” (Healey &Hickey, 2025,
p. 174).

TNE higher education partnerships continue to grow globally, with student numbers
increasing from 1.6 to more than 6.4 million between 2020 and 2022 (Fernandez‑Chung
& Gill, 2025); however, research to date has largely prioritised institutional perspectives.
Studies across China, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and broader regions highlight how
pedagogy and intercultural responsiveness shape student satisfaction and learning out‑
comes (Cui & Gardiner, 2025; D. Liu et al., 2023; Trotter & Qureshi, 2023). The student
voice remains underrepresented (Carter, 2024; Wang, 2025). Greater engagement with stu‑
dents as active contributors is essential to improving educational outcomes and enhancing
student success and satisfaction (D. Liu et al., 2023; Wang, 2025).

English‑medium instruction higher education, in which programs are offered in En‑
glish rather than local languages, has also grown significantly globally in the 21st Century
and is a feature of many transnational education collaborations. In Europe, EMI programs
more than tripled to 24,043 in the 10 years to 2024 (Wingrove et al., 2025). Similarly, in the
Asia‑Pacific region, there has been a remarkable expansion of tertiary institutions offering
EMI programs over the past decade (Leslie, 2025; Walkinshaw et al., 2017).

Although EMI programs are perceived as offering a wide range of benefits to their
graduates, such as improved English skills and access to jobs that can subsequently en‑
hance social mobility (Macaro et al., 2018), their growth has not been without criticism.
They have long been discussed as a form of cultural imperialism (Pennycook, 1994; Phillip‑
son, 1992). The potential adverse effects of English‑medium instruction on local culture
and languages have been highlighted in SoutheastAsia (Kirkpatrick&Liddicoat, 2017) and
beyond. The transfer of foreign curricula and pedagogy underpinning both EMI and TNE
programs into local settings may marginalise local knowledge and practices (Le Thanh
Phan et al., 2024; Wang, 2025). Other studies highlight EMI’s potential to exacerbate eco‑
nomic and social inequalities by widening the gap between affluent and disadvantaged
groups in society (Alhamami, 2023). Researchers have also raised concerns that local stu‑
dents would sometimes prefer to study in their own language (Arabic in Qatar, Ahmadi,
2017; in Oman, Al‑Masheikhi et al., 2014).

Academic outcomes in English‑medium instruction are also shaped by the English‑
language proficiency of instructors and students (Jiang et al., 2019 Roche et al., 2016) and
by their ability to use available digital tools effectively (Ahmed & Roche, 2021). Digital
platforms and virtual exchange may broaden access and participation and strengthen lin‑
guistic, intercultural and digital competencies (O’Dowd, 2021). However, their effective‑
ness depends on inclusive design, user capability and reliable infrastructure. Outcomes
may also suffer when students’ expectations differ from the educational practices of the
awarding institution, contributing to lower achievement, higher dissatisfaction and attri‑
tion (Sinha et al., 2018). Addressing these challenges in transnational partnerships requires
institutional alignment between locally responsive teaching and awarding‑institution stan‑
dards, as well as ongoing negotiations among institutional partners to ensure positive out‑
comes for students and their communities (Healey & Hickey, 2025).

Measuring these outcomes, and therefore the effectiveness of EMI TNE collaborations,
commonly involves data related to student success (pass rates) and satisfaction (student
feedback surveys). These data inform students’ decision‑making about where to study
(Pabel & Shah, 2025), help universities identify areas for improvement and good practice
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(Bedggood&Donovan, 2012; Thomas et al., 2025), and assist governments in quality assur‑
ance and funding negotiations (Pabel & Shah, 2025; Wong & Chapman, 2023). Satisfaction,
shaped by teaching quality, learning environment, academicworkload and assessment vol‑
ume (Q. Nguyen et al., 2017; Redfern, 2016; Hornstein, 2017), has emerged as particularly
central in international collaborations. For example, a study of over 45,000 international
students across nearly 100 institutions in Australia, the UK, and the USA found that sat‑
isfaction with the learning experience had the strongest influence on overall experience
(Ammigan & Jones, 2018). Teaching is regarded as particularly important for international
students (Poon, 2019), underscoring the need to better understand students’ experiences
with innovative TNE approaches, such as immersive block‑model programs in higher ed‑
ucation where English is the medium of instruction.

This study aimed to provide an initial, context‑sensitive exploration of student out‑
comes and experiences across two transnational education settings that offer block‑model
programs and use English as the medium of instruction, informed by both institutional
data and with students as active contributors.

2. The Southern Cross Model: An EMI TNE Case Study
This paper presents an exploratory case study examining the satisfaction, success

rates (pass rates) and experiences of students enrolled in an immersive block model as
part of an EMI TNE partnership. The retrospective observational study was conducted
at two universities, one in Papua New Guinea and the other in the People’s Republic of
China. Both universities are engaged in a TNE partnership with Southern Cross Univer‑
sity, a regional public HE institution in Australia. These sites were selected because they
were the University’s established TNE partnerships in which the immersive block model
had been implemented.

From 2021, an immersive block approach, the Southern CrossModel (SCM), was used
to reform the University’s academic calendar from 12‑week study periods into six terms of
sixweeks each (see Figure 1). Full‑time students with a typical enrolment pattern complete
eight units a year, as theywould in the traditionalmodel; however, unlike the commonone‑
unit‑at‑a‑time structure of most block models, here students can complete up to two units
at a time. Students typically will study these two units across four consecutive six‑week
blocks. At both partner institutions in this study, the SCM retained the same core structural
and pedagogical features, comprising up to two units studied concurrently in six‑week
terms, guided active learning, interactive online modules and scaffolded assessment.

This immersive block model creates the conditions for student success by drawing on
a pedagogy of guided active learning (Wilson et al., 2025). Guided active learning is an
instructional approach that combines active learner engagement with structured teacher
guidance in class or through instructional materials (Roche et al., 2025). It leverages princi‑
ples of human cognitive architecture to optimise learning efficiency by reducing cognitive
load, providing explicit direction, and scaffolding the learning process, ensuring learners
build understanding effectively and efficiently without becoming overwhelmed or expe‑
riencing too many unhelpful digressions (Kirschner et al., 2006). Guided active learning
outperforms discovery or unguided learning by providing structured pathways for devel‑
oping understanding of complex concepts and skills (Kirschner et al., 2006).

In practice, the focused, guided, active curriculum is embedded in three main forms
of learning in each subject:

• Self‑access online modules that are media‑rich, interactive and responsive (Goode
et al., 2024a)

• Scheduled classes that are guided and interactive, involving activities such as discus‑
sion, problem‑based scenarios and simulations rather than lectures

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16081297

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16081297


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 1297 6 of 18

• Assessments that are authentic and scaffolded, with no more than three assessments
per unit (Wilson et al., 2025)

• As such, the immersive block model used here aligns with Dehaene’s (2020) four pil‑
lars of learning: attention (here, focus), active engagement, error feedback, and consol‑
idation. It also aligns with many of Chickering and Gamson’s (1991) seven principles
for good practice in undergraduate education (e.g., active learning, student‑faculty
interaction, feedback).

Figure 1. Southern Cross Model (Roche et al., 2025).

3. Methodology
This convergentmixed‑methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018) draws on both

quantitative institutional data and qualitative focus group data. The quantitative compo‑
nent addresses the first two research questions by comparing student success, unit sat‑
isfaction and teaching satisfaction across the traditional semester‑based and immersive
block models, while the qualitative component addresses the third research question by
exploring students’ broader experiences of the blockmodel within their EMI TNE contexts
through focus groups. This study replicates the approach used in related Southern Cross
Model studies in Australia (e.g., Goode et al., 2024a) but instead focuses on student experi‑
ence, success, and satisfaction at partner institutions in PapuaNewGuinea andChina. The
study, approved by the institution’s HumanResearch Ethics Committee (approval number
2022/054), was designed to generate context‑specific understandings of student outcomes
and experiences at two established TNE sites offering block‑model curriculum.

The current study drew on student outcomes from the EMI TNE institutions in Papua
New Guinea (PNG) and the People’s Republic of China, including two years of achieve‑
ment (success) (N = 8974) and satisfaction (N = 2067) data from units that transitioned to
the immersive model. For each student group considered in the analysis, outcomes for
a control group that stayed in the traditional model for the duration of the study were
also considered.

3.1. Data Collection and Analysis
3.1.1. Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

Institutional quantitative data were sourced from the University’s Office of Business,
Intelligence and Quality. Two sets of data were obtained: (1) students’ final unit results;
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and (2) student responses given on a 5‑point Likert scale to a series of questions in the
University’s Unit Feedback Survey (UFS). TheUFS is conducted at the end of each teaching
period and closes prior to the release of final grades. The University’s institutional data
were then reviewed and cleaned to construct a final dataset suitable for analysis (Pallant,
2020). The datawere uploaded to SPSS 30.0 and separated into samples comprising student
data from units offered at three timeframes of interest:

• T0: in the semester model, 2019
• T1: in the semester model, 2021–2022, during the SCM transition
• SCM: in the SCM, 2022–2024

T0 represents the baseline for student outcomes, before the COVID‑pandemic (2020),
and before the university began to revise its policies and practices as the SCMwas progres‑
sively rolled out. T0 is the traditional university approach: semesters, 4‑unit‑at‑a‑time,
lectures and exams. T1 is a transitional phase when the same subjects were still struc‑
tured into semesters, but policy changes associated with the SCM, around assessment and
teaching delivery, had begun to be implemented across the institution. The SCM sample
includes the same units delivered in the six‑week, 2‑unit‑at‑a‑time guided and active learn‑
ing model.

Success rates were calculated according to the following formula, excluding students
who withdrew prior to a teaching period: Census Date: Completed/(Completed + Failed
+ Withdrawn). As per Field’s (2018) recommendation for non‑normally distributed data,
Pearson’s chi‑square tests were conducted to test for significant change between T0 and
SCM, and T1 and SCM. Cramér’s V (effect size) was also calculated.

Two items were extracted from the UFS: “Overall, I am satisfied with this unit” and
“Overall, I am satisfied with the teaching in this unit”. The data were classified into agree‑
ment (ratings of 5 strongly agree, or 4 agree), and non‑agreement (ratings of 3 average,
2 disagree or 1 strongly disagree). Pearson’s chi‑square testswere conducted, andCramér’s
V were generated.

3.1.2. Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis

To address the third research question, focus groups were conducted to explore how
students experienced the immersive blockmodel in their specific EMI TNE contexts and to
provide explanatory depth beyond institutional measures of success and satisfaction. Stu‑
dents’ perceptions of the immersive block model were gathered through one‑hour qual‑
itative focus groups in 2025. Participation invitations were issued in early 2025 and dis‑
tributed via unit learning sites and email at the two participating institutions in PNG and
China, where the block model has been introduced. This convenience sampling approach
resulted in two focus groups, one in PNG and one in China, held in July and March 2025,
respectively (Table 1).

Table 1. Participants.

Number of
Participants Program Age

Range Gender Year of
Study

Papua New
Guinea 4

Bachelor of IT (2)
Bachelor of
Business (2)

19–28 2M/2F 1st–3rd

China 8 Bachelor of IT (8) 20–22 4M/4F 1st–3rd

Face‑to‑face focus groups were facilitated by the authors, and the sessions were
recorded and transcribed. Groups were conducted in English, and participants were able
to use translation tools. Participant nameswere replaced by pseudonyms in the transcripts
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before analysis commenced to ensure anonymity, with C and P used to designate partic‑
ipants from China and PNG, respectively. The anonymised focus group transcripts were
analysed by the first author using reflective thematic analysis (Braun&Clarke, 2022), a sys‑
tematic six‑step reflexive approach to generating codes and themes pertinent to the three
research questions. Themes were constructed as patterns of meaning comprising multiple
codes which coalesced into organising concepts, as distinct from topic summaries. They
were also shaped by the researchers’ engagement with the data set and the questions driv‑
ing the research (Braun&Clarke, 2022). The final set of themeswas checked by the remain‑
ing authors, with iterative adjustments made to the resulting narrative until all authors
approved the final written summary.

The convergentmixed‑methods design used in this studywas chosen as it enabled the
examination of academic outcomes and experiences. The quantitative component allowed
comparison of success rates, unit satisfaction and teaching satisfaction between the tradi‑
tional semester‑based model and the immersive Southern Cross Model. The qualitative
component enabled a deeper understanding of students’ experiences of studying under
the block model in a transnational education context, with English as the medium of in‑
struction. Taken together, these data sources facilitated a more thorough evaluation of the
block model’s impact on students, therefore addressing all three research questions.

4. Results
The results are presented in two parts, reflecting the study’s convergent mixed‑

methods design. First, the quantitative results present and compare students’ success and
satisfaction across the traditional semester model, the transitional period, and the South‑
ern Cross Model at the partner institutions in China and Papua New Guinea, focusing
on the first two research questions. Second, qualitative findings present further insight
into students’ experiences of the block model through three themes: Soft (Power) Skills, A
Balancing Act and Access Challenges, focusing on addressing the third research question
driving this study.

4.1. Quantitative

Table 2 reports student success outcomes across T0, T1 and SCM at the PNG and
Chinese partner locations. In China, a low baseline success rate in T0 (76.3%) increased
significantly in both the T1 transitional semester model (96.0%) and the SCM (92.2%). Suc‑
cess remained very high in the SCM (>90%) but did decline significantly by 3.8 percentage
points compared to T1. At PNG, strong significant increases in success were observed in
the SCM (72.1%) compared to both T0 (57.3%) and T1 (61.2%).

Table 2. International offshore student success, 2019–2024.

T0 T1 SCM T0 to SCM T1 to SCM

Cohort n Success
Rate n Success

Rate n Success
Rate

% pt Change
X2(1)

% pt Change
X2(1)

Chinese Partner 765 76.3 876 96.0 2110 92.2 15.9 ***
134.2

−3.8 ***
14.2

Papua
New Guinea Partner 1205 57.3 1741 61.2 1962 72.1 14.8 ***

72.6
10.9 ***
49.0

T0 = semestermodel, 2019; T1 = semestermodel, 2021–2022 (during the SCM transition); SCM=South‑
ern Cross Model, 2022–2024. *** p < 0.001.

Student satisfaction outcomes are presented in Table 3. Baseline satisfaction in T0was
high for both units and teaching at both institutions (>85%). This did not change signifi‑
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cantly in PNG during T1 or the SCM, remaining high. At the Chinese university, signifi‑
cant increases in unit and teaching satisfaction were observed in the SCM (89.7% unit and
91.5% teaching) compared to T1 (81.3% unit and 84.0% teaching). No significant change
was observed in the SCM compared to T0.

Table 3. International offshore student satisfaction, 2019–2024.

T0 T1 SCM T0 to SCM T1 to SCM

Cohort n Satisfaction
Rate n Satisfaction

Rate n Satisfaction
Rate

% pt Change
X2(1)

% pt Change
X2(1)

Unit satisfaction

Chinese Partner 76 85.5 150 81.3 331 89.7 4.2
1.1

8.4 *
6.5

Papua
New Guinea Partner 239 90.8 526 86.3 745 86.6 −4.2

3.0
0.3
0.0

Teaching satisfaction

Chinese Partner 76 85.5 150 84.0 331 91.5 6.0
2.6

7.5 *
6.1

Papua
New Guinea Partner 239 88.3 526 86.3 745 87.1 −1.2

0.2
0.8
0.2

T0 = semester model, 2019. T1 = semester model, 2021–2022 (during the SCM transition).
SCM = Southern Cross Model, 2022–2024. * p < 0.05.

4.2. Qualitative

Three themes were constructed to encapsulate students’ experiences of studying in a
TNE cross‑cultural immersive block program: Soft (Power) Skills, A Balancing Act, and
Access Challenges, as depicted in Figure 2.

Figure 2.Themes Constructed to Represent Students’ Experiences of the Block Model.

4.2.1. Theme 1: Soft (Power) Skills—Graduate Attributes

The first theme, Soft (Power) Skills, was constructed to reflect an idea repeatedly ex‑
pressed in the focus groups: that students learnedmore than just discipline‑related knowl‑
edge and skills through the block model. These are traditionally called soft skills, also
referred to as power skills or empl) andity skills (Marin‑Zapata et al., 2022), and corre‑
spond with the University’s graduate attributes that all students should develop during
their studies: self‑discipline, intellectual rigour, creativity, life‑long (autonomous) learn‑
ing and communication, social skills and cultural competency (teamwork).

The first element in this theme is self‑discipline. Each of the PNG students explicitly
referred to needing self‑discipline to succeed in the six‑week block model: “It’s all about
self‑discipline…If you cannot discipline yourself, then you won’t be able to complete the
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task or the units” (P 1). Chinese students’ references to self‑discipline were more implicit.
They discussed their determination to understand the course content and complete assess‑
ments in the six‑week timeframe, in English. Despite challenges, studying in English was
regarded as important for their future:

“It’s good for us to practice our English skills, you know, we are cooperatingwith
Australians, some of us definitely wants [sic] to go abroad and learn in Australia
some day, and if so, I think the best way to learn is in English”. (C 5)

Others referred to the strong personal motivation engendered by the block model
and its shorter time frame: “It pushed me all the time and alerted me: I have to finish my
homework.1 The assessment will decide my final grade, and it’s important” (C 8).

The second element of Theme 1: was constructed to reflect students’ references to
autonomous learning and personal reflection at both institutions. Students referred to un‑
dertaking research beyond module content, understanding that in the block model, not
everything would be delivered through lectures: “we need to spend a lot of time to de‑
velop our self‑skills… self‑thinking skills” (C 1). There were references to self‑initiated
research using external, independently accessed sources: “I learned more from reading
by myself and doing my own research” (P 2). Furthermore, participants highlighted the
value of clear learning goals and breaks between each study term: “give me a lot of time
to self‑reflect… I can learn …what I truly want to do in the future” (C 3).

The third key skill students referred to developing was group work. It was regarded
as both a key source of professional learning for their future careers and a source of frus‑
tration. Students said they would “…work as a group… Groupwork will give us a lot
of experience, like cooperation, which is very important in our job because we cannot do
everything by ourselves” (C 5). Despite the perceived importance of groupwork and stu‑
dents’ willingness to undertake more group assessments, they acknowledged it was not
always easy due to uneven contributions by group members: “I hope in the future there
will be more work together. However, it’s difficult to cooperate with other students” (C 1).
This was also reported by students in PNG, who gave individual and cultural reasons for
the difficulties of working in a team: “…in groupwork, most of the students rely on others
to do the work…our PNG way of life is too lenient to others” (P 4).

4.2.2. Theme 2: A Balancing Act

The second theme, A Balancing Act, was constructed to reflect the direct references
students made to balancing competing factors while trying to meet assessment deadlines.
Students at both institutions had to adjust to the formative assessment‑based approach of
the immersive block model, which contrasted with their past test‑ and exam‑based educa‑
tion experiences in high school or other university courses. A PNG student commented:
“[We would do] tests every two weeks… and then exams… Yeah, I was also expecting ex‑
ams and tests before I came here” (P 2). Similarly, students in China noted the different
pedagogical approaches:

“The difference is how we learn the knowledge in Chinese courses. We learn for
the final exam or the middle exam…We just squeeze all the knowledge into our
brain to attend the exam, to pass the exam. In the SCU model, we will have to
learn the homework (see note 1)”. (C 7)

Although students at both institutions acknowledged that the block model’s authen‑
tic, assessment‑driven, skills‑oriented learning was very different to the exam‑centred sys‑
tems that they had previously experienced, overall, they saw clear value in the block
model approach:
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“Inmy Chinese courses…we just need to finish the exam in the end… In the SCU
model… I will learn a lot of skills through…my assessment. Sometimes it’s hard
for me to finish… but I really like the pattern for us”. (C 4)

A second issue arose for the Chinese students specifically. This was related not to the
block model itself, but to how the model was implemented in their local context. Contrary
to the intent of the block model approach, students at the Chinese institution were also
required to complete traditional semester‑based subjects in parallel to their block model
subjects. Due to this specific approach to implementation, these students experienced the
additional hurdle of juggling two competing academic calendars. This dampened the ben‑
efit of focused learning associated with the structure and pedagogy of the block model, as
the following student expressed:

You know,we are a Chinese andAustralian…project…we haveChinese courses
and Australian courses altogether. They are combined… it’s quite hard for
us…without Chinese courses, I think the six‑week module is quite good. (C 7)

However, students also believed that their studies in the blockmodel, despite the need
to balance calendars and schedules, were an investment in their future: “Maybe I will get a
Master’s degree in Australia… [this] degree can help me a lot because I don’t need to start
at the beginning, not like other Chinese students” (C 5).

4.2.3. Theme 3: Access Challenges

Theme 3: Access Challenges, reflects students’ references to factors at the institutional
and broader contextual levels that impacted their access to digitally‑rich content in the
SCM. Among the access challenges at the institutional level, Chinese students reported
difficulties using the learning management system (LMS), which hosts content for indi‑
vidual university units (subjects). Some students reported challenges navigating the LMS,
which was structured differently to the Chinese LMS: “The assessment page is hidden too
deep in the website. Sometimes, I’ll have to look through all the pages to find what I need”
(C 7). Others noted that a recent update had impacted their ability to use translation tools
with the site: “We are Chinese… [we] use the translate, but it’s not running smoothly… in
the old version it can translate the whole page” (C 5). A more latent reading of students’
experiences suggests that varying levels of language proficiency and digital literacy may
have also contributed to students’ access challenges.

There were also broader contextual factors that impacted students’ abilities to access
materials, including electricity reliability and data affordability in PNG, and national inter‑
net firewalls in China. Summarised in shorthand as “PNGPower”, students in that country
spoke about unreliable power supply as their biggest challenge to accessing materials in
the SCM, which features media‑rich online modules as one of its key design features. Ac‑
cess was also affected by the cost of data: “a factor here is data because I have to go online
every single day, and you know, I’m a student, so I have to have a reliable data source”
(P 1). While students could access the sites when on campus without incurring personal
financial costs, paying for data was an issue when studying from home. For Chinese stu‑
dents, one of the access hurdles they reported was the blocking of some course content by
internet firewalls. They noted that “To log into some website like YouTube, we cannot”
(C 8). This limited their engagement with some of the digitally‑rich content.

5. Discussion
This exploratory mixed‑methods study has investigated students’ success, satisfac‑

tion, and experiences in an immersive block‑model program as part of a transnational
education collaboration between a public Australian university and universities in Papua
New Guinea and the People’s Republic of China. It has been found that, overall, students
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in the block model report higher satisfaction and success rates than those in the traditional
semester model, and that they are positive about their experiences. This aligns with simi‑
lar studies conducted in non‑TNE contexts (Buck & Tyrrell, 2022; Goode et al., 2023; Loton
et al., 2022) and provides an initial understanding of this previously underexamined TNE
EMI context. Importantly, this study found that students across two very different inter‑
national contexts are not only achieving high levels of success and satisfaction, but are
also potentially developing soft skills (e.g., interpersonal and non‑technical skills) through
block model study—a valued outcome from both student and institutional perspectives.
However, students’ experiences of block model study in the EMI TNE context also high‑
light the complexities of how local contextual factors shape students’ perceptions of their
learning experiences. All of these findings have implications for the implementation of
block‑model programs in transnational higher education collaborations that use English
as a medium of instruction and warrant further research.

The impact of block model study on interpersonal and non‑technical skill develop‑
ment is a nascent area of investigation; this study is among the first to report that students
perceived gains in self‑discipline and autonomy through immersive block programs. Prior
research on block model study in Australia (Goode et al., 2024a; C. Liu et al., 2025; Wilson
et al., 2025), Germany (van der Sluis & Tausch‑Nebel, 2023), and Ethiopia (Areaya et al.,
2011; Sewagegn & Diale, 2021) does offer some relevant insights into time management,
focus, independent learning, peer interaction, and collaboration, which inform the present
findings. Previous studies have found that the heightened focus on time management re‑
quired in block model programs can help students pace their work more effectively, avoid
procrastination, take greater responsibility for meeting program demands (Goode et al.,
2024a), and develop effective study habits (C. Liu et al., 2025). Broader research on the
student experience of English‑medium transnational education also indicates that success‑
ful students maintain consistent study routines and are highly motivated, helping them
meet foreign academic expectations (Tsiligiris & Hill, 2021). However, because they often
remain in their home countries, they may not automatically achieve the same level of inde‑
pendence as students studying abroad (Healey & Hickey, 2025). This study suggests that
a block model can foster student autonomy and self‑discipline in transnational education
contexts, helping students develop interpersonal and non‑technical, or soft (power), skills
associated with successful university study and future employment, even if they stay in
their home countries.

Students’ complex experiences of groupwork in this study are consistent with prior
research on block model formats. The engaged learning design, recognised as critical for
fostering knowledge acquisition and skill development in higher education (Chickering
& Gamson, 1991), and smaller class sizes that characterise most block model programs,
can foster more interactive classes, stronger collaborative relationships among students (C.
Liu et al., 2025), and a greater sense of belonging (Long & McLaren, 2024). In contrast,
shorter timeframes can also intensify the difficulties international students face when col‑
laborating (Goode et al., 2024a; Sewagegn & Diale, 2021). Both the benefits and challenges
of groupwork are expressed by the students in this study, but the underlying reasons for
their challenges may differ in the TNE EMI context from those identified in previous block
model studies. Prior research in higher education contexts where English is the medium
of instruction has found that language proficiency and the need to adapt to different aca‑
demic norms can impact group work (Cui & Gardiner, 2025; Tran et al., 2023). It is unclear
to what extent these factors affected students’ experiences in this exploratory study, and
further investigation is recommended to increase understanding. However, based on this
study, the expectations and rationale for group work in block model study within TNE
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EMI contexts may require clearer, more explicit communication with student cohorts and
their teachers.

Students in both PNGandChina expressed some surprise at the lack of high‑stakes ex‑
ams and the focus on formative assessment in the block model. They noted howmarkedly
different this was from their past education experiences. The impact of international stu‑
dents’ prior educational experiences on their perspectives on block model study was also
noted by Goode et al. (2024a); and research in the Middle East (Sinha et al., 2018) has sim‑
ilarly demonstrated that students may face challenges moving from a local high school
system based on testing, exams and memorization to an EMI TNE context where group
work and other engaged forms of assessment are privileged. It can be inferred that the
authentic, scaffolded assessment that characterises block model programs may need addi‑
tional explanation, scaffolding andmodelling for students in the TNEEMI context. Aswith
group work, task requirements may need to be more explicit, with modelling provided so
that students can develop the skills needed to successfully undertake these assessments.
This is another area that deserves further investigation in the transnational education context.

Misaligned study calendars were also found to impact the experiences of Chinese stu‑
dents studying in the blockmodel. They expressed satisfactionwith the blockmodel study
but noted that studying some subjects in the blockmodel and others in themore traditional
semestermodel simultaneously at their home university posed challenges. By their nature,
transnational education partnerships bring foreign curricula and pedagogy into local con‑
texts, with potential positive and negative impacts for local knowledge and practices (Le
Thanh Phan et al., 2024; Wang, 2025). The findings underscore the significance of “institu‑
tional harmonisation” (Healey &Hickey, 2025, p. 74) in TNE EMI collaborations to ensure
that the curriculum integration process is mindful of the overall student experience.

The broader contextual factors that affected students’ experiences in this study also
highlight the significance of local conditions in the delivery of the block model in an EMI
TNE context. Internet data costs, the reliability of paper and internet firewalls vary by loca‑
tion. While universities cannot influence the underlying geopolitical and economic causes,
understanding their impact on students’ experiences enables institutions to explore other
ways to ensure equitable educational experiences across campuses and countries. This
has implications for curriculum design. For example, consideration should be given to
whether digital resources that are not embeddedwithin learning sites are needed. Further‑
more, digital literacy and English proficiency also emerge as possible contributing factors
impacting students’ experiences and warrant further investigation in transnational educa‑
tion contexts.

Limitations and Implications

This exploratory study at two locations was small‑scale, and further qualitative re‑
search focused on students’ perspectives is needed to determine whether the students’ ex‑
periences in this study are representative of the wider student cohorts in both contexts.
Clearly, some of the findings in this study are specific to the locations where the focus
groups were conducted; for example, electricity reliability in PNG or internet accessibil‑
ity issues in China. Yet they provide useful insights into how students experience block
model study in particular contexts and offer guidance for institutions and educators work‑
ing in TNEEMI contexts. Further exploration of the development of student autonomyand
self‑discipline in block‑model study may reveal that to be a more universal phenomenon.
However, it is likely that local, institutional and national factors all shape students’ expe‑
rience of block model learning. As such, all of the findings in this study warrant further
qualitative investigation.
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As the researchers in this study can attest, there are clear challenges and limitations
when conducting research across different countries and time zones, including confiden‑
tiality concerns, cultural norms and local gatekeepers. However, this study highlights that
as universities increasingly engage in transnational education and block models become
more popular globally, the overall student experience and program equity need to be fore‑
grounded as core considerations in EMI TNE partnership arrangements. In particular, har‑
monising calendar approaches and providing clear explanations and discussions around
pedagogies that emphasise formative assessment and group collaboration over tests and
examinations appear to be important considerations in implementing block model TNE
EMI programs.

6. Conclusions
This exploratory study extends previous research on student success and satisfaction

in a block model study by examining the outcomes and experiences of students studying
through English in transnational education contexts in China and PapuaNewGuinea. The
findings provide evidence of higher student success under the block model, sustained or
improved satisfaction, and suggest students’ development of self‑discipline, autonomous
learning and collaboration. The study also provides unique context‑specific insights into
how pedagogical practices, the implementation of block‑model study, and digital infras‑
tructure can support and enhance the student experience in transnational contexts. Based
on the analysis of the results presented, there are key implications for institutions, curricu‑
lum designers, and practitioners in establishing higher education EMI TNE partnerships
and undertaking contextually responsive curriculum innovation.

At the institutional level

• Align institutional systems: Ensure thoughtful coordination of any competing aca‑
demic calendars and assessments to avoid competing demands, thereby adhering to
the block model principle of focus.

• Support equitable digital access: For digitally‑rich block learning approaches, ensure
students have sufficient access to the required technology to reduce access constraints.
This may include ensuring that access to digital technology is a study pre‑requisite in
TNE EMI partnerships.

For curriculum designers

• Scaffold transition to block assessment approaches: Clarify expectations, provide
models and scaffolded examples of non‑test‑based assessment tasks. Provide explicit
structure and expectations for group and peer assessment.

• Make soft skill development explicit: Explicitly integrate time‑management and self‑
regulation development opportunities into the curriculum to help students manage
block‑model learning. Provide time for feedback on the essential skills students will
need to develop and update on their progress.

For practitioners

• Scaffold transition to block classroom pedagogies: Practitioners need to provide
clear orientation about the expectations of the classroom, particularly in terms of en‑
gaged learning and peer‑engaged, group work. Model good practice and scaffold
activities so that students develop the necessary skills (e.g., classroom participation,
group work).

This novel study indicates that, with these considerations in mind, block model learn‑
ing can be implemented across varied transnational education contexts, supporting and
benefiting students and contributing to fruitful and sustainable international partnerships.
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The qualitative findings, in particular, provide the foundation for larger‑scale studies of
student experiences across diverse transitional education contexts.
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