Internationalising the Curriculum
Insights into the Distinguished Visiting Scholars Programme in Geography
The Distinguished Visiting Scholars Programme in Geography is a well established, formalised event
held within a School that already draws heavily on internationalised teaching examples, experiences
and field trips. The School has sought out a number of synergies between its international research
work and the teaching and learning experiences of its students. The Distinguished Visiting Scholars
Programme is one obvious example of this. The Programme is organised by the School’s Society,
Space and Culture Research Cluster.
Each year one member of the cluster nominates an
internationally esteemed research partner from another institution and arranges the visit. With the
Cluster covering the costs for travel and accommodation, the researcher comes to Queen’s for one
or two weeks to interact with staff and students on site, and , more specifically, to work closely with
one or more members of the cluster, on a common research interest. He/she is also asked to
prepare a paper for presentation and discussion with the Human Geography Reading Group as a
means of facilitating a broader exchange of ideas. In addition to this, significant opportunity is built
in for final year and postgraduate students to meet with the visiting scholar, in one to one or small
group formats. In this way, the Scholar can also act as a mentor to postgraduates and to final year
undergraduates with an interest in his or her area of research.
This year’s Distinguished Visiting Scholar was Nicolaas Rupke, Professor
of the History of Science at Göttingen University in Germany. The
Centre for Educational Development spoke with Professor Rupke during
his recent visit and asked him about his experience of the programme,
the value of the visit from his own perspective and about his view of the
student mentoring role that the Research Cluster had included as part of
his remit.
Professor Rupke had attended a conference organised by the School of
History and Anthropology at Queen’s several years ago, so had previous
experience of visiting the University. However, on this occasion, it was
the ongoing research contact with Professor David Livingstone in
Geography that was the key factor in his decision to accept the offer to
be the visiting scholar in 2011. The programme is organised in a way that allowed Professor Rupke
to present and discuss work relating to a book that he is currently writing and to further develop
some of his current research work in a way that he found “extremely useful”. There are other
attractions in the programme at Queen’s School of Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology. For
example, the appointment as Visiting Scholar is a formalised role and is publicised on a website,
www.qub.ac.uk/schools/gap/Research/SocietySpaceandCultureSSC/DistinguishedVisitingScholars/,
along with a list of previous Distinguished Scholars. It is therefore an appropriate experience for the
researcher to add to their CV and will be recognised and understood as an honour by academic
research peers in other institutions.
For Postgraduate Research students, in particular, the visit of a distinguished international
researcher, like Professor Rupke, offers several significant opportunities to engage with an authority
who can view their work and overall development from a more detached perspective. Students are
encouraged to discuss their work with the visiting scholar during one to one “drop- in” sessions.
Seminars provided opportunity for students to gain an understanding of some of Rupke’s previous
work and to engage in dialogue on areas that were relevant to their own projects. In addition to the
meetings and seminars, which are timetabled in as part of the visit, there are informal opportunities
for students to talk with the visiting Scholar in a more relaxed context such as an evening social

event. Professor Rupke felt that these occasions often provided the best opportunities for broader
and more honest discussion about the student’s research project and their longer term aspirations.
Students were found to be more open and willing to seek advice on the aspects of their research
project that they were concerned about in the less formal settings. These conversations also
presented opportunities for the visiting scholar to offer suggestions on how to widen their research
networks and prioritise their activities etc.
In terms of further potential learning experiences which could evolve from the Distinguished Visiting
Scholars visits, Professor Rupke has not yet been involved in a student exchange between Gottingen
University and Queen’s. However, there have been Erasmus based exchanges with the University of
Edinburgh, and this was a further internationalised learning experience that could potentially evolve
from this programme.
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