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Abstract

This case study examines an innovative international collaboration that transcends
traditional educational boundaries through authentic industry engagement and
meaningful cultural exchange. Dr Onur Dursun, Dr Emma Mulliner, and Dr Neema
Opiyo created a transformative learning experience for 48 Level 6 and 7 Civil
Engineering students by leveraging established relationships with Denver University
and major international construction companies. The project demonstrates how
authentic professional experiences, combined with genuine cultural exchange and
systematic boundary-breaking, can create educational innovations that fundamentally
challenge how higher education is organised. While financial constraints limit
immediate scalability, the approach offers a compelling model for assessment design
that prioritises real-world relevance, global perspective, and systemic change over
traditional academic structures.
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Introduction

Traditional built environment education often disconnects students from the global,
industry-integrated reality of modern professional practice, leaving graduates with
limited international perspective, weak professional networks, and little understanding
of how their field operates across different cultural and commercial contexts. The
project created an international collaboration between LIMU and Denver University
students working on real industry projects from major construction companies,
culminating in a transformative trip to Dubai where students experienced mega-scale
construction and connected directly with successful LJIMU alumni working as
international industry leaders.
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Creating Authenticity

The project's foundation rests on creating genuinely authentic professional experiences
rather than simulated academic exercises. Students engaged with actual business
problems from major construction companies, working on projects with genuine stakes
and commercial relevance. As Neema explains the selection process: "We got we had a
number of project proposal from the industrial partners and we had to select which
project we want to go forward with. So with the element of having people who have
worked on this project who are working on them currently was quite key."

This approach ensures students experience:

e Genuine Professional Pressure: Working on projects that matter to real
businesses

¢ Industry-Standard Expectations: Meeting professional deadlines and quality
requirements

e Commercial Relevance: Understanding how their work contributes to actual
business outcomes

e Professional Relationships: Building authentic connections with industry

practitioners

The project created direct connections between students and potential employers,
moving beyond theoretical career preparation to actual professional networking and
recruitment opportunities. By connecting students with successful LJIMU graduates
working internationally, the project provided authentic insight into career trajectories
and professional realities. This creates a bridge between academic learning and
professional practice thatis both inspiring and practically informative.

Cross-Continental Collaboration

The partnership with Denver University created opportunities for students to work
alongside international peers on shared challenges, developing cross-cultural
communication skills and global professional perspectives within their chosen field.

This exposure achieved:

e Perspective Transformation: Understanding of global construction practices
and possibilities

e Cultural Competency: Working within international professional environments

e Career Horizon Expansion: Recognition of global opportunities and career
pathways
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e Professional Network Building: Direct connections with international industry
leaders

Alumni Bridging

The strategic use of LIMU graduates working internationally provided students with
cultural guides who understood both their educational background and the realities of
international professional practice. This created authentic cultural exchange mediated
by shared institutional identity and professional mentorship.

Implementation

Relationship Infrastructure

The project succeeded through strategic leveraging of existing relationships:

e Academic Partnerships: Long-established connections with Denver University
providing foundation for collaboration

e Industry Networks: Carefully cultivated relationships with major construction
companies willing to engage authentically

e Alumni Connections: Strategic engagement with successful international
graduates

e Institutional Support: Leadership backing for innovative approaches despite
resource constraints

Impact and Outcomes

Student Transformation

Students experienced fundamental shifts in:

e Professional Identity: Understanding themselves as emerging global
professionals

e Career Aspirations: Recognition of international opportunities and pathways

e Cultural Competency: Ability to work effectively in international contexts

e Professional Networks: Direct connections with industry leaders and potential
employers
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Conclusion

This case study demonstrates how educational innovation can transcend traditional
boundaries by prioritising authenticity, cultural exchange, and systemic transformation
over conventional academic structures. The project's success in creating
transformative student experiences through genuine industry partnership and
international collaboration offers a compelling model for educational change.

However, the innovation also reveals fundamental tensions between transformative
educational potential and current institutional organisation. The financial constraints
and scalability challenges highlight broader questions about how higher education
prioritises resources and structures learning experiences.

The project's success suggests that when institutions commit to authentic professional
engagement, and meaningful cultural exchange, the results can fundamentally
transform student trajectories and career possibilities. The challenge for higher
education is determining whether such transformative approaches will remain
exceptional innovations or become models for systematic educational change.
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