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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative dissertation explores the classroom experiences of international 

undergraduate students in the U.S. with a specific focus on perceptions of undergraduate Chinese 

international students. The study starts with a literature review of the field of study where I 

identify classroom practices that, instead of promoting integration of international students into 

classroom activities, facilitated exclusion and segregation of these students. Subsequently, I 

explore different classroom practices perceived by 15 Chinese international undergraduate 

students to be effective and those perceived to be ineffective. At the same time, perceived 

identity of these Chinese international students in a U.S. classroom setting and how these affect 

their experiences and sense of membership are also explored. The study concludes with a series 

of recommendations under a proposed critical pedagogy of internationalization that address 

some of the challenges identified in this dissertation and develop students’ identities, critical 

thinking skills with a comparative perspective, intercultural communication, cultural 

competence, and social justice. 

Keywords: Chinese students, classroom exclusion, pedagogy, internationalization, international 

students, critical pedagogy 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the 2013-2014 academic year 886,052 international students attended U.S. institutions 

of higher education according to the Open Doors 2014 report (Institute of International 

Education [IIE]). This number reflected an 8.1% increase from the previous year (IIE, 2014). In 

2004 China became the top country of origin with the highest number of international students 

around the world displacing Japan, which was the main sender of international students in 

previous years (Choudaha, Chang &, Kono, 2013). This singularity was also reflected in the 

enrollment trends in the United States reported by the Institute of International Education (2014). 

According to the IIE (2014), China was the top sender of international students to the U.S. with 

274,439 students, followed by India with 102,673 and then South Korea with 68,047. The 

increasing number of undergraduate Chinese students, especially in the fields of business and 

engineering, is drawing attention from higher education administrators, but unfortunately 

researchers and administrators have paid little attention to classroom experiences of international 

students, especially Chinese students. 

What causes international student mobility? One of the factors affecting this increase in 

international student mobility is the gap between the educational supply and demand of many 

countries of origin. In China, for example, it was estimated that in 2006 there were around 3,000 

institutions of higher education educating approximately 25.4 million students (The International 

Comparative Higher Education Finance and Accessibility Project, 2009). China has currently the 

largest higher education system in the world, but only 2% of China’s population has access to 

this educational system. 

At the same time, the middle class in many of these emerging countries has been 

increasing and because of this increase in income, more students have the opportunity to study 
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abroad. As an example, researchers calculated in 2006 that the middle class in China was 

composed of 15% of its population, which translated to nearly 201,619,500 people (Chen & Lu, 

2006). The economic prosperity of millions of people could impact international student 

mobility, not to mention the prestige that comes with studying in the US according to many 

families of international students. It is expected that these students when return to their countries 

will have employment success. 

The Chinese international student population, the largest group of international students 

studying in the United States, has become very diverse compared to previous years. The 

undergraduate Chinese international student population by itself increased 17.9% from the 

previous academic year with a total enrollment of 110,550 students, similarly the graduate 

Chinese international student population studying in the United States also increased by 11.8% 

with a total enrollment of 115,727 students.  

Chinese international students’ college major choice distribution highlighted, in the Open 

Door report (IIE, 2014), the diversity of this group. The majority of Chinese students, 28%, 

studying in the U.S. selected business or management as their major while enrolled in institutions 

of higher education. The second most popular major among Chinese international students was 

engineering with an enrollment of 19.8% of students, followed by math and computer science 

majors with 11.5% enrollment. 

Studies published about the classroom experiences of Chinese students include those in 

New Zealand (Holmes, 2006), in Canada (Zhou, Knoke & Sakamoto, 2005), and in Britain 

(Wang & Byram, 2011), but few studies have been published about classroom experiences of 

Chinese students in the United States (Melton, 1990; Hsieh, 2007). The gap in the literature 
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about Chinese students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education system has led to the purpose 

of this dissertation.  

Research Questions 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the perceptions of Chinese international 

undergraduate students about classroom experiences in the U.S. This study also addresses 

different classroom practices perceived by Chinese international undergraduate students to be 

effective and those perceived to be ineffective. At the same time, perceived identity of Chinese 

international students in a classroom setting and how these affect their experience are analyzed. 

The following research questions guide the three manuscripts included in this dissertation:  

Manuscript One 

 What are the classroom experiences of international students in the U.S.?  

 What were the perceptions of international students about being included in the 

classroom?  

 What has contributed to international students being included in classrooms?  

Manuscript Two 

 What are some similarities and differences between classroom experiences in the U.S. 

and China according to participants? 

 What U.S. classroom practices are perceived as positive by participants? What U.S. 

classroom practices are perceived as negative? 

 What are the participants’ perceptions about the way American faculty and students 

perceive Chinese students? 

 What part does “double consciousness” play in the classroom experiences of Chinese 

international students?  
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Manuscript Three 

 How are the four dimensions of communication theory of identity manifested in the 

perceived classroom experiences of undergraduate Chinese international students in the 

U.S.? 

 How do perceived identities of Chinese international students affect their classroom 

experiences?  

Literature Review  

The number of studies published about international students’ perceptions of classroom 

experiences in the United States is limited, especially those that concern Chinese international 

students. A few researchers (Chu & Kim, 1999; Heggins & Jackson, 2001; Kim, 2012; Lee, 

2009; Liberman, 1994; Major, 2005) have explored the perceptions of Asian students studying in 

the United States, but only one, a case study by Hsieh (2007), has explored the perception of a 

Chinese student specifically. One of the strengths of a case study is the type of in-depth 

information that a researcher can collect from one participant. Conversely, some of the 

weaknesses are its reliability, validity and generalizability. The limitation of only one relevant 

published study is that the other literature examined, although focusing in Asian students in 

general, will still have to be carefully generalized to the Chinese international student population.   

Of those studies that explored the perceptions of Asian students in the U.S. higher 

education system, themes of identity change and self-perception appeared consistently in three of 

the studies (Chu & Kim, 1999; Hsieh, 2007; Kim, 2012). For example, Kim (2012) explored 

students’ identities and self-perceptions in a study that focused on the experiences of 50 Korean 

graduate students in the United States. In interviews, students expressed a sense of inferiority 

compared to American graduate students because of their English language ability. A relevant 
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part of Kim’s analysis is the exploration of the development of a new identity of inferiority by 

Korean students studying in the U.S. This development started with their classroom experiences, 

in which these formerly high-achieving students quickly learned that they did not have the 

language ability to perform at the level they were accustomed to their Korean universities. 

Students used phrases such as “I now accept my limitations” and “handicap” as ways to describe 

their new self-image when they compared their classroom performance to that of their American 

counterparts. Kim (2012) attributed this new identity of inferiority to a series of negative 

experiences in the students’ academic careers in the U.S. 

In a case study by Hsieh (2007), the author explored one Chinese female student’s 

experience in American classrooms. Similarly to Kim’ (2012) findings, the participant in Hsieh’s 

study expressed that she felt invisible and ignored by American students because of her silence 

during class. The student said, “…you know, like a group of American students, and you are the 

only foreigner in that group, then you become like isolated, and you become ignored; you cannot 

get into their groups or their conversations. I think this is very frustrating…” (p. 384). According 

to Hsieh (2007), the participant internalized a deficient self-perception as a useless person in 

group discussion. The author also said that the participant perceived that American students 

attributed this deficiency to her. 

Another relevant finding is the importance of students’ social networks, especially those 

formed with other students from the same home country. As an illustration, in the study by 

Heggins and Jackson (2003), influencing factors were identified after the researchers recruited 

Asian international students from a Vietnamese Student Organization at a U.S. university. After 

individually interviewing 28 students and creating two focus groups of 10 students, researchers 

determined that difficulties to adapt to the campus environment often influenced the students’ 
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comfort levels and feelings of marginalization in school. The researchers also identified social 

networks as a way to mediate these adjustment problems.  

In a study by Major (2005), the author explored co-national support, and the adjustment 

of Asian students in U.S. higher education institutions. A network of compatriots was identified 

by participants as their main source of mentoring and cross-cultural reference. One student 

expressed, “… I was on probation… so my [Taiwanese] friends help me choose. I chose some 

easy and some hard classes. I worked very hard the second semester. My GPA is 3.09 this 

semester” (p. 89). This quote illustrates Major’s (2005) claim about the importance of co-

national mentoring in the transition from cultural divergence to the adjustment state.  

Method 

The present dissertation is composed of three qualitative research studies. As defined by 

Creswell, “Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct 

methodological traditions of inquiry that explore social human problems. The researcher builds a 

complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants and conducts the 

study in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p 15). One of the main purposes of this dissertation is 

to explore perceptions of Chinese international students studying in the U.S. and qualitative 

research was selected as the main methodology for this study because it facilitates the 

exploration of perceptions of participants and allows for in-depth data analysis. The following 

are detailed descriptions of the methodology used in each manuscript included in this 

dissertation. 

Method for Manuscript One 

 The intent of this review of literature was to focus on the classroom experiences of 

Chinese international students in higher education classrooms in the United States. Different 
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keywords and descriptive terms were used to find articles using three major search engines, 

namely ERIC, Google Scholar and JSTOR. The initial search included the following keywords: 

Chinese students, higher education, United States, attitudes, perception, classroom, classroom 

inclusion, classroom inclusiveness, classroom engagement and classroom participation. This 

search resulted in a limited number of articles: fewer than 10 studies published in peer-reviewed 

journals. The search was then expanded to include all international students and two additional 

key words were used:  international students and foreign students. The expanded search resulted 

in identifying 53 articles in peer-reviewed journals.   

 The 53 articles were evaluated to determine whether they met the following selection 

criteria: articles (a) included international students’ experiences in higher education classrooms 

in the United States, (b) were published in a peer-reviewed academic journal, and (c) were 

published in English. To meet these selection criteria, articles could include students’ 

perspectives or instructors’ perspectives. Out of the 53 articles, only nine articles met the 

selection criteria. These nine articles’ reference lists were searched to identify additional 

potential studies.  Fifteen articles were selected. 

 Open coding was used during the data analysis phase to identify different reoccurring 

themes. As the 15 articles were read, I took advantage of open coding to construct different 

subcategories. These subcategories were identify using axial coding (Corbin & Straus, 2007), a 

type of “coding that comes from interpretation and reflection on meaning” (Richards, 2005). A 

list of thematic subcategories relating to international students’ classroom experiences in the U.S. 

was formed. This list included the following subcategories: American students’ perspectives, 

power and language, denial of access, ethnic exclusiveness, international students’ perceptions of 

classroom participation, students’ relationships, cultural differences about how students 
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participate, group work, instructors’ perspectives, areas that affect classroom participation 

according to international students, student-instructor relationships, multiplicity of voices, and 

students’ roles in classrooms. These subcategories were later merged to form the final categories 

included in this study: classroom participation expectations, denial of equity in education, and 

factors that influence students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education system.  The studies’ 

sampling procedures, data collection, data analysis, and their theoretical frameworks were 

analyzed as quality indicators. 

Method for Manuscript Two 

 Undergraduate students from two Chinese student organizations in a large university in 

the U.S. southwest were invited to participate. After the interview, students were asked to 

recommend other Chinese students to participate in the study using a snowball sample system. 

Most of the students recommended were not part of the two student organizations. A total of 15 

students voluntarily participated in a 20-30 minute interview. The number of participants in this 

study represented less than one percent of the estimated 1,613 Chinese international 

undergraduate and graduate student population in that specific university. Redundancy of 

information collected during the interviews was used to determine the size of the participant 

sample. Thirteen participants were majoring in business, one participant was majoring in 

engineering, and one participant was majoring in retail and consumer science at the time of the 

interview. This distribution of majors is consistent with the university’s Chinese international 

student population where the majority of Chinese students pursue degrees in business. Similarly, 

the participants’ choice of major is also consistent with the distribution of majors among the 

overall international student population studying in the United States (IIE, 2014). Participants 

were in different stages of their undergraduate program, which included five sophomores, seven 
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juniors, and three seniors.  Students’ times since arrival to the U.S. varied from one year for the 

student with the most recent arrival to six years for the student with the longest stay in the U.S.  

Interviews were conducted in English, which was the participants’ second or third 

language. Participants’ English language abilities varied; as an example, the lowest TOEFL 

score, a test that measures the students’ abilities to read, write, and listen in English, reported by 

the participants was 68 and the highest was 98 with an average TOEFL score of 81.5, on a scale 

from 0 to 120 (ETS, 2014). It is important to mention that the time when TOEFL tests were 

taken by participants also varied and TOEFL scores may not have been a fair representation of 

the participants’ current English abilities at the time of the interviews.   

I conducted all the interviews and as a second language speaker of English I found that it 

was beneficial for collecting data as many of the participants expressed comfort communicating 

in English with someone else whose English was not their first language. It is possible that the 

students did not feel judged about their language abilities as they recognized my English fluency 

was not at a native level. I believe this second language commonality granted me access to the 

international student population. Also, my experience being an international student during my 

undergraduate years may have affected the way data was collected, analyzed and interpreted. At 

the same time, it is important to recognize the potential bias that members of a specific student 

organization might have and how this could have affected the data.  I am not a member of the 

group being studied, but I had established a strong working relationship with some of the 

students being interviewed as we have collaborated on other projects in the past.  

A set of 16 questions (Appendix D) guided the interviews with the students. These 

questions were used to explore the Chinese international students’ perceptions about classroom 

experiences in the U.S. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed to facilitate analysis. 
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The data analysis stage was conducted using a qualitative analysis software called ATLAS.ti. 

This software was used to open code the interviews, generate themes, create semantic networks 

and interpret the results.  

Method for Manuscript Three 

 Methodology for manuscripts two and three is similar as the same interviews were used 

to explore different areas. As mentioned before, undergraduate participants were selected from a 

university in the U.S. southwest. This university has around 40,000 undergraduate and graduate 

students enrolled and international students comprise about 8% of the population campus wide 

and up to 10% of the population in certain colleges such as business and engineering. The 

participants interviewed constituted less than one percent of the estimated 1,613 Chinese 

international student population at that specific university.  

Purposeful sampling was used in order to target Chinese international students; students 

from two Chinese student organizations were invited to voluntarily participate in semi-structured 

interviews.  The students’ class standing varied from freshmen to senior in their undergraduate 

studies. Their time since arrival to the United States also varied from one year for the most recent 

arrival to six years for the student who had been in the U.S the longest.  After interviewing the 

first ten students, a snowball sampling technique was used to recruit more participants. A total of 

15 Chinese international students participated in 20-30 minute interviews in English where they 

shared their classroom experiences in a United States institution of higher education.  Thirteen 

participants were majoring in business, one was majoring in engineering, and one was majoring 

in retail and consumer science at the time of the interviews. This college major distribution is 

consistent with the major distribution of international students studying in the United States 

where the majority of Chinese students major in business (IIE,2014). Students’ English language 
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level varied as they reported different TOEFL scores. TOEFL is a test widely used as a 

requirement for U.S. university admission that measures a person’s ability to speak, read, and 

listen in English (ETS, 2014). The lowest score reported by participants was 68 and the highest 

was 98 with an average of 81.5 on a scale of 1-120.  

The same list of 16 questions (Appendix D) used in manuscript two guided the voluntary 

interviews with the students. The interviews were later transcribed and open coding was used 

during the data analysis phase to identify Hecht’s (2002) four dimensions of identity within the 

data set. Axial coding (Corbin & Straus, 2007) was also used to create a list of subcategories 

within these dimensions after interpreting and reflecting on the data analysis. Qualitative analysis 

software called ATLAS.ti was used to facilitate data analysis. 

Outline of Articles and Prospective Journals 

This dissertation format includes the following five components: an introduction, a 

publishable critical literature review, two publishable data based manuscripts and a conclusion 

section. The critical literature review and the two publishable manuscripts are written with a 

targeted academic journal or book in mind and will be submitted for publication.  

Summary of Manuscript One 

 The critical literature review (Appendix A) is a comprehensive analysis of the literature 

available about international students’ classroom experiences in institutions of higher education 

in the U.S. This piece follows the specific targeted book guidelines, including the use of passive 

voice, and will be submitted as a chapter for publication to the International Student Mobility, 

Services, and Policy in Higher Education book.  

The purpose of this critical literature review (Appendix A) was to explore how classroom 

inclusiveness affected international students in U.S. higher education based on published studies. 
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I also explored the perceptions of students about being included in the classroom and 

consequently, what factors contributed to international students being included in the classroom. 

Data were collected from 15 peer-reviewed published studies that included international 

students’ experiences in U.S higher education. Some of the themes that reoccurred in the review 

of research included the following areas: classroom differences between students’ home 

countries and the United States; classroom participation expectations, including professors’ and 

students’ perspectives of those expectations; and denial of equity in education by production of 

whiteness and the relationship between language and power. I concluded from the results that 

classroom practices existed that, instead of promoting integration of international students into 

classroom activities, facilitated exclusion and segregation of these students. The classroom 

practices that promoted exclusion of international students included the following: (a) 

unstructured class discussions, (b) lack of guidance from the professor during class, (c) little 

value placed on international perspectives, (d) overrepresentation of oral classroom participation 

as the only mode of participation, (e) lack of respect for other educational cultural norms, and (f) 

reinforcement of production of whiteness by professors and American students.  

Summary of Manuscript Two 

 Both of the data based publishable manuscripts are based on the discourse analysis of 

interviews of 15 Chinese international students. The first manuscript (Appendix B) explored 

classroom experiences perceived as positive and negative by the participants. This article 

followed the guidelines for publication of the Journal of International Students.  

The purpose of this study (Appendix B) was to explore undergraduate Chinese 

international students’ perceptions about their classroom experiences in the United States 

institutions of higher education. Double consciousness, introduced by W.E.B. Du Bois, was used 
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as the theoretical framework for this study. After analyzing the 15 interviews to Chinese 

international students, the following areas were discussed: comparison of classroom experiences 

in the United States and China; positive and negative classroom practices in the U.S.; perceptions 

of the way American faculty and students perceived Chinese international students; and double 

consciousness of Chinese international students. While most of the participants preferred the 

American classroom practices over practices in China, their perceptions about the way American 

students and faculty perceived them were conflicting. The concept of double consciousness also 

helped to illustrate the internal identity conflict of being Chinese and being “Americanized.” 

Summary of Manuscript Three 

 The second data based manuscript (Appendix C) explored the perceived identities of 

Chinese international students in a classroom setting, and how these identities affected their 

classroom experiences and sense of membership. This article followed the guidelines to be 

submitted to the Journal of Studies in International Education. 

For the purpose of the study presented in manuscript 3 (Appendix C), student identity 

was defined as a multi-level construct based on a sense of self and representation of self. 

According to Hecht and colleagues (Hecht, 1993; Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss, & Johnson, 

2001; Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 1993; Hecht, Warren, Jung, & Krieger, 2004) this construct has 

four levels: personal identity, mainly based on self-concept; enacted identity, represented by 

communicating with others; relational identity, created by self and others through roles and 

social interactions; and finally, communal identity, the identity of a group. Examples provided by 

participants illustrated all four dimensions of identity. Overall all dimensions of communication 

theory of identity found on the interviews reflected a sense of non-membership and non-

participation from the students when talking about their classroom experience in the U.S. This 



21 

 

sense was mainly based on the students’ perceptions of classroom exclusion, low language 

ability, inability to meet unfamiliar classroom expectations in the U.S., and attribution of 

stereotypes. The invisible engagement of Chinese international students in the mainstream U.S. 

classroom setting is also discussed.  

Finally, the results of all three publishable articles in this dissertation are discussed and 

linked together in the conclusion section. Specifically, the three articles mentioned justify the 

creation of a new critical pedagogy of internationalization. I argue that it is evident that there is a 

need for a new type of critical pedagogy to be implemented in the higher education classroom as 

U.S. institutions internationalize their student body and curriculum. This new pedagogy must 

include an intentional mode of diversifying the heavily Eurocentric/white curriculum and 

classroom practices to be able to provide an inclusive classroom experience to all students, 

including American students and international students.  
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CONCLUSION 

 Internationalization of higher education institutions has become the priority of many 

administrators. The benefits of internationalization are similar to those benefits of diversification: 

increased critical thinking and problem-solving skills for students (Gurin, 1999), broadening of 

perspectives, and increased exposure to alternative viewpoints (Maruyama, Moreno, Gudeman, 

& Marin, 2000). These benefits have supported the idea of attracting international students to 

U.S. universities and colleges in the name of internationalization and, at the same time, 

becoming an important source of income for U.S. universities and colleges.  

The student body of institutions of higher education in the United States (U.S.) is 

becoming more diverse than ever before. It was estimated that enrollment of students of color 

grew 56% between early the 2000s and 2011 (Kim, 2011). Similarly, enrollment of international 

students in U.S. institutions has increased substantially from 582,996 students enrolled during 

the 2001-2002 academic year to 819,644 enrolled during the 2012-2013 academic year (Institute 

of International Education [IIE], 2014). International students and students of color along with 

the increased enrollment of other unrepresented groups have contributed to the diversification of 

students in colleges and universities in the U.S.  

 Despite the diversification and internationalization of the student body in U.S. higher 

education, there is a huge disparity between the experiences of white students and the 

experiences of non-white students pursuing a degree. As an illustration, in 2013 Anthony P. 

Carnevale and Jeff Strohl published Separate & Unequal, a report that summarized years of data 

that highlights the reinforcement of whiteness in higher education and the inequality of these two 

polarizing college experiences. This is also true in regard to the experiences of international 

students, especially those of color. A study conducted by Lee and Rice (2007) explored the 
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perceptions of international students studying in the U.S. about discrimination. Their findings 

suggest that white international students experienced less discrimination than international 

students of color. According to Lee and Rice (2007), white international students did not report 

any direct negative experiences related to discrimination, compared to international students of 

color who reported substantial discrimination in their study.   

 An important part of a student’s college experience is his/her experience in the classroom 

setting. In the eyes of many U.S. professors, an ideal classroom experience would be a classroom 

where all students are actively engaged and participating in all learning activities. Unfortunately, 

this ideal is only the reality for a portion of their student body. The heavily Eurocentric/white 

curriculum and classroom practices do not allow students who do not share the same Eurocentric 

background to be actively engaged. For the purpose of this argument in this dissertation, I focus 

on international students’ classroom experience, specifically those of Chinese international 

students studying in the U.S.  

 The classroom experiences of many international students, especially those of color, 

enrolled in U.S. institutions have been understudied, but there are some studies that attempt to 

address these experiences. As an example, in the first manuscript (Valdez, 2016) of this 

dissertation, I explored classroom experiences of international students and how 

inclusiveness/exclusion affected their experiences based on 15 published articles. After 

conducting a discourse analysis of these published articles, I concluded from the results that 

classroom practices existed that, instead of promoting integration of international students into 

classroom activities, facilitated exclusion and segregation of these students. The classroom 

practices that promoted exclusion of international students included the following: (a) 

unstructured class discussions, (b) lack of guidance from the professor during class, (c) little 
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value placed on international perspectives, (d) overrepresentation of oral classroom participation 

as the only mode of participation, (e) lack of respect for other educational cultural norms, and (f) 

the reinforcement of production of whiteness by professors and American students.  

 Similarly, in an attempt to address the classroom experiences of international students of 

color, in my second manuscript (Valdez, 2015a) I explored undergraduate Chinese international 

students’ perceptions about their classroom experiences in the United States institutions of higher 

education. After analyzing the 15 interviews of Chinese international students, I concluded that 

while most of the participants preferred the American classroom practices over practices in 

China, their perceptions about the way American students and faculty perceived them were 

conflicting. The concept of double consciousness also helped to illustrate the internal identity 

conflict of being Chinese and being “Americanized.” 

 In my third manuscript (Valdez 2015b) I studied the U.S. higher education classroom 

social structures as they were perceived by Chinese international students as well as their 

perceived membership of the classroom community. After analyzing different dimensions of 

identity manifested in students’ perceived classroom experiences, I concluded that the overall 

sentiment of participants was that of non-membership or non-belonging to the classroom 

community. This overall sentiment was based on students’ perceptions of classroom exclusion, 

low language ability, inability to meet unfamiliar classroom expectations in the U.S. and 

attribution of stereotypes. This is an important finding as it could be challenging to create an 

inclusive classroom environment if the students do not identify themselves as members of this 

environment.  

 When the findings of all three manuscripts (Valdez, 2015a; Valdez, 2016; Valdez 2015b) 

included in this dissertation are taken into consideration, it is evident that there is a need for a 



25 

 

new type of critical pedagogy to be implemented in the higher education classroom as U.S. 

institutions internationalize their student body and curriculum. This new pedagogy should 

include an intentional mode of diversifying the heavily Eurocentric/white curriculum and 

classroom practices to be able to provide an inclusive classroom experience to all students, 

including American students of color and international students. These classroom practices 

would allow international students, in this case Chinese international students, to contribute to 

class content in the mainstream classroom setting in the U.S., as well as taking advantage of their 

invisible engagement to diversify the curriculum. At the same time, a critical pedagogy would 

allow American students to become more familiarized with international students’ cultures. 

Being able to understand and communicate with people from other regions of the world is a 

critical skill needed by American students, especially in the field of business where the majority 

of Chinese international students study in the U.S. and where possible business relations can be 

developed in the future.  

 It is also critical that a pedagogy implemented in higher education could facilitate what 

Gutierrez (2008) refers to as third space, or “a transformative space where the potential for an 

expanded form of learning and the development of new knowledge are highlighted.” According 

to Gutierrez (2008), this space is formed when scripts, formal or informal, from teacher and 

student intersect and create an authentic interaction that challenges the traditional social 

organization of learning and definition of knowledge.  

 A few proposed pedagogies such as culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

culturally responsive (Cazden & Leggett, 1976), and culturally sustainable pedagogy (Paris, 

2012), have attempted to diversify the curriculum and classroom practices. An example of a 

pedagogy that has challenged the Eurocentric/white curriculum is the landmark article published 
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by Gloria Ladson-Billings in 1995 titled Towards a Theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, 

which has been one of the most influential pieces in the field of critical education. After her work 

with successful teachers from primarily African American schools in northern California, 

Ladson-Billings (1995) proposed a new type of pedagogy that would encompass the academic 

development of students, cultural competency and critical consciousness. Well implemented 

curriculum based on this type of pedagogy has been very successful in the academic 

development of students of color (Cabrera, Milem, Jaquette & Marx, 2014).  

Some of these pedagogies have had more success, or support, than others, but most of the 

few advances made over the years, have been exclusively in the k-12 system with little impact on 

the higher education system. I argue there are two main reasons why these successful pedagogies 

have only been implemented in the k-12 system: first, the existence of teacher education 

programs allows these types of pedagogies to be incorporated into the teacher education 

curriculum allowing a more systematic implementation; and second, some state mandated 

requirements might influence the implementation and teacher training regarding these 

pedagogies. Neither of these have had much impact on U.S higher education system.  

 As U.S. institutions of higher education internationalize their curriculum, increase 

mobility of students and scholars, and intensify their diversity efforts, many scholars who 

focused on this issue have researched the internationalization of the curriculum (Rizvi, 2007; 

Nehrt, 1987) but only a few, in a very superficial manner, have talked about the pedagogy that 

accompanies the implementation of an effective internationalized curriculum (Carroll & Ryan, 

2007; Schoorinan,1999). I propose a critical pedagogy of internationalization that will help 

develop students’ identities, critical thinking skills with a comparative perspective, intercultural 

communication, cultural competence, and social justice.  
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Towards a Critical Pedagogy of Internationalization in Higher Education  

 The internationalization of higher education provides a great opportunity to approach 

issues of social justice around the world with a critical comparative perspective. This can only be 

achieved if people understand themselves and their own cultures first. At the same time, it would 

allow people to develop their intercultural communication, cultural competence and cultural 

critique. If these are goals in the U.S. higher education classroom setting, the following 

recommendations should be considered. This pedagogy goes beyond the internationalization of 

the curriculum and focusses on the way the curriculum is implemented.  

Local and self. 

 One of the advantages of internationalizing the curriculum is that it allows students to 

appreciate other cultures and other perspectives. In order to do this successfully, without 

elevating one culture over the others or allowing one world view to dominate, students need to 

be able to appreciate and embrace their own cultures first. Alberto Arenas (1999) calls this 

pedagogy of place and argues that focusing on the global “misses the most immediate and 

concrete area where students can make a different: the locality.” He also argues that it would be 

impossible for students to be committed to issues and problems in places far away if they do not 

possess a well-rounded understanding of the local. Developing active and engaged citizens 

should be a goal of any pedagogy; therefore, focus on the local is important because students 

would have access to an immediate local platform to become engaged citizens and apply any 

international knowledge with a critical comparative perspective.  

 Similarly, focus on self and what the self is able to contribute to the class is important. As 

the findings in my third manuscript suggest (Valdez, 2015b), many of the Chinese international 

students interviewed developed an identity of inferiority because they were not able to meet the 
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demands of a typical U.S. classroom and did not think they could contribute to the class. 

Developing and nurturing a strong self-image based on the embracement of one’s own culture 

and expertise, is essential to the successful implementation of a critical pedagogy of 

internationalization. Having a secure sense of identity allows students to see the value and 

potential of their own contribution to the class content and subsequently be able to develop a 

more critical comparative perspective on different topics.  

Development of critical thinking skills with a comparative perspective. 

An ideal international classroom should always approach content with a comparative 

perspective. It is very easy to allow a Eurocentric/white perspective to become the dominant lens 

through which class content is analyzed and discussed when all the textbooks and materials share 

that same perspective. Similarly, at a higher education level, having a non-diverse faculty body 

facilitates this Eurocentric/white discourse to become dominant. As an illustration, in the 

institution where the interviews from Chinese international students were collected for 

manuscripts two and three (Valdez, 2015a; Valdez, 2016) only 14% of the tenure-track faculty 

was non-white in 2014. 

An intentional effort needs to take place in a classroom setting in higher education to 

diversify the perspectives used to discuss class materials. The use of comparative perspectives 

would allow students to be able to recognize alternative viewpoints, and subsequently develop 

critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Gurin, 1999). As the student body of institutions of 

higher education become more diverse, faculty members are able to take advantage of the 

diverse range of perspectives and backgrounds among their students and incorporate these 

perspectives into the curriculum. By acknowledging the value of different perspectives and 

formally incorporating these into the classroom, faculty could neutralize some of the perceived 
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positions of power and dominant discourse present in the classroom setting according to some 

international students (Valdez, 2016).  

Development of intercultural communication and cultural competence. 

 Internationalization and diversification efforts in institutions of higher education are 

contributing to a more diverse student body in which intercultural communication and cultural 

competence are becoming a necessity. Being able to communicate successfully with others from 

different backgrounds and understand their cultural norms, are skills needed in any aspect of 

one’s life as the world becomes less culturally isolated. Similarly, these skills would facilitate 

collaboration among international and American students in a classroom setting benefiting all 

students.  

 Another potential benefit from developing intercultural communication and cultural 

competence among students is that it could help increase the sense of membership among both 

domestic and international students studying in the U.S. As observed in manuscript three 

(Valdez, 2015b), Chinese international students interviewed for that study had an overall sense 

of non-membership within the class due in part to their low language ability and their inability to 

meet unfamiliar classroom expectations in the U.S.  

Use of intermodal classroom activities. 

 All students have been exposed to some type of educational cultural norms during their 

education in the k-12 system. These norms shape a student’s identity and expectations in a 

classroom setting, and it is important to recognize that students in higher education systems 

come to college with their own set of educational cultural norms. An illustration of this is the 

mismatched classroom expectations that Chinese international students reported in manuscript 

three (Valdez, 2015b). The students interviewed described conflicting expectations anticipated 
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from their professors in China and their professors in the U.S., which contributed to a conflict of 

student identity and mismatch of educational cultural norms. A similar finding was made in 

manuscript one (Valdez, 2016) where a series of classroom practices were identified that instead 

of incorporating international students into the mainstream U.S. classroom, excluded them from 

having an inclusive classroom experience.  

 Regarding exclusion from the classroom, the concept of participant structures was 

introduced by Susan Philips (1972) when she concluded that Native American students from 

Warm Springs Indian Reservation failed to participate verbally in the mainstream classroom 

because the social conditions they were used to in their community were not present. This 

suggests the unrealistic mentality that many instructors have about “one mode of instruction fits 

all,” and that is the reason why it is very important to have a range of different modes of 

instruction present in the classroom setting. This range of different modes of instruction could be 

as simple as having different types of student participation in the classroom setting such as class 

discussion, online written discussion, small group discussion, among others. Ideally, it is 

recommended that instructors become familiar with the type of educational cultural norms that 

their students share.  

Social justice. 

 Consistent with the recommendation of focusing on local and self, a social justice 

approach is much needed in international higher education to develop a greater appreciation and 

understanding of the local and global community. Social justice education has been proven to be 

successful (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007). An example of this is Julio Cammarota’s (2011) 

social justice youth development model (SJYD). This model focuses on the development of 

students’ identities, awareness of personal potential, civic responsibility and broader humanity. A 
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significant concept in this model is its three-step approach of self, community and global 

awareness, which enhances the development of social criticality, youth consciousness, and 

human compassion according to Cammarota (2011).  

 Providing the opportunity for students to critically engage in global conversations should 

be one of the priorities of international education. This could also be enhanced with service 

learning opportunities at a local or international level that would allow students to develop their 

critical thinking skills, intercultural communication and civic responsibility. Engaging in social 

justice teamwork projects would increase collaboration among students and would take 

advantage of the students’ funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2013).   

Implementation and Limitations 

 There are some limitations associated with the implementation of this proposed critical 

pedagogy of internationalization. It takes an entire community to successfully implement a 

pedagogy like this into the classroom setting. One of the main challenges is resistance from 

faculty and administrators.  

Faculty 

 Implementing the proposed recommendations could challenge many faculty members 

and their own sense of identity; also, it requires investment of considerable time, energy, and 

resources. An important concept of this pedagogy is working on identity, which requires work 

from students as well as from faculty members, and can be uncomfortable at times because they 

have to question their own position of power. Some challenges are expected as the student body 

continues to diversify and faculty members do not. Similarly, there needs to be a commitment 

from faculty members to the local community as they work on social justice projects with their 

students.  
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Implementation of a critical pedagogy of internationalization takes considerable planning 

and time from faculty members as they need to be committed to teaching and students. 

Unfortunately, there is little incentive in research institutions for faculty members to commit a 

substantial percentage of their time to teaching. Teaching institutions of higher education and 

community colleges often encourage implementation of new pedagogies; this might be the 

setting where a critical pedagogy of internationalization could be implemented more 

successfully.   

Institutional  

In order for these recommendations to be implemented, the support of institutional 

administration needs to be present. A restructuring of faculty members’ workload might also be 

needed in order to provide more time to invest in teaching and planning, especially in research 

universities. Also, the creation of systematic professional development where faculty members 

receive the training and support to implement this proposed pedagogy is suggested to encourage 

faculty members to actively apply this type of pedagogy in the classroom setting. Similarly, in 

the case of Chinese international students where the majority study business and management, 

the implementation of a critical pedagogy of internationalization that benefits this group could 

be challenging as it could contradict business colleges’ cultures which tend to foster reproduction 

of whiteness. A more strategic implementation is recommended for this type of settings. The 

successful implementation of a critical pedagogy of internationalization will allow faculty 

members to have a more responsible approach to classroom practices to have a greater impact on 

the students, both international and domestics, and encourage their overall growth as people and 

future professionals.   
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Recommendation for future research. 

  As institutions of higher education and their student bodies become more 

internationalized, educational researchers should pay closer attention to the needs of different 

student populations, as well as the pedagogy used to teach these populations. Further research is 

recommended on the effectiveness of certain classroom practices and pedagogies used in higher 

education. At the same time, research specific to certain student populations and their classroom 

experiences is recommended. Finally, an interdisciplinary approach to research in education is 

highly recommended as it is evident that other disciplines such as anthropology or cultural 

studies could successfully complement research in education.  
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APPENDIX A: “INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS CLASSROOM EXCLUSION IN U.S. 

HIGHER EDUCATION” 

To be submitted to International Student Mobility, Services, and Policy in Higher 

Education 

The purpose of this synthesis of research was to explore how classroom inclusiveness affected 

international students in U.S. higher education based on published studies. The author also 

explored the perceptions of students about being included in the classroom and consequently, 

what factors contributed to international students being included in the classroom. Data were 

collected from 15 peer-reviewed published studies that included international students’ 

experiences in U.S higher education. Some of the themes that reoccurred in the review of 

research included the following areas: classroom differences between students’ home countries 

and the United States; classroom participation expectations, including professors’ and students’ 

perspectives of those expectations; and denial of equity in education by production of whiteness 

and the relationship between language and power. The author concluded from the results that 

classroom practices existed that, instead of promoting integration of international students into 

classroom activities, facilitated exclusion and segregation of these students. The classroom 

practices that promoted exclusion of international students included the following: (a) 

unstructured class discussions, (b) lack of guidance from the professor during class, (c) little 

value placed on international perspectives, (d) overrepresentation of oral classroom participation 

as the only mode of participation, (e) lack of respect for other educational cultural norms, and (f) 

reinforcement of production of whiteness by professors and American students.  

 

 Keywords: inclusiveness, classroom inclusion, classroom exclusion, foreign students, 

international students, classroom practices.  

 

International student mobility has increased in recent years. A record high number of 

886,052 foreign students enrolled in United States higher education institutions during the 2013-

2014 academic year according to The Institute of International Education (IIE, 2014). This 

number reflected an 8.1% increase from the previous academic year. The top three nations with 

the highest numbers of international students in the U.S. in 2013-2014 were China with 274,439 

students, India with 102,673 students, and finally South Korea with 68,047 students (IIE, 2014).   

 Researchers projected that the number of foreign students would triple by the year 2025 

(Altbach, 2004). One of the factors affecting this multiplication is the gap between the 

educational supply and demand of many countries of origin. For instance, researchers estimated 

that India educates only about 10% of its population at a higher education level (Tiwari, 2005). 
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The capacity of India to offer more higher education opportunities to its citizens was almost non-

existent. At the same time, the middle class in many of these emerging countries has been  

increasing and because of this increase in income more students have the opportunity to study 

abroad. As an example, researchers calculated in 2006 that the middle class in China was 

composed of 15% of its population, which translated to nearly 201,619,500 people (Chen & Lu, 

2006). The economic fluency of millions of people will impact international student mobility. At 

the same time, some experts argued that a motivating force for accepting more international 

students in institutions of higher education in the U.S. was higher international student tuition 

fees.  

  A few studies have been published about the experiences of international students in U.S 

universities (e.g. Andrade, 2006; Kamal & Maruyama, 1990; Klomegah, 2006; Misra, Crist & 

Burant, 2003; Sharma & Jung, 1985; Wan, Chapman, & Biggs, 1992) and even fewer studies 

have been conducted about experiences of international students in the classroom setting 

(Beykont & Daiute, 2002; Tatar, 2005; Zhao, Kuh, & Carini, 2005). Only two studies (Beykont 

& Daiute, 2002; Diangelo, 2006) were focused on classroom inclusiveness as one of the main 

topics. As defined by Karagiannis, Stainback, and Stainback (1996), full classroom inclusiveness 

provides students an equal opportunity to meet their educational goals in a regular setting, in this 

case, regardless of the diverse cultural and language background of international students. The 

gap in the literature about classroom inclusiveness of international students in the U.S. has led to 

the main goal of this review of literature.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this review of literature was to explore how classroom inclusiveness 

affected international students in U.S. higher education based on published studies. The review 
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also explored the perceptions of students about being included in classrooms and consequently, 

what factors contributed to international students being included in classrooms. Therefore, the 

research questions that guided this review of research were (a) what are the classroom 

experiences of international students in the U.S.? (b) What were the perceptions of international 

students about being included in classrooms? (c) What has contributed to international students 

being included in classrooms?  

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework used for this research of literature represents a combination of 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of mind and Gramsci’s (1971) hegemony theory. 

Sociocultural theory of mind was based on the assumption that learning and development 

occurred through teacher-learner discourse in social and cultural contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). A 

high level of importance was placed on social interactions, and researchers believed that they 

played an essential role in the development of intellect.  One of the main concepts of 

sociocultural theory was the concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This concept was 

founded on the notion of the existence of a space in which learners, who are cognitively ready, 

are able to develop fully by interacting with more experienced peers. Specifically discursive 

interactions and communicative processes played an important role in these relations as the 

teacher, or more experienced peer, move from being a depositor of knowledge to a more active 

role of being a mediator and problem solver (Adair-Hauck & Donato, 1994).  

Hegemony theory was based on an assumption of the existence of a ruling class that 

establishes and maintains control over the working class. One of the main ideas of this theory 

was the power of ideology. Gramsci (1971) argued that the ruling class forces its own ideology, 

which is then passed on to and adopted by the working class as “common sense” (Lemert, 2010). 
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For the purpose of this study, the sociocultural context is a classroom setting in U.S. 

universities where American and international students share the space. Social interactions play a 

fundamental role along with the adoption of specific roles, teacher or learner, by students; for 

example, Chinese international students could take the role of teacher, or more experienced peer, 

when working in groups with American students on a project related to international trade with 

China were specific Chinese cultural norms need to be known. Similarly, hegemony theory was 

used to analyze these teacher-learner interactions, taking into consideration the position of power 

of the “ruling class” and “common sense” beliefs that might interfere with the discussion of class 

content. An illustration of this is how classes in colleges, which do not specifically have an 

international focus, might not spend too much time discussing class content through different 

cultural or international perspectives. 

Method 

 The intent of this review of literature was to focus on the experience of classroom 

inclusiveness by Chinese students in higher education classrooms in the United States. Different 

keywords and descriptive terms were used to find articles using three major search engines, 

namely ERIC, Google Scholar and JSTOR. The initial search included the following keywords: 

Chinese students, higher education, United States, attitudes, perception, classroom, classroom 

inclusion, classroom inclusiveness, classroom engagement and classroom participation. This 

search resulted in a limited number of articles: fewer than 10 studies published in peer-reviewed 

journals. The search was then expanded to include all international students and two additional 

key words were used:  international students and foreign students. The expanded search resulted 

in identifying 53 articles in peer-reviewed journals.   

 The 53 articles were evaluated to determine whether they met the following selection 

criteria: articles (a) included international students’ experiences in higher education classrooms 
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in the United States, (b) were published in a peer-reviewed academic journal, and (c) were 

published in English. To meet these selection criteria, articles could include students’ 

perspectives or instructors’ perspectives. Out of the 53 articles, only nine articles met the 

selection criteria. These nine articles’ reference lists were searched to identify additional 

potential studies.  Fifteen articles were selected (Table 1). 

 Open coding was used during the data analysis phase to identify different reoccurring 

themes. As the 15 articles were read, the author took advantage of open coding to construct 

different subcategories. These subcategories were identify using axial coding (Corbin & Straus, 

2007), a type of “coding that comes from interpretation and reflection on meaning” (Richards, 

2005). A list of thematic subcategories relating to international students’ classroom experiences 

in the U.S. was formed. This list included the following subcategories: American students’ 

perspectives, power and language, denial of access, ethnic exclusiveness, international students’ 

perceptions of classroom participation, students’ relationships, cultural differences about how 

students participate, group work, instructors’ perspectives, areas that affect classroom 

participation according to international students, student-instructor relationships, multiplicity of 

voices, and students’ roles in classrooms. These subcategories were later merged to form the 

final categories included in this study: classroom participation expectations, denial of equity in 

education, and factors that influence students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education system.   

Quality of Methods 

 All authors reviewed in this synthesis analyzed qualitative data to inform their 

conclusions. As defined by Creswell, “Qualitative research is an inquiry process of 

understanding based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore social human 

problems. The researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed 
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views of informants and conducts the study in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p 15). One of 

the main purposes of this synthesis was to explore perceptions of classroom inclusiveness, so 

qualitative studies were overrepresented in the studies included in this synthesis. The studies’ 

sampling procedures, data collection, data analysis, and their theoretical frameworks were 

analyzed as quality indicators.  

Sampling procedures. Unlike quantitative research, the use of non-probabilistic samples 

is desired in qualitative research (Ohman, 2005). Qualitative research is characterized by 

purposive sampling procedures in which the sample represents the intended target population. 

The majority of studies reviewed used convenience sampling procedures within the international 

student body to select participants. All of the studies took place in U.S. institutions of higher 

education and the sample sizes of participants ranged from 6 to 680 students. Although there is 

no simple answer to identify an ideal sample size, some researchers in the field of qualitative 

research use redundancy of information in their data set as the main criterion to determine a 

sample size (Merriam, 2009).  It is important to observe that having such a big difference in 

sample size in these 15 articles, from 6 to 680 participants, could impact the depth of data 

analysis and the consistency of the results.  The following countries were represented as country 

of origin of international students in studies in which country of origin was specified: China, 

France, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Mexico, Pakistan, Philippines, South Africa, Turkey, 

Venezuela, India, Canada, New Zealand, Korea, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Similarly, some 

researchers identified geographical regions instead that included the following: East Asia, Latin 

America, Europe, Africa, the Gulf region, and the Caribbean.  

A representation of international students from different countries is beneficial because it 

provides a broader picture of international students, but at the same time, it does not usually 
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account for cultural differences or differences in higher education systems in the students’ home 

countries, which could have affected the results. One of the weaknesses of the studies’ sampling 

procedures is that most of researchers used convenience sampling instead of having a purposive 

sample in which specific criteria needed to be met to be part of the study. Only three authors 

(Kim, 2012; Lee, 2009; Tatar, 2005) focused on international students from a specific country of 

origin. Of equal importance is that authors did not discuss socio-economic status, which could 

have affected the results about expectations in U.S. higher education.   In addition, an 

overrepresentation of Asian students existed in these studies.  

Another important factor is that only authors in five studies (Major, 2005; Leki 2001; 

Kim 2012; Beykont &Daiute, 2002; Angelanova & Riazantseva, 1999) identified whether their 

participants were graduate or undergraduate international students. This distinction is very 

important because graduate students have already experienced college either in their home 

countries or in the United States, and they might have already established a strong identity 

related to their academics. On the other hand, undergraduate students, especially those in their 

first year of college, might be in the process of creating an identity related to their academics. 

Age and maturity of students could also be an important factor on how international students 

experience college in the United States. 

Data collection. Most researchers used in-depth individual interviews to collect data 

(Beykont & Daiute, 2000; Chu & Kim, 1999; Heggins & Jackson, 2001; Kim, 2012; Lee, 2009; 

Lee & Rice, 2007; Leki, 2001; Liberman, 1994; Tatar, 2005; Thompson & Thompson, 1996) as 

well as classroom observations and focus groups (Table 2). Although interviews provide in-

depth data, usually samples are smaller, which could affect the results if the researcher is looking 

for a broader representation of international students.  Only one (Diangelo, 2006) used classroom 
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observations as the only source of data for her study; in this case, this data collection procedure 

could have affected Diangelo’s fidelity of data. Of equal importance is the fact that data were 

collected by researchers as well as research assistants, especially in larger samples. As could be 

expected, when data are collected by those other than the researcher, the risk of leading questions 

or other challenges during the interviews exist.  

Data analysis. Many researchers used similar techniques to analyze their data. Five 

researchers (Kim, 2012; Lee, 2009; Lee & Rice, 2007; Leki, 2001; Tatar, 2005) identified 

specifically the implementation of typical qualitative procedures (Gloetz &LeCompte, 1984; 

Straus & Corbin 1998; Glaser & Straus, 1967) to analyze data by transcribing, coding, and 

finding themes in their data. The use of the same data analysis technique is a strength because 

that provides some consistency across studies. Others identified the use of conceptual maps 

(Beykont & Dailute, 2002), and post-structural analysis (Diangelo, 2006) as methods used to 

analyze their data. Some researchers (Heggins & Jackson, 2001; Liberman, 1994; Thompson & 

Thompson, 1996) did not discuss the data analysis methods used. One of the weaknesses of the 

data analysis methods used is that only one author (Leki, 2001) used triangulation to ensure data 

accuracy. The use of triangulation and having other people analyze the data always provides a 

different perspective that increases reliability.  

Theoretical framework. One of the factors that was different from study to study was 

the theoretical framework used to interpret the data.  One of the weaknesses was that only four 

studies (Beykont & Dailute, 2002; Diangelo, 2006; Heggins & Jackson, 2001; Lee & Rice, 2007) 

had clearly identified theoretical frameworks. The identification of a theoretical framework 

assists the reader to understand the assumptions and the lenses used by the authors to inform 

their studies. Incorporating articles with different theoretical frameworks is a strength when the 
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author is looking for different perspectives, but at the same time, it could be a weakness if the 

author is looking for consistency.  Also, only a few researchers (Diangelo, 2006; Lee & Rice, 

2007; Leki, 2001) dealt with the issue of power within higher education. The theme of power 

relations was present in many of the articles, but was unnoticed due to the framework used.  

Results 

The writer has paid special attention to classroom activities presented in the studies. For 

the purpose of this review of literature, classroom activities are identified as a group of activities 

that take place in a classroom setting that are supposed to be designed with the goal of engaging 

all students in learning. At the same time, an assumption was made that international and 

American students do not share the same participant structures. The concept of participant 

structures was first introduced by Susan Philips (1972) after her classroom observations on the 

Warm Springs Indian Reservation. Philips (1972) concluded that Native American students 

failed to participate verbally in class because the social conditions they were used to in their 

community were not present in the mainstream classroom. The author believes that this concept 

of participant structures is applicable to the experiences of international students in United 

States classrooms.  

The studies reviewed provided a range of perspectives on the topic of classroom 

inclusiveness of international students in U.S. higher education classrooms. Some of the areas 

that stood out in the review of research included the following: classroom participation 

expectations, including professors’ and students’ perspectives of those expectations; denial of 

equity in education by production of whiteness and the relationship between language and 

power; and factors that influence international students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education 

system.  
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Classroom Participation Expectations  

 An essential part of having a good working system within a higher education classroom 

setting is that both professor and students have the same understanding about what is expected in 

the classroom context. Professors’ expectations were explored in two studies: one by Leki (2001) 

and one by Thompson and Thompson (1996).  Similarly, international students’ expectations 

were discussed in articles by Chu and Kim (1999), Beykont and Daiute (2002), and Leki (2001). 

No research was found that included details about classroom participation expectations among 

American born students. 

 Professors’ expectations. Valuable information about professors’ expectations was 

found in the article by Leki (2001). In this article, the author explored the relationships 

developed between second language (L2) English bilinguals and native English speakers in a 

classroom setting. Although the professor’s expectations were not the main focus of Leki’s 

(2001) research, informative data were collected by interviewing the professor. The definition of 

group work given by Professor G, as he was identified in the study, was very insightful: “My 

idea for groups is really to see that group dynamic, that interaction, because I think learning 

communities and working with others is the way to learn…” (p. 49). The use of the definite 

article, the, by the professor is very telling. This use suggests that he perceived group work to be 

the default teaching style, which could be consistent with a significant number of professors in 

U.S. higher education.  This quote also revealed that Professor G expected that all of his students 

would learn best through group work. His statement did not reveal a concern for students’ 

individual learning styles, comfort, or preferences. Although Professor G strongly believed in 

group work, the author claimed that he provided insufficient guidance and support and expected 

L2 English bilinguals to complete the assignments in the same way as native English speakers.   
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 Another assumption of Professor G’s instructional practices as described in Leki’s 

(2001) article was that he expected newly arrived L2 English bilinguals to complete a particular 

assignment given in class that required implicit knowledge of U.S culture. The assignment 

required the knowledge of U.S. demographic information and being able to predict people’s 

behavior based solely on the specific group to which they belonged, which was impossible for 

the Taiwanese student being observed who did not have this information.  

These unrealistic expectations also were found in the research by Thompson and 

Thompson (1996). In this study, business faculty members were asked to identify international 

students’ behaviors that were perceived as undermining their academic performance. Seventy 

seven percent of faculty who participated in this study reported that international students did not 

participate in class discussions. One faculty member said: “International students will rarely 

debate issues in class, disagree with the opinion of a classmate or instructor, or challenge the 

status quo” (p.55). This faculty member suggested that class participation in U.S. higher 

education classrooms was mainly defined by oral participation of students during class. 

International students were expected to speak in class including challenging and disagreeing with 

the professor and their other classmates, something that, based on Beykont and Daiute's (2002) 

research is completely outside of the expectations of many foreign students. The classroom 

ideologies reflected in these examples of unrealistic expectations align with Gramsci’s 

hegemony theory by identifying a dominant group’s expectations.  

International students’ expectations. One of the ways to identify students’ expectations 

was to observe how students defined classroom participation. Chu and Kim (1999) explored the 

differences in perception of classroom participation among Asian and non-Asian design students 

and the ways they defined classroom participation. Researchers found that four out of the five 
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Asian students interviewed defined classroom participation as giving feedback, and three 

students defined it as answering questions asked by faculty or classmates. These expectations 

were different from those of the 12 of 17 non-Asian students who defined classroom 

participation as giving feedback and having good daily attendance. Furthermore, seven non-

Asian students also defined classroom participation as being helpful, cooperative, and interactive 

with peers; and three non-Asian students added asking questions of the faculty member 

responsible for teaching the class. An analysis of Asian students’ definitions about classroom 

participation shows that their expectations were more passive than non-Asian students, which 

was consistent with the overall findings of Chu and Kim (1999). Chu and Kim (1999) also found 

that Asian students were more cautious when providing their opinions of classmates’ work, 

paying more attention to being polite and respectful.  

International students’ passive attitudes in class also were reflected in Leki’s (2001) 

study, in which the relationships developed between L2 English bilingual speakers and native 

English speakers were observed as they worked together in group projects in a classroom setting. 

In this study, an international student was worried about working in groups because her Chinese 

friends had told her that Americans did not like working in groups with “foreigners.” She also 

was informed by her friends that if students had the option to form their own groups, 

“foreigners” would not usually be invited to join. This information provided an understanding of 

the expectations that this group of international students might have about how their native 

classmates would feel working with them. At the same time, having these perceptions limit the 

interaction between international and American students, and this sociocultural interaction is a 

basic feature of Vygotsky’s (1978) work.  
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International students were not portrayed as passive across all studies. A good example of 

this can be found in the study by Beykont and Daiute (2002), in which classroom settings in the 

students’ home countries and the U.S. were compared. According to the authors, students 

reported some changes in their expectations about the goals of education after studying in the 

United States. International students reported critical thinking as being one of the main goals of 

U.S. education, as illustrated by one student: “The premise of education is for students to learn to 

think independently, to handle their life after school, to be a good citizen, to lead a healthy life. 

The more chances that they have to think about issues by themselves, the better citizen they 

would be.” (p. 40)   

Students interviewed in Beykont and Daiute’s (2002) study also commented on their 

expectations about the professor’s role. The authors suggested that international students 

expected professors to motivate students to learn in class and that the professors were responsible 

for the structure of the class and the discourse used to reach this goal. At the same time, students 

commented on their own expectations of themselves. Some students expected a more active role 

in class, as reflected in the statement of one student: “Students need to play an active role in 

learning [and] improving classes. It is not just teachers who are responsible for designing good 

classes” (p. 40). 

Denial of Equity in Education 

 A few researchers discussed the topic of denial of equal access to education experienced 

by international students. This inequality was perceived to be attributable to the production of 

whiteness in U.S. classrooms, which can be characterized by Philips’s (1972) theory of 

participant structures, and the relationship between language and power.  These inequalities 

were present during classroom discussions, group projects, and other classroom interactions.  
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 The concept of production of whiteness was discussed in detail by Diangelo (2006). 

According to Diangelo (2006) whiteness was defined as “a reference to a set of locations that are 

historically, socially, politically, and culturally produced, and intrinsically linked to relations of 

domination” (p. 1983). It can be said that whiteness points to a hegemonic structure in which 

whiteness represents the ruling class, which imposes its ideology on others. The author observed 

a graduate class at a university in the U.S. for evidence of production of whiteness. After her 

observations, the author concluded that whiteness production was present in multiple levels. For 

example, white students had the power to direct the course of a discussion and control the 

material being covered by asking most of the questions during class. They also had the 

opportunity to tailor the material to meet their research needs. Similarly, white students’ 

behavior was reinforced multiple times by the professor who affirmed their participation style, 

their research interests, their questions, comments, and the lack of attempts to include 

international students’ perspectives.  International and minority students were denied these 

opportunities because the time was dedicated to students who asked most of the questions. In 

addition, Diangelo (2006) also documented the use of minority stereotypes to group minority 

students, attribute invisibility, and ignore students during class with the justification of 

identifying these actions as cultural preference by the minority group.  

 The presence of a dominant group in a classroom setting also was discussed in Lee and 

Rice’s (2007) article. These researchers explored the experiences of international students in a 

U.S. university. Although only a small part of Lee and Rice’s (2007) study was in a classroom 

setting, the information provided was important in characterizing the classroom experience of the 

participants. Interviewees reported feelings of discomfort in class settings. Classes in which 

international students felt ignored or excluded by other classmates were particularly 
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uncomfortable. These feelings of discomfort were intensified during situations in which students 

were left out of a study group or social event by the dominant group.  

 Another example of the way a dominant group undermined international students during 

class was addressed in Leki’s (2001) article. During one of the author’s classroom observations, 

she noticed the professor was giving a group assignment that would allow the international 

student being observed to potentially contribute to the group project at a level equal to the other 

group members and could also bring a fresh perspective. The main task of the assignment was to 

compare newspapers from either two different places or two different eras. The assignment was 

discussed by the international student and an American student during a class period when two 

other members of the group, both of them American born, were absent. During this class period, 

the two students present agreed that the international student would be responsible for analyzing 

a Chinese newspaper. The following class period, when the other two American students were 

present, the prior arrangement was ignored and the group assignment was rearranged. This action 

denied the international student the opportunity to contribute to the group work at level equal to 

her group members. At the same time, this classroom activity could have created a perfect Zone 

of Proximal Development (Vigotsky, 1978) where American students could have benefited and 

learned from the expertise and the cultural knowledge of their Chinese classmate. These 

observations also support Diangelo’s (2006) argument that white students guide classroom 

activities and in this case, group work.  

  In the study by Tatar (2005) in which four Turkish students were interviewed, students 

identified two groups of native speakers in the classroom setting: students who dominated 

international students, and those who were supportive. Students who dominated international 

students were characterized by speaking frequently in class and often expressing their personal 
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opinions. The Turkish students interviewed perceived dominant students as “… dominating 

discussions or patronizing others in groups by using their language advantage.” (p.347) In this 

quote, this student recognized the native speakers’ language ability as an advantage or source of 

power. All students agreed that international students usually are associated with a certain degree 

of inability and silence in the classroom setting. Similarly, the author suggested that oral 

participation was a tactic used by some Turkish students to appear as powerful members of the 

class. Furthermore, the researcher suggested that the presence of many dominant native speakers 

in class caused intimidation and a sense of exclusion in Turkish students.   

  Leki (2001) also explored the concept of language and power. According to Leki, the 

voices of the students with the least power in class, in this case international students, often were 

ignored or silenced. Similarly, Diangelo (2006) suggested that a “language barrier” explanation 

has been used to place responsibility on international students for the inequality in classroom 

settings and the lack of inclusive pedagogical practices. Trice (2006) explored faculty 

perceptions of graduate international students. The majority of the faculty participants in Trice’s 

(2006) article noticed segregation of students, both domestic and international, caused in part by 

language, according to the author.  

 In a case study by Hsieh (2007), the author explored one Chinese female student’s 

experience in American classrooms. The participant expressed that she felt invisible and ignored 

by American students because of her silence during class. The student said “…you know, like a 

group of American students, and you are the only foreigner in that group, then you become like 

isolated, and you become ignored; you cannot get into their groups or their conversations. I think 

this is very frustrating…” (p 384). According to Hsieh (2007), the participant internalized a 

deficient self-perception as a useless person in group discussion. The author also said that the 
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participant perceived that American students attributed this deficiency to her, which is an 

interesting statement that exemplifies what can be identified as an added benefit, the right to 

attribute identities to others, of belonging to the dominant group.  

Kim (2012) also explored the relationship between language and power in a study that 

focused on the experiences of 50 Korean graduate students in the United States. In interviews, 

students expressed a sense of inferiority compared to American graduate students because of 

their English language ability. Most of the interviewees were top students who had graduated 

from prestigious universities in Korea with their undergraduate degrees but felt inferior in their 

graduate classes in the United States. This sense of inferiority, according to Kim (2012), was 

based mostly on the students’ inability to lead discussions or perform as top students in their 

classes. Many students interviewed mentioned experiencing physical pain and misery in class 

due to their difficulty with English. The researcher also attributed the students’ passive behavior 

in class to their limited oral English language skills.  

 A relevant part of Kim’s (2012) analysis is the exploration of the development of a new 

identity of inferiority by Korean students studying in the U.S. This development started with 

their classroom experiences, in which these formerly high-achieving students quickly learned 

that they did not have the language ability to perform at the level they were accustomed to in 

their Korean universities. Students used phrases such as “I now accept my limitations” and 

“handicap” as ways to describe their new self-image when they compared their classroom 

performance to that of their American counterparts.  

Kim (2012) attributed this new identity of inferiority to a series of negative experiences 

in the students’ academic careers in the U.S. These experiences included discrimination from 

professors and American students. An illustrative case was one female participant stating that her 
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professors usually favored American students over international ones. Another student 

mentioned that international students often faced racial discrimination by American students, but 

this view was not unanimous; many students, on the other hand, expressed receiving help (e.g., 

proofreading) from their American friends. The language impediment to creating a professional 

network, participating in professional conferences, and publishing articles also contributed to the 

formation of this new identity of inferiority. The researcher argues that these negative academic 

experiences are later compensated for by the perceived high value of their American degree and 

the excellence of the U.S. university system.  

Factors that Influence International Students’ Experiences in the U.S. Higher Education 

System 

 A few authors focused on factors that influenced international students’ experiences in 

U.S higher education (Heggins & Jackson, 2003; Lee, 2009; Tatar, 2005; Thompson & 

Thompson, 1996). Heggins and Jackson (2003). The following table (table 3) illustrates some of 

these factors:  

Table 3 
Influencing Factors on International Student’s Experiences in the U.S.  

Author Type of factor Factors  

Heggins and 

Jackson (2003) 

Seven factors that affected the 

development of Asian 

international students 

(a) choice, (b) adjustment, (c) communication, (d) 

learning, (e) participation, (f) external pressures from 

family, and (g) traditional values. 

Lee (2009) Factors influencing oral 

participation of Korean students 

(a) English language ability, (b) sociocultural differences, 

(c) individual differences, and (d) classroom 

environment. 

Tatar (2005) Factors that influenced 

classroom participation of 

Turkish students in American 

classrooms 

(a) educational factors, (b) environmental factors, and (c) 

classroom dynamics. 

Thompson and 

Thompson (1996) 

Factors identified as the most 

difficult adjustment areas 

(a) social isolation; (b) language skills; (c) knowing 

norms, rules ,and regulations; (d) overcoming 

stereotypes; (e) transportation; (f) clothing differences; 

(g) weather differences; (h) food differences; (i) oral 

presentation assignments; and (j) personal finances. 
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All findings were grouped into the following categories: adjustment factors, communication 

factors, participation factors, and social and cultural factors.  

Adjustment factors. Thompson and Thompson (1996) focused on the most difficult 

adjustment areas identified by students. Students rated social isolation; language skills; and 

knowing norms, rules, and regulations as their top three most difficult adjustment areas. Within 

these areas, developing a network, loneliness, and not “fitting in” kept students distracted and 

mentally occupied. The authors used Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs to illustrate the 

importance of these adjustment difficulties. Maslow argued that people need to satisfy their most 

basic needs before they can develop other areas; for example, someone would need to satisfy his 

or her physiological needs such as food and shelter before being able to satisfy his or her self-

esteem or self-actualization. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs included the following, starting with 

the most basic needs: (a) physiological needs (food, water, shelter), (b) safety needs (health, 

employment and social stability), (c) social needs (sense of belonging), (d) esteem needs (self-

esteem, confidence), and (e)self-actualization (morality, creativity, problem solving). This theory 

was used by Thompson and Thompson (1996) to explain why many international students who 

have already developed a close network with other international students might be unwilling to 

interact with American students in class. In a similar manner, in the study by Heggins and 

Jackson (2003), influencing factors were identified after the researchers recruited Asian 

international students from a Vietnamese Student Organization at a U.S. university. After 

individually interviewing 28 students and creating two focus groups of 10 students, researchers 

determined that difficulties to adapt to the campus environment often influenced the students’ 

comfort levels and feelings of marginalization in school. 
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In a study by Major (2005), the author explored co-national support, cultural therapy, and 

the adjustment of Asian students in U.S. higher education institutions. A network of compatriots 

was identified by participants as their main source of mentoring and cross-cultural reference. 

One student said “… I was on probation… so my [Taiwanese] friends help me choose. I chose 

some easy and some hard classes. I worked very hard the second semester. My GPA is 3.09 this 

semester.” (p 89) This quote illustrated Major’s (2005) claim about the importance of co-national 

mentoring in the transition from cultural divergence to the adjustment state.   

Communication factors. One of the main influencing factors identified by Lee (2009) 

was Korean students’ English ability. Students acknowledged the importance of classroom 

participation but felt that their English ability was not acceptable for a fast-paced discussion. 

According to Lee (2009), Korean students felt the necessity to translate back and forth between 

Korean and English during discussion as was illustrated by a student’s quote “… I keep thinking 

about what to say and how to talk in English…When I am ready to speak out, the discussion are 

usually over…” (p148). 

Similarly, communication was identified in Heggins and Jackson’s (2003) study as a 

factor that influenced the development of Asian international students.  According to the authors, 

the classroom behavior and communication of Asian international students may have been 

perceived as passivity or shyness by American born students. The authors also recognized lack 

of English language proficiency as one of the greatest problems challenging international 

students. At the same time, the researchers attributed students’ problems with taking notes, 

answering questions, and writing to language barriers.  

Students interviewed in Thompson and Thompson’s (1996) study identified language 

skills as one of the most difficult adjustment areas. According to the authors, students from non-
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English speaking countries had difficulties comprehending class materials regardless of their 

time in the United States or their TOEFL scores. A participant said “speaking up in class is 

especially difficult and anxiety arousing when you are unfamiliar with the language…”(p.55). 

Something that the researchers did not explore in more detail were other factors that could affect 

international students’ participation in class such as anxiety, students’ perceptions of the value of 

their potential contributions, and inclusion of international perspectives. 

Participation factors. Students in Lee’s (2009) study identified two factors that 

influenced their oral participation in classroom discussions. These two factors were (a) their 

classmates’ attitudes toward their comments or questions and (b) the structure of the discussions. 

All the interviewees thought that their classmates and professors’ reactions to their comments 

affected the students’ likelihood of participating in class in the future. Similarly, Heggins and 

Jackson (2003) argued that international students had to develop different strategies to be 

successful in American classrooms. They also highlighted the need to re-evaluate the way 

classroom instruction was delivered and examine whether or not pedagogical practices are 

inclusive of students whose first language is not English. They also found that Asian 

international students' participation was perceived to be centered around creating a support 

system with other students who shared similarities.  

In the study by Tatar (2005), environmental factors were identified as influencing oral 

participation. These environmental factors were defined as elements related to course 

requirements or the instructor. For example, having oral participation as a requirement for the 

class affected actual participation. Students stated that they felt less pressured in classes in which 

participation was only a small percentage of their grade. Participants also said that they enjoyed 

participating in class when they had some meaningful contribution and the decision to participate 
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was initiated by themselves. Researchers also found that participants had a more positive attitude 

toward discussions in which international perspectives were valued and cross-cultural 

approaches were used. All these findings are consistent with the author’s assumption that 

international and American students do not share the same participant structures. Similarly, it 

also supports the concept of hegemony and the classroom ideology of the dominant group.  

Socio-cultural factors. Heggins and Jackson (2003) acknowledged the influence that 

external pressure from family had on international students. According to the authors, Asian 

international students had problems adjusting to the American educational system because they 

were away from their homes and families. The researcher added that students did not feel 

comfortable using U.S. university services because Asian international students preferred the 

values and practices from their countries of origin.  

Lee (2009) identified sociocultural factors that influenced Korean international students 

in their oral participation. The author argued that sociocultural factors such as social views about 

talk, gender and age, and classroom norms affected students' participation. Lee's (2009) 

argument was supported by a different study when Tatar (2005) highlighted the influence that 

previous cultural academic and educational conventions had over the Turkish students 

interviewed. Specifically, Tatar (2005) talked about the perceptions of Turkish students about the 

meaningfulness and quality of comments during class. Students related meaningful comments 

with academic content, applicability, usefulness, relevancy, originality, and usefulness of 

information to other students. Participants specifically described comments about personal 

experiences as inappropriate, unless the information could be useful to other students in class. 

The author also discussed factors such as different learning styles and the role of the instructor as 

having an effect on international students' participation. The results of this review of literature 
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suggest that international students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education system are 

influenced by many personal and social issues.  

Discussion 

International students’ perceptions of classroom inclusiveness were different from the 

perceptions of their American born classmates and professors. One of the main differences was 

illustrated by the inconsistency in classroom participation expectations between professors and 

international students. Professors, for example, were found to value group work and oral 

participation in their classes. In contrast, some international students expressed discomfort in 

criticizing the work of other students or providing their opinions in class. They also expressed 

uneasiness about group work. Based on these findings, it can be inferred that classroom 

participation was likely among the main academic challenges faced by both international 

students and professors included in this synthesis.  

The studies reviewed in this synthesis revealed a trend of reluctance from international 

and American students to collaborate in class. On one hand, international students felt 

uncomfortable working in groups with American students; on the other, American students often 

undermined international students’ potential contributions when working in groups. The 

sociocultural interactions between international and American students also suggest that 

language and power are influential factors in their classroom experience.  The lack of 

interactions also questions the underexplored area of unwillingness of either teachers or learners 

to work together, as well as the effect that having participants in different positions of power 

might have in the process of learning through discourse in social and cultural contexts.   

A presence of a dominant ideology and practices in the classroom that did not belong to 

international students was acknowledged by a few authors. This dominant ideology and practices 
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supported Philips’ (1972) concept of participant structures and discouraged international 

students to verbally participate in class. Similarly, it illustrated Gramsci’s (1971) concept of 

hegemony, in which the dominant ideology was so embedded in the school culture that it was 

perceived as common sense and became the default ideology used in class. Also, the lack of 

interest in international perspectives and other cultures in the classroom setting was an obstacle 

for the creation of opportunities for international students to be able to significantly contribute to 

class, something that according to Vygotsky (1978) is essential for a successful socio-cultural 

setting and the development of students’ intellect. Furthermore, international students’ language 

ability and their perceptions of their language level were critical factors in allowing English 

language to become synonymous with power in a classroom setting. English language ability 

was included in most of the different subcategories of factors that influence international 

students’ experiences in the U.S. higher education system. English language ability was 

perceived as a major concern by students and professors. 

The results could have been affected by the different methods used by the authors. A 

good example is the overuse of convenience sampling procedures. This technique was 

overrepresented in the studies included in this review. Convenience sampling does not allow for 

different cultural norms that students from different countries might have and how these norms 

might have influenced students’ perceptions. Most of the researchers treated international 

students, independently from their country of origin, as one group of students with the same 

needs. The use of convenience sampling did not allow researchers to exclude different factors 

that might have affected the results such as country of origin, gender differences, class standing 

differences (undergraduate vs. graduate), socio-economic differences, and language ability 

differences. At the same time, the underuse of data triangulation by researchers could have 
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affected the results. Many of the researchers did not have other people confirm their 

interpretation of results, which could have affected the consistency of their findings’ 

interpretation. Another challenge was that most of the articles included had a different unit of 

analysis, which could affect the results and the way authors analyzed their data set.  Finally, the 

spectrum of theoretical frameworks used had an effect on the way data were interpreted. As an 

illustration, only in one study did the authors deal openly with racism (Lee & Rice, 2007), and 

only in two (Diangelo, 2006; Lee 2009) did the authors deal with the concept of hegemony. 

Similarly, many researchers did not provide a theoretical framework for their studies, which 

limited the reader’s interpretation of the authors’ results and conclusions.  

Conclusion 

 How does classroom inclusiveness affect international students in U.S. higher education? 

What are the perceptions of international students about classroom inclusiveness and factors 

influencing classroom inclusiveness? These were the research questions that guided this 

synthesis of research. This purpose was created with the assumption that studies would reflect 

some inclusive classroom practices that would answer the main research questions. This goal 

was not accomplished; however, it became clear that inclusiveness could not be fully understood 

without recognizing and addressing the harsh reality of exclusion that challenges international 

students in the U.S. classrooms. As a result, the author’s review of research led to the 

identification of a list of common classroom practices that promoted exclusion of international 

students in U.S. classroom settings.   

The classroom practices that promoted exclusion of international students included the 

following: (a) unstructured class discussions, (b) lack of guidance from the professor during 

class, (c) little value placed on international perspectives, (d) overrepresentation of oral 
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classroom participation as the only mode of participation, (e) lack of respect for other 

educational cultural norms, and (f) reinforcement of production of whiteness by professors and 

American students. The implications of Gramsci’s hegemony theory are supported by the use of 

these classroom practices. These educational practices reflected the ideology of the group in 

power, in this case white American ideology, in U.S. higher education classrooms. This 

educational ideology can be seen, for example, in how students guided classroom discussions by 

asking most of the questions. The practices also illustrated the inequality in U.S. higher 

education faced by international students.  

The results of this synthesis of research have different implications in the areas of 

practice, theory, and research. Emphasis should be placed on the implementation of practices to 

promote the inclusion of international students in U.S. higher education classes. Both 

international and American born students could benefit from inclusive classroom settings, where 

American students could further develop their knowledge by being exposed to different 

international perspectives. Likewise, international students could learn about American culture 

and language from American students, as well as to internationalize classroom practices. To 

ensure equity of education for international students policies are needed at an institutional or 

national level such as providing more resources for the specific needs of international students, 

including language and American college success classes. At the same time, higher education 

institutions should require cross-cultural training for faculty members in which inclusive 

classroom practices are discussed and resources are made available to faculty members. At a 

classroom level, faculty members should promote and encourage collaborations between 

American and international students, recognize Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal 
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Development and its emphasis on social interactions in designing classroom practices to develop 

all students’ learning and international perspectives.  

The major theory implication is the further exploration of the unwillingness of teacher 

and learner to work together in the classroom setting. Further exploration of the role that power 

plays in the interaction between students is needed. Researchers could further study the way 

differences in attributes associated with power such as socio economic status, language ability, 

and race affect interactions between students. Also, additional research in the area of classroom 

inclusiveness of international students in U.S higher education would be a useful addition to the 

existing limited body of literature. Specifically, future researchers should focus on particular 

groups of students based on their country of origin to avoid generalization of international 

students. Equally important is to further explore the relations of power among professors, 

American students and international students and the way these affect classroom interactions and 

learning outcomes. Finally, it is recommended exploring professors, American students’, and 

international students’ perceptions about classroom inclusiveness to compare the different 

perspectives on this topic. This could also be complemented with classroom observations and 

further exploration of the role that faculty members play in creating inclusive or exclusive 

opportunities in classroom settings in the U.S. higher education system, especially since an 

increasing number of international students are choosing to attend American universities.  
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APPENDIX B: “U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION CLASSROOM EXPERIENCES OF 

UNDERGRADUATE CHINESE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS” 

 

Accepted for publication in the Journal of International Students 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore undergraduate Chinese international students’ 

perceptions about their classroom experiences in the United States institutions of higher 

education. Double consciousness, introduced by W.E.B. Du Bois, was used as the theoretical 

framework for this study. After analyzing the 15 interviews to Chinese international students, the 

following areas were discussed: comparison of classroom experiences in the United States and 

China; positive and negative classroom practices in the U.S.; perceptions of the way American 

faculty and students perceived Chinese international students; and double consciousness of 

Chinese international students. While most of the participants preferred the American classroom 

practices over practices in China, their perceptions about the way American students and faculty 

perceived them were conflicting. The concept of double consciousness also helped to illustrate 

the internal identity conflict of being Chinese and being “Americanized.” 

 

Keywords: Chinese students, classroom experiences, identity, international students, 

assumptions, perceptions 

 

The United States attracted 886,052 international students who enrolled in American 

institutions of higher education during the academic year 2013-2014 according to the Open 

Doors report (Institute of International Education [IIE]). This number represents an 8.1% 

increase from the previous academic year and placed the United States as the country with the 

most international students around the world (Choudaha, Chang, & Kono, 2013). China has been 

the top country of origin since 2004, sending the largest number of international students around 

the world to English speaking countries such as the U.S., Australia, the U.K., and Canada 

(Choudaha et al., 2013). This phenomenon was also observed in enrollment in the United States 

where 274,439 Chinese international students, the largest group of international students, studied 

during the academic year 2013-2014. Chinese students were followed by students from India 

with 102,673 students and students from South Korea with 68,047 that attended institutions of 

higher education in the United States (IIE, 2014). The increasing number of undergraduate 

Chinese students, especially in the fields of business and engineering, is drawing attention from 
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higher education administrators; however, researchers and administrators have paid little 

attention to classroom experiences of international students, especially Chinese students. 

What causes international student mobility? One of the factors affecting this increase in 

international student mobility is the gap between the educational supply and demand of many 

countries of origin. It was estimated that in 2006 there were around 3,000 Chinese institutions of 

higher education serving approximately 25.4 million students (The International Comparative 

Higher Education Finance and Accessibility Project, 2009). China has currently the largest 

higher education system in the world, but only 2.5 % of China’s population has access to this 

educational system. 

Access to economic resources is something that also influences the number of students 

who have the opportunity to study abroad; as an example, it was estimated that in 2006 about 

15% of China’s population was considered middle class and had access to resources, nearly 

201,619,500 people (Chen & Lu, 2006). The economic affluence of millions of people may 

impact international student mobility, not to mention the apparent prestige that comes with 

studying in the U.S., something that is often perceived as a benefit by families of international 

students. A study conducted about Chinese students study abroad decision-making also supports 

some of these causes arguing that students’ social influences, perceived high educational quality 

in specific countries and social-economic pragmatism from China-based research are among the 

factors that influence Chinese student’s decisions to study abroad and their choice of institution 

(Liu, Elston, & Zhou, 2013). Similarly, these factors might influence Chinese students’ 

perceptions about their classroom experiences in the U.S.  

Studies published and accessible using three major search engines, namely ERIC, Google 

Scholar and JSTOR about the classroom experiences of Chinese students in English speaking 
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countries include those in New Zealand (Holmes, 2006), in Canada (Zhou, Knoke, & Sakamoto, 

2005), and in Britain (Wang & Byram, 2011), but few studies have been published specifically 

about classroom experiences of Chinese students in the United States (Hsieh, 2007, Wan, 1999). 

The purpose of this study is to address the gap in the literature about Chinese students’ 

experiences in the U.S. higher education system by examining Chinese international students’ 

perceptions about their classroom experiences using a double consciousness framework. I also 

intend to further explore the students’ perceptions about classroom participation, sharing 

indigenous Chinese knowledge in U.S. classrooms, and the way American faculty and American 

students perceive Chinese students.  

The following research questions will guide this study: 

 What are some similarities and differences between classroom experiences in the U.S. 

and China according to participants? 

 What U.S. classroom practices are perceived as positive by participants? What U.S. 

classroom practices are perceived as negative? 

 What are the participants’ perceptions about the way American faculty and students 

perceive Chinese students? 

 What part does “double consciousness” play in the classroom experiences of Chinese 

international students?  

Theoretical Framework 

The concept of double consciousness was used as the theoretical framework for this 

study. W.E.B. Du Bois first introduced the concept of double consciousness in 1897 in his essay 

Striving of the Negro People when he referred to an African American’s experience of “two-

ness” or the experience of being American and Black at the same time, two identities in conflict, 



78 

 

according to Du Bois. This concept was also described by Du Bois as a “sense of always looking 

at one’s self through the eyes of others…” (Du Bois, 1897) as he explored his own identity and 

the identity of African Americans as a group. Over the years this theory has been applied in 

different fields such as education (Lee, 1990), cultural studies (Dayal, 1996), and literature 

(Adell, 1994). Du Bois’ work has also influenced current theories such as critical race theory, 

which explores power relations and, whiteness studies which explores white ideology and its 

invisibility in society.  

This study addresses three different issues, previously identified by Dickson (1992), 

related to the concept of double consciousness: the power of white stereotypes in the lives and 

thoughts of people of color, the double consciousness created by practical racism, and finally, the 

internal double consciousness conflict in the individual. Although Dickson (1992) did not apply 

the concept of double consciousness to Chinese international students, his work represents a 

relevant analysis of Du Bois’ model of double consciousness.  

For the purpose of this article, I argue that Chinese international students experienced a 

double consciousness while they identified with other Chinese international students, but also 

tried to disassociate themselves from behaviors which were not generally perceived as positive 

by U.S. faculty members and students. This study addresses the power of white stereotypes in the 

lives of the participants, the double consciousness created by practical racism that excludes 

participants from classroom participation, and students’ individual double consciousness 

conflict.  It is important to clarify that the intention of the use of double consciousness for this 

article is not to compare the experiences faced by African Americans and Chinese international 

students, but rather to explore specifically the classroom experiences of Chinese international 
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students through a critical lens that offers a better understanding of this growing population in 

institutions of higher education in the United States. 

Literature Review 

The number of studies published about international students’ perceptions of classroom 

experiences in the United States is limited, especially those that concern Chinese international 

students. A few researchers, whose work is accessible using three major search engines, namely 

ERIC, Google Scholar and JSTOR (Chu & Kim, 1999; Heggins & Jackson, 2001; Kim, 2012; 

Lee, 2009; Liberman, 1994; Major, 2005) have explored the perceptions of Asian students 

studying in the United States, but only two, a case study by Hsieh (2007) and a case study by 

Wan (1999), have explored the perception of Chinese students specifically about their classroom 

experiences in the U.S. The limitation of only two relevant published studies is that the other 

literature examined, although focusing on Asian students in general, will still have to be carefully 

generalized to the Chinese international student population.   

Of those studies that explored the perceptions of Asian students, including Chinese 

international students, in the U.S. higher education system, themes of identity change and self-

perception appeared consistently in three of them (Chu & Kim, 1999; Hsieh, 2007; Kim, 2012). 

For example, Kim (2012) explored students’ identities and self-perceptions in a study that 

focused on the experiences of 50 Korean graduate students in the United States. In interviews, 

students expressed a sense of inferiority compared to American graduate students because of 

their English language ability. A relevant part of Kim’s analysis is the exploration of the 

development of a new identity of inferiority by Korean students studying in the U.S. This 

development started with their classroom experiences, in which these formerly high-achieving 

students quickly learned that they did not have the language ability to perform at the level they 
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were accustomed to in their Korean universities. Students used phrases such as “I now accept my 

limitations” and “handicap” as ways to describe their new self-image when they compared their 

classroom performance to that of their American counterparts. Kim (2012) attributed this new 

identity of inferiority to a series of negative experiences in the students’ academic careers in the 

U.S. 

In a case study by Hsieh (2007), the author explored one Chinese female student’s 

experience in American classrooms. One of the strengths of a case study when applied to 

educational research is the type of in-depth information that a researcher can collect from one 

participant. Conversely, some of the weaknesses are its reliability, validity, and generalizability 

(Merriam, 2009). Similarly to Kim’s (2012) findings, the participant in Hsieh’s study expressed 

that she felt invisible and ignored by American students because of her silence during class. 

…you know, like a group of American students and you are the only foreigner in that 

group, then you become like isolated, and you become ignored; you cannot get into their 

groups or their conversations. I think this is very frustrating… (Hsieh, 2007, p. 384).  

According to Hsieh (2007), the participant internalized a deficient self-perception as a 

useless person in group discussion. The author also observed that the participant perceived that 

American students attributed this deficiency to her. 

Another relevant finding is the importance of students’ social networks, especially those 

formed with other students from the same home country. As an illustration, in the study by 

Heggins and Jackson (2003), influencing factors were identified after the researchers recruited 

Asian international students from a Vietnamese Student Organization at a U.S. university. After 

individually interviewing 28 students and creating two focus groups of 10 students, researchers 

determined that difficulties adapting to the campus environment often influenced the students’ 
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comfort levels and feelings of marginalization in school. The researchers also identified social 

networks as a way to mediate these adjustment problems.  

In a study by Major (2005), the author explored co-national support and the adjustment of 

Asian students in U.S. higher education institutions. A network of compatriots was identified by 

participants as their main source of mentoring and cross-cultural reference. One student 

expressed, “… I was on probation… so my [Taiwanese] friends help me choose. I chose some 

easy and some hard classes. I worked very hard the second semester. My GPA is 3.09 this 

semester” (Major, 2005, p. 89). This quote illustrates Major’s (2005) claim about the importance 

of co-national mentoring in the transition from cultural divergence to the adjustment state. 

The themes of identity change and self-perception present in the published studies 

regarding international Asian and Chinese students served as a foundation for the analysis of the 

data collected for this study. One of the purposes of this present study is to further explore these 

themes and pay special attention to the role that double consciousness play in the formation of 

identity and self-perception.  

Research Method 

Undergraduate students from two Chinese student organizations in a large university in 

the U.S. southwest were invited to participate. After the interview, students were asked to 

recommend other Chinese students to participate in the study using a snowball sample system. 

Most of the students recommended were not part of the two student organizations. A total of 15 

students voluntarily participated in a 20-30 minute interview. The number of participants in this 

study represented less than one percent of the estimated 1,613 Chinese international 

undergraduate and graduate student population in that specific university. Redundancy of 

information collected during the interviews was used to determine the size of the participant 



82 

 

sample, but it is important to recognize that the perceptions about classroom experiences of the 

majority of the Chinese international student body are still unknown. Thirteen participants were 

majoring in business, one participant was majoring in engineering, and one participant was 

majoring in retail and consumer science at the time of the interview. This distribution of majors 

is consistent with the university’s Chinese international student population where the majority of 

Chinese students pursue degrees in business. Similarly, the participants’ choice of major is also 

consistent with the distribution of majors among the overall international student population 

studying in the United States (IIE, 2014). Participants were in different stages of their 

undergraduate program, which included five sophomores, seven juniors, and three seniors.  

Students’ times since arrival to the U.S. varied from one year for the student with the most recent 

arrival to six years with the student with the longest stay in the U.S.  

Interviews were conducted in English, which was the participants’ second or third 

language. Participants’ English language abilities varied; as an example, the lowest TOEFL 

score, a test that measures the students’ abilities to read, write, and listen in English, reported by 

the participants was 68 and the highest was 98 with an average TOEFL score of 81.5, on a scale 

from 0 to 120 (ETS, 2014). It is important to mention that the time when TOEFL tests were 

taken by participants also varied and TOEFL scores may not have been a fair representation of 

the participants’ current English abilities at the time of the interviews.   

I conducted all the interviews and as a second language speaker of English I found that it 

was beneficial for collecting data as many of the participants expressed comfort communicating 

in English with someone else whose English was not their first language. It is possible that the 

students did not feel judged about their language abilities as they recognized my English fluency 

was not at a native level. I believe this second language commonality granted me access to the 
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international student population. Also, my experience being an international student during my 

undergraduate years may have affected the way data was collected, analyzed and interpreted. At 

the same time, it is important to recognize the potential bias that members of a specific student 

organization might have and how this could have affected the data.  I am not a member of the 

group being studied, but I had established a strong working relationship with some of the 

students being interviewed as we have collaborated on other projects in the past.  

A set of 16 questions (Appendix A) guided the interviews with the students. These 

questions were used to explore the Chinese international students’ perceptions about classroom 

experiences in the U.S. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed to facilitate analysis. 

The data analysis stage was conducted using a qualitative analysis software called ATLAS.ti. 

This software was used to open code the interviews, generate themes, create semantic networks 

and interpret the results.  

Results and Discussion 

 For the purpose of this study, classroom practices in institutions of higher education in 

the United States are identified as a group of activities that take place in a classroom setting. 

These activities include, but are not limited to, classroom discussions, teamwork, presentations, 

and lectures. Engaging classroom practices facilitate meeting class objectives and goals while 

fostering an interactive learning environment for students. In the case of Chinese international 

students, inclusion in these classroom practices is essential for their successful education in the 

U.S.   

 After analyzing the interviews, the following themes emerged: comparison of classroom 

experiences in the United States and China, positive and negative classroom practices in the 



84 

 

U.S., perceptions of the way American faculty and students perceived Chinese international 

students, and double consciousness of Chinese international students.  

Comparison of classroom experiences in the United States and China.  

 The majority of the participants compared their undergraduate classroom experiences in 

the U.S. to those experiences they had in high school in China, as most of them had never 

attended college in China. The perceptions of classroom experiences in the United States were 

similar among participants. All of them agreed that they prefer the “more active” teaching style 

in the U.S., as it was described by one of the participants: “Teaching style in here [U.S.] is more 

like discussion based, there are often times when we have group discussion, group homework, 

group project, whereas in China is more like spoon-feeding.” The participant referred to spoon-

feeding when the instructor tells students exactly what to do, such as when to take notes, and 

forces them to memorize information.  

Another difference between U.S. and China classroom experiences was the ability of 

students to ask questions during class in the U.S. Six students said that in China, students are not 

allowed to ask questions. One student went further and added, “In China, generally, I don’t go to 

professors’ office hours or ask questions because they give you plenty of instructions, more than 

you really need to know, so you don’t have to go to their office hours.” When participants were 

asked about attending professors’ office hours in the U.S., the majority said that they only go to 

office hours if they are worried about their grades and they mostly talk about their grades. One 

participant highlighted the difference that “here in the U.S. professors and students are more like 

friends.” All participants also agreed that students who ask questions and talk in class are the 

ones that get the most attention from the professor in the U.S. classroom setting, something that 

usually does not happen in a Chinese classroom.  
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The students’ perceptions about sharing knowledge and examples from China in the U.S. 

classrooms was also discussed. Half of the participants said that they have shared examples from 

China during their classes in the U.S., but the majority of them said it was either during a class 

with international focus or when the professor had international experience, and he or she was 

interested in their perspectives. The other half of the participants said that they have not shared 

any examples from China during their classes. One participant mentioned that the classes he has 

taken do not relate to China at all. Three other participants said that sharing examples from 

China in a U.S. classroom setting was inappropriate. One student expressed the following: 

It would be inappropriate [to share examples from China] because we have different 

cultures, ideas and different ethical standards, and if I bring this up in a huge class, it 

would cause a huge discussion and sometimes, I think, it’s impolite to do this during 

class.  

Similarly, another student added, “I definitely share my experience, but not from China 

because I think if you always talk about the Chinese stuff and it might sound like fresh air [fresh 

perspective] to the class. Sometimes we need to see the problems globally.” The participant’s 

explanation suggests that for him, seeing and discussing a problem with a U.S. perspective is 

seen as a global perspective. For this group of participants attending institutions of higher 

education in the U.S. has provided them the opportunity to be able to compare their experiences 

in both countries.  
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Classroom practices in the United States 

 Classroom practices perceived as positive. Among the classroom practices that were 

perceived as positive, one in particular was mentioned multiple times by different interviewees, 

which was peer collaboration. This has been previously referred to as Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD), one of the main concepts of sociocultural theory. This concept was founded 

on the notion of the existence of an area in which learners, who are cognitively ready, are able to 

develop fully by interacting with more experienced peers (Vygotsky, 1978). Some researchers 

have written about the importance of peer collaboration between American students and 

international students and all the benefits associated with these interactions such as language 

development, and cultural understanding (Valdez, 2015a). Students mentioned the benefits of 

assigned seats because it gives them the opportunity to interact with other students. A student 

expressed her opinion by saying, “In my business classes I tend to have side discussion with my 

friend because we are kind of allowed to do so… and it helps me to learn because sometimes the 

teacher can’t explain as well as my peer does because we think the same way.” This quote is a 

good example of ZPD and the way this student perceived peer collaboration in class.  

The majority of students also said that they like oral presentations and group discussions 

because it gives them an opportunity to talk and practice their English language and get feedback 

from their peers. One of the participants mentioned:  

I really like it [classroom discussion] because it is a way to express your opinion and also 

it is more like than just sitting in the lecture and listening to the teacher and hear what 

they are saying. Actually you have interaction with the teacher and the students, so that 

would make you more understand the materials. 



87 

 

This statement illustrates the student’s appreciation of a more interactive classroom 

setting and at the same time, it indicates that the student values interaction with teachers and 

students.  

 Classroom practices perceived as negative. Those practices that were perceived as 

culturally insensitive were identified as negative by participants. A student gave an example of 

having to play the game “Who Am I?” where a paper with a name of an American celebrity was 

placed on her back, and she had to figure out the name of the celebrity by asking questions. 

When the participant was explaining the game, she said, “Many Chinese students did not get it. I 

feel very awkward in that game because I don’t know the names of the [American] celebrities.” 

She went on and added, “I don’t feel comfortable with cultural activities because I lack of this 

culture. I feel awkward.” This exemplifies many of the assumptions made by professors about 

common knowledge in class. Similarly, it illustrates a heavy focus on U.S. culture and lack of 

inclusion of other cultures in classroom practices. I argue that experiences like these can 

contribute to the internal double-consciousness conflict of Chinese international students.  

Students also identified having a high emphasis on oral participation as negative when a 

grade depends on that participation. A student gave an example of this when she said the 

following: 

This semester I took a class and 25% of the whole grade belonged to participation … and 

the whole semester even though the professor knows my name he does not ask me 

question because he knows I’m an international student and he knows oh this student, 

maybe she does not want to answer the question because she has an accent or she doesn’t 

know the answer, I don’t want to make her embarrassing like that… 
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This indicates that the effort by the professor to not single out this international student 

during class actually excluded the student from an essential classroom activity by not asking her 

questions, which at the same time was an impediment to earning 25% of her final grade. This 

experience exemplifies the power of stereotypes in the lives of people of color as the professor 

used his power in class to apply the stereotype of Chinese students not wanting to speak and 

participate in class.  

Some of the participants indicated a high level of stress linked to speaking in class, 

specifically when expressing their own opinion or answering questions. A student expressed 

 … for any question if the teacher just asks your name and ask you to answer it and then 

sometimes you didn’t pay attention to the class and then maybe you just don’t know the 

answer it’s kind of awkward and embarrassing. 

 Her level of stress linked to the public shame of not being able to answer a question 

during class appeared to be high. This same student later said that it is very difficult for Chinese 

students to participate in class because of timing and being able to express their own opinions in 

English quickly to stay on track with the speed of classroom discussion.  

Perceptions of the way American faculty and students perceived Chinese students 

 Perceptions of faculty. Participants’ perceptions were divided when they discussed the 

way they think American faculty members perceive Chinese international students. Some 

participants thought instructors have a good perception of Chinese students. Some of them said 

professors think Chinese students are “hardworking” and that they see the value of Chinese 

students in American universities. Other participants said that faculty members treat Chinese 

students the same way they treat American students. 
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 On the other hand, the majority said faculty members do not have a positive perception 

of Chinese students. One participant suggested that instructors profile Chinese students by 

saying:  

I even talked to one of the professors who often catches Chinese students [cheating] and 

he said that when he is giving an exam, he specifically watch them [Chinese students] if 

they are in a cluster, they watch them very closely. I feel like they have some sort of 

profile of Chinese students specifically in the cheating part. 

To support this idea, another student talked about an experience she had in one of her 

classes where there was assigned seating and two Chinese students happened to be seating next 

to each other. In that instance, the professor asked the students in front of the entire class to show 

identification because he thought they were not supposed to be there, in spite of his own assigned 

seating. The student perceived this action as discrimination because there were a number of 

American students seated next to each other, and they were not asked to show their 

identification, an effective illustration of the double consciousness created by practical racism.  

Similarly, one other participant questioned the way some faculty members interact with 

Chinese students. The participant provided the following example:  

…after my observation, the other students [American] talk to her [professor] and she is 

kind of smiling, but when, yesterday, I talk to her, and my group mates as well, and then 

all my group mates are Chinese as well, and then we try to talk to her and then she is 

having a bad mood. So I don’t know if it is because yesterday she doesn’t have a good 

mood or she has a hard time or hard day or she just don’t like me or my group mates. 

The student tried to explore other reasons why the professor would not act the same way 

with American students and with the student’s group of Chinese students, such as having a bad 
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day or a bad mood. The student’s struggle to make sense of the professor’s bias illustrates an 

internal conflict on the part of the student. It can be argued that these experiences create the 

perfect environment for Chinese international students to start experiencing an internal conflict 

of double consciousness.  

 Perceptions of American students. Only two students thought American students had a 

favorable perception of Chinese students. One of the students first mentioned that American 

students are very friendly and that he thought they think the same of Chinese students. The 

majority of students interviewed thought that American students had either a negative perception 

of Chinese students or two opposite extreme perceptions. Five participants remarked that 

American students may have a negative perception of Chinese students due to problematic 

experiences with teamwork. All of the participants that mentioned teamwork were business 

majors, where an emphasis is placed on teamwork. One student said, “American students get 

frustrated because Chinese students cannot express their ideas.” Another student mentioned that 

during group presentations, the team gets points off from the grade if there is no eye contact with 

the public, which according to the student, is a problem for many Chinese students; another 

example of an environment that engenders an internal double-consciousness conflict.  

 Students also brought up some difficulties faced by Chinese students while participating 

in teamwork or discussions and how these difficulties affect the American students’ perceptions 

of Chinese international students.  One of the participants shared: 

I feel like they [American students] have bad experience with team work, especially 

communications class, I think they can tell that they [Chinese]  are kind of lagging off, in 

terms of, not because they don’t have opinions, but they cannot say it fast enough. 



91 

 

This student attributed overall perceptions of American students to difficult teamwork 

experience with Chinese students. She added the following:  

They [Chinese students] don’t know the right time to cut people off, the right time to 

jump in. That takes a lot of culture and a lot of experience to ask the right question at the 

right time, to cut people off at the right time, to jump in at the right time. 

 It seems that the student shared this observation in an effort to explain why American 

students had negative experiences with Chinese international students. It also seemed that the 

student attributed a lack of culture and experience to Chinese international students making them 

responsible for the American students’ negative experiences.  

Double Consciousness 

 A pattern of what can be referred to as double consciousness was suggested throughout 

the interviews. The students interviewed for this study showed some signs of double 

consciousness by identifying with Chinese international students, but also by making an effort to 

disassociate themselves from characteristics shared by Chinese students, which might be 

perceived as negative, according to the participants. This disassociation is consistent with Du 

Bois’ concept of double consciousness and the conflict between two identities. One student 

identified himself as “Americanized” because he asked too many questions during class, while 

two other students started to describe themselves with opposite and more American-acceptable 

characteristics than their Chinese counterparts when asked about the way they thought American 

faculty or students perceived Chinese students.  

 The conflict of the identities of being Chinese and being “Americanized” became 

stronger particularly when speaking about classroom practices that were perceived as negative by 

American faculty and students. For example, one participant said that she shares examples from 
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China during her classes all the time. This supported her view of being more “Americanized,” as 

she described it, by speaking and participating in class often. When I asked for a specific 

example, she struggled and was not able to provide one, despite being in college for four years at 

the time of the interview. Regarding these conflicting identities, another participant expressed 

how she did not feel part of the group when students would raise their hands to answer questions 

in class.  

 Perceptions of Chinese international students about academic integrity also played an 

important role in the conflict of identities. All participants disassociated themselves from 

behaviors related to academic integrity violations, but accepted that it is a widely known 

stereotype of Chinese international students held by American faculty and students. This 

illustrates the power of the racial stereotypes in the lives and thoughts of people of color, in this 

case, Chinese international students.  

Conclusion 

 The perceptions of Chinese international students about their classroom experiences in 

the United States were very revealing. While most of them preferred the American classroom 

practices over practices in China, their perceptions about the way American students and faculty 

perceived them were conflicting. The majority of participants appreciated a “more active” 

classroom setting, as some of them identified the typical U.S. classroom. Some of the 

characteristics that were identified as positive were the flexibility in the classroom setting and the 

collaboration with peers. On the other hand, practices that were perceived as culturally 

insensitive, such as activities that required specific knowledge about American culture, were 

identified as negative by participants.  
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 The majority of the students agreed that American faculty members often do not have 

favorable perceptions of Chinese international students. Profiling and attributing characteristics 

such as cheating and unwillingness to participate in class were common examples among 

participants’ illustrations. At the same time, some participants expressed that American students 

had negative perceptions of Chinese students mostly based on their experiences working in 

groups with Chinese students and their lack of contribution to group projects.  

 Consistent with some of the literature published about the experiences of Asian students 

in the U.S. (Chu & Kim, 1999; Hsieh, 2007; Kim, 2012), Chinese international students in this 

study also struggled with identity. The concept of double consciousness helps to illustrate the 

internal identity conflict of being Chinese and being “Americanized.” Inconsistencies in their 

examples suggest they may identify with a specific identity, Chinese or “Americanized”, but 

provide examples of the opposite. As predicted by Dickson (1992), the power of stereotypes in 

the lives of people of color, in this case Chinese international students; encounters with practical 

racism; and the internal conflict of identities all played an important role in the manifestation of 

this double consciousness.   

 An important finding of this research is how the power of assumptions shapes 

perceptions in a classroom setting. Assumptions were made by Chinese international students 

themselves, as well as American faculty and students, according to participants. Some of the 

assumptions made by Chinese international students included how they perceived the 

unwillingness of American students to work in teams with Chinese international students and 

stereotypes of Chinese international students linked to academic integrity violations attributed by 

professors. Regarding faculty, some participants believed faculty made assumptions about the 

unwillingness of Chinese international students to participate in class and profile students in 
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issues of cheating and academic dishonesty. Participants also believed that American students 

made some assumptions about Chinese international students including the inability to contribute 

to group projects, which is consistent with the assumptions of Chinese international students 

about group work. This study highlights how embedded cultural assumptions often determine 

how we perceive others as well as ourselves, especially in a classroom setting, and how this 

affects our social interaction with others.   

 The study will add to the limited published literature available about Chinese students’ 

perspectives of their classroom experiences in the U.S. The results of this study suggest a sense 

of urgency to provide more resources to faculty in the form of training and professional 

development to help them create classroom practices that are inclusive for all students and to 

promote collaboration between Chinese international students and American students. It is also 

important to create awareness of the effects of cultural assumptions in the higher education 

classroom setting. Similarly, further research about the experiences of Chinese students is 

needed, especially with a focus on issues of racism and inequity. Also, future research and 

interviews with U.S. faculty, students and administrators about Chinese international students 

could provide a better understanding of the experiences of this specific group of students, the 

largest group of international students in the U.S.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions for Chinese Students 

 How would you describe an American classroom compared to China? 

 Do you talk in class?  

 How much do you talk in class per week compared to U.S. students? Why? 

 What is your opinion about classroom discussion?  

 Do you feel you get enough instructions and direction from your professor? Can you 

give me an example?  

 Do you go to your professors’ office hours? How often? What do you talk about? 

 Do you participate in class?  

 Can you describe different classroom activities in which you participate?  

 Can you identify a classroom activity in which you feel the most comfortable? Why?  

 During classroom discussion, do you share examples from China or your own 

experience? Can you give me an example? 

 How would you describe your interaction with students when you are working in 

small groups?  

 Have you given an oral presentation? What is your opinion about oral presentations?  

 How do you think American students/faculty view Chinese students in a classroom 

setting? Can you give me an example? 

 In your opinion, who are the students who get the most attention in class? Why? 

 Think of your favorite class so far. Can you tell me why that was your favorite class?  

 How many hours per week, outside of classroom, do you work on homework or 

prepare for class? Can you give me some examples?  
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APPENDIX C: “UNDERGRADUATE CHINESE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THEIR CLASSROOM IDENTITIES, MEMBERSHIP AND 

INVISIBLE ENGAGEMENT” 

To be submitted to Journal of Studies in International Education 

 

This study explores how Hecht’s (2002) four dimensions of identity, personal, enacted, 

relational, and communal identity, are present in the classroom experiences of Chinese 

international students, according to their own perceptions and their effect on the students’ 

classroom experiences. The students’ perceived membership level of the student community is 

also addressed through their perceived participation or non-participation. Examples provided by 

participants illustrated all four dimensions of identity. Overall all dimensions of communication 

theory of identity found on the interviews reflected a sense of non-membership and non-

participation from the students when talking about their classroom experience in the U.S. This 

sense was mainly based on the students’ perceptions of classroom exclusion, low language 

ability, inability to meet unfamiliar classroom expectations in the U.S., and attribution of 

stereotypes. The invisible engagement of Chinese international students in the mainstream U.S. 

classroom setting is also discussed. 

 

Keywords: student identity, classroom experience, membership, inclusion, exclusion 

 

 Chinese international students are the largest group of international students studying in 

the United States. The Open Doors report (Institute of International Education [IIE], 2014) 

estimated that 274,439 Chinese international students were enrolled in institutions of higher 

education in the United States in the academic year of 2013-2014. International student 

enrollment, especially Chinese international students who tend to be self-funded (China 

Education Online, 2012), has become an essential funding source for U.S. institutions of higher 

education (IIE, 2014). Even though Australia has become the most popular destination in the last 

few years for Chinese students pursuing a higher education degree abroad (Choudaha, Chang &, 

Kono, 2013), the United States continues to be a strong contender in attracting these students.  

 The Chinese international student population studying in the United States has become 

very diverse compared to previous years. The undergraduate Chinese international student 

population by itself increased 17.9% from the previous academic year with a total enrollment of 

110,550 students, similarly the graduate Chinese international student population studying in the 
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United States also increased by 11.8% with a total enrollment of 115,727 students. This group of 

students is the largest group of international students enrolled in U.S. universities followed by 

students from India and South Korea (IIE, 2014).  

 Chinese international students’ college major choice distribution highlighted, in the Open 

Door report (IIE, 2014), the diversity of this group. The majority of Chinese students, 28%, 

studying in the U.S. selected business or management as their major while enrolled in institutions 

of higher education. The second most popular major among Chinese international students was 

engineering with an enrollment of 19.8% of students, followed by math and computer science 

majors with 11.5% enrollment.  

 Despite the number of Chinese international students enrolled in institutions of higher 

education in the U.S, especially in the fields of business and engineering, studies of their 

classroom experiences have been limited. Some international studies have examined this 

population in other countries such as New Zealand (Holmes, 2006), UK (Wang & Byram, 2011) 

and Canada (Zhou, Knoke, & Sakamoto, 2005), but only a few have addressed the classroom 

experiences of Chinese international students in the United States (Melton, 1990; Hsieh, 2007). 

No study has been published about Chinese international students’ classroom experiences, 

specifically related to the students’ identities as they are defined by others and their membership 

in the American higher education system. Exploring students’ identities will allow for a better 

understanding of social structures in a classroom setting; the ability of Chinese students to shape 

the meaning of a specific community of practice, in this case a classroom setting in a university 

in the United States; and their perceived membership of this specific community.   

For the purpose of this study, student identity is defined as a multi-level construct based 

on a sense of self and representation of self. According to Hecht and colleagues (Hecht, 1993; 
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Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss, & Johnson, 2001; Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 1993; Hecht, 

Warren, Jung, & Krieger, 2004) this construct has four levels: personal identity, mainly based on 

self-concept; enacted identity, represented by communicating with others; relational identity, 

created by self and others through roles and social interactions; and finally, communal identity, 

the identity of a group.  

The main purpose of this study is to explore how Hecht’s (2002) four dimensions of 

identity are present in the classroom experiences of Chinese international students, according to 

their own perceptions and their effect on the students’ classroom experiences. The students’ 

perceived membership level of the student community will also be addressed through their 

perceived participation or non-participation. The following research questions guide this study: 

 How are the four dimensions of communication theory of identity manifested in 

the perceived classroom experiences of undergraduate Chinese international 

students in the U.S.? 

 How do perceived identities of Chinese international students affect their 

classroom experiences?  

Theoretical Framework 

As the number of international students increases as well as the research regarding their 

experience in the United States (U.S.), applying a comprehensive identity theoretical framework 

would provide a better understanding of the international students’ experiences in higher 

education. There are some challenges related to selecting a specific identity theory to inform this 

study, as the number of identity theories continues to grow and presents many different choices. 

Within the field of identity research, there are many researchers that focus on different aspects of 

identity, for example Norton (1997) has written extensively about the relation between identity 



102 

 

and second language, West (1992), Cummins (1996) and Weedon (1987) have written about 

identity and power, and others such as Wenger (1998), and Hecht and colleagues (Hecht, 1993; 

Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss, & Johnson, 2001; Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 1993; Hecht, 

Warren, Jung, & Krieger, 2004) have focused on identity and communicative processes.  

The proposed theoretical framework in this paper contributes to the gap in the literature by using 

the four dimensions communication theory of identity developed by Hecht and colleagues 

(Hecht, 1993; Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss, & Johnson, 2001; Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 

1993; Hecht, Warren, Jung, & Krieger, 2004). I specifically selected this theoretical framework, 

as it would help illustrate the communicative interactions of Chinese international students with 

other members of the classroom community.  

Identity is a construct that is dense with multiple layers that contribute to its complexity. 

The communication theory of identity developed by Hecht and colleagues (2002) is appropriate 

for the exploration of identity of Chinese international students in a U.S. classroom setting as it 

will help explore students’ identities through a multilayer perspective. Communication theory of 

identity consist of four dimensions of identity that can be in constant interaction at all times: 

personal, enacted, relational and communal identities. Personal identity is based on self-concept, 

in this case, it will help analyze Chinese international students’ personal identities including their 

ethnic identity in a classroom setting. Enacted identity is manly based on communication with 

others, in this case, focusing on perceived communication of Chinese international students with 

faculty. Similarly, relational identity will be explored according to the perceived roles and social 

interactions that Chinese international students have with American students and faculty. Finally, 

communal identity, the type of identity that bonds a group together, will be analyzed as Chinese 

international students studying in the U.S. is identified as a group. Also, the concepts of 
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participation and non-participation will help illustrate the perceived membership and engagement 

levels of Chinese international students in a U.S. classroom setting.  

Method 

 Qualitative research was selected to be the main methodology for this study because it 

facilitates the exploration of perceptions of participants and it allows for an in-depth data 

analysis in specific subcategories. The setting where the interviews were conducted, information 

about the participants and the data analysis process will be discussed.  

Setting 

 Undergraduate participants were selected from a university in the U.S. southwest. This 

university has around 40,000 undergraduate and graduate students enrolled and international 

students comprise about 8% of the population campus wide and up to 10% of the population in 

certain colleges such as business and engineering. The number of participants interviewed 

constituted less than one percent of the estimated 1,613 Chinese international student population 

at that specific university.  

Participants 

 Purposeful sampling was used in order to target Chinese international students; students 

from two Chinese student organizations were invited to voluntarily participate in semi-structured 

interviews.  The students’ class standing varied from freshmen to senior in their undergraduate 

studies. Their time since arrival to the United States also varied from one year for the most recent 

arrival to six years for the student who had been in the U.S the longest.  After interviewing the 

first ten students, a snowball sampling technique was used to recruit more participants. A total of 

15 Chinese international students participated in 20-30 minute interviews in English where they 

shared their classroom experiences in a United States institution of higher education.  Thirteen 
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participants were majoring in business, one was majoring in engineering, and one was majoring 

in retail and consumer science at the time of the interviews. This college major distribution is 

consistent with the major distribution of international students studying in the United States 

where the majority of Chinese students major in business (IIE,2014). It is important to mention 

that the group of participants represents a small percentage of the overall Chinese international 

student group and the classroom perceptions of the majority of students are still unknown.  

 The majority of Chinese international students studying in the U.S. tend to be self-funded 

(China Education Online, 2012). Among the students interviewed, many attended private schools 

in China, which specialized in preparing students to study abroad, as well as boarding schools. 

Based on this information, it could be assumed that many of the participants were privileged 

students in China with access to some of the best education and educational resources in their 

country.   

Interviews were conducted in English which was both the participants’ and the 

interviewer’s second or third language. Participants’ English language ability varied as they 

reported different TOEFL scores. TOEFL is a test widely used as a requirement for university 

admission that measures a person’s ability to speak, read, and listen in English (ETS, 2014). The 

lowest score reported by participants was 68 and the highest was 98 with an average of 81.5 on a 

scale of 1-120. It is important to mention that these scores might not have been a fair 

representation of the participants’ current language abilities at the time of the interviews since 

many of them took the test years before and had improved their English language while 

attending college in the United States.  
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Data Collection and Analysis  

A list of 16 questions (Appendix A) guided the voluntary interviews with the students. 

These questions address the exploration of classroom experiences, identification of positive and 

negative practices, and positionality of students within a U.S. higher education classroom setting. 

Audio recorded interviews took place in different public spaces on campus that were accessible 

to students. The interviews were later transcribed and open coding was used during the data 

analysis phase to identify Hecht’s (2002) four dimensions of identity within the data set. Axial 

coding (Corbin & Straus, 2007) was also used to create a list of subcategories within these 

dimensions after interpreting and reflecting on the data analysis. Qualitative analysis software 

called ATLAS.ti was used to facilitate data analysis.  

Results 

Communal Identity 

 Communal identity is recognized by a set of beliefs and characteristics attributed to a 

group of people. These beliefs and characteristics also play an important part in bonding a group 

together. Throughout the interviews with participants different attributes were mentioned that 

contributed to a classroom communal identity of Chinese international students studying in the 

U.S. The communal identity mentioned had three dimensions: a communal identity perceived by 

Chinese international students themselves; a communal identity perceived by American faculty, 

according to participants; and finally, a communal identity perceived by American students, 

according to participants.  

Communal identity perceived by Chinese international students. 

Several characteristics attributed to being a Chinese international student studying in the 

U.S. were mentioned during the interviews. One of these characteristics referred to multiple 
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times by different participants was the fact that Chinese international students are “shy” and 

“quiet” in a classroom setting in relation to other people who take part in such a setting, for 

instance faculty, American students, and other international students. One participant, for 

example, said: “I think I am more active than other Chinese students. Most Chinese students just 

don’t speak. They don’t share their opinions with others but for my group I usually do…” This 

fragment of one interview illustrates the perception of the majority of the students interviewed 

about their own community and their non-participatory behavior in a classroom setting.  At the 

same time, students who disassociated themselves from being “shy” or “quiet” in a classroom 

setting, often using the third person “they” instead of using the first person plural “we”, also 

attributed to themselves characteristics associated with American students such as “being loud”, 

“active” or even “Americanized.” 

Another characteristic that was attributed to the communal identity of Chinese 

international students studying in the U.S. was a type of insecurity about their English language 

proficiency. This was also used as an explanation of why Chinese international students are 

“shy” and “quiet” in the classroom setting. For example, a student said: “They [Chinese students] 

are shy; they don’t feel confident speak English, they will just listen to American student.” Here, 

the participant portrays Chinese international students as passive and non-participatory in the 

classroom setting due to their low confidence in their English language level.  Another 

participant went into more details and stated:  

At first they [Chinese students] will think they are not native speakers so their English 

not so very good, and also like maybe they’re, they want to, they think like the opinions 

of them is not very, is not enough. Is not very good and also want to get some help from 

others to revise the, to get better the opinions, to be a statement instead of just their 
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opinion. I think that's the reason, they will not want to talk and discussing, the in class 

discussion is very important. 

This participant illustrates an important point related to not only the students’ English 

proficiency, but with their unfamiliarity of classroom discussion structure in the U.S. The fact 

that this participant perceives that Chinese international students think they need to prepare 

better to participate in class, to not just have an opinion, but offer more concrete and researched 

comments, does not reflect the typical classroom discussion structure in the U.S. and prevents 

students from participating in discussions.  At the same time the segment: “...they think like the 

opinions of them is not very, is not enough” is revealing as it shows the low value that this 

Chinese international student has about his own opinion and what he can potentially contribute to 

a class discussion.  

  Communal identity perceived by American students according to Chinese 

international students 

 Participants had different opinions about the perceptions of American students regarding 

Chinese international students in the classroom setting. For example, one participant said that 

most American students were nice and they were willing to help Chinese students, but he also 

acknowledged that there are some groups of American students who reflect racist attitudes. The 

student said that he has not personally met a racist American student, but that it is common to 

talk about the encounters with them among Chinese international students.  The student struggled 

to make sense of stereotyped and prejudicial remarks directed toward Chinese international 

students and added: “We [Chinese international students] haven’t done anything wrong, we 

respect the [American] culture, we try to embrace, we try to combine, we try to be Americanized, 

we have done everything we could to accept a second culture and combine it into our own 
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culture..” This quote reflects the student’s perception about the different efforts made by Chinese 

international students. He later added: “…but sometimes American students just don’t 

understand and they don’t take anything under consideration. They just think we are Chinese, we 

are Asians, no good, like disgusting…. That is the fact.”  The student reflects frustration and a 

sense of hopelessness about the efforts of Chinese international students to adapt and participate 

in the new culture. He recognized that despite the efforts made, some Americans do not have 

favorable perceptions of Chinese international students in the classroom setting.   

Another participant said that American students had unpleasant experiences with Chinese 

international students in classrooms, especially with teamwork. She said:  

American students think they're [Chines students] just lagging off and not willing to 

work.  Also, in presentations, they have problems with eye contact.  If you notice, most 

of the Chinese students, especially first semester average students, they try to avoid eye 

contact.  Or maybe they don't have as good eye contact with the audience.  So, that 

knocks points off from their overall presentation.  American students get a little bit mad 

for that.  Overall, it's not even hardly their fault, but they do have ... The American 

students do complain about it. 

The student attributes the inability of Chinese international students to fully participate in 

teamwork to a general lack of experience and unfamiliarity with the U.S. classroom structure and 

expectations.  

Communal identity perceived by American faculty according to Chinese 

international students  

The opinions of participants about faculty members' perceptions about Chinese 

international students in the classroom setting varied. Many participants agreed that faculty 
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members might have two extreme opposite perceptions of Chinese students: faculty members 

might think Chinese international students are outstanding and engaged or they might think they 

are unengaged and constantly linked to issues of academic integrity.  The perception of 

participants that faculty categorize hundreds of Chinese international students into two very 

specific groups suggest a perceived unfamiliarity faculty might have with this population.   Even 

though participants recognized both ends of the spectrum, they spent more time providing 

examples of the negative perceptions that faculty members have about Chinese international 

students.  

 When asked about faculty members' perceptions of Chinese international students, one 

participant shared an example of a faculty member that specifically watches Chinese 

international students during exam days, especially if they are seated together in large classes. 

The student explained that even though the faculty member did not say Chinese international 

students when providing the example, he used code words such as “big groups seated together” 

as a way to identify Chinese international students. After providing this example the student said 

"I feel like they [faculty members] might have developed a profile of Chinese students, 

especially in the cheating part.” This perception of the student shows that she believes there is a 

systematic prejudice against Chinese international students as she referred to all faculty members 

as having similar perception.  

Enacted Identity 

 According to Hecht (2002), identity can only be experienced through communication and 

is enacted in social interactions. Communication with others contributes to the formation of an 

identity which, at the same time, includes hierarchically ordered social roles. After analyzing the 

interviews with participants suggested a perceived identity that they formed as a result of 
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communicating with their professors in China and the U.S. These communications seem to have 

formed two conflicting classroom identities in students as they represented opposite classroom 

expectations: an attentive listener and memorizer in a Chinese classroom and an active vocal 

participant who provides opinions in the U.S.  

 Different participants provided examples of verbal or symbolic communication with their 

professors in China which seemed to be influential in the formation of their classroom identity as 

well as their classroom expectations.  For example, a student said: “… in China, it's more like 

spoon feeding.  The teacher will be like, "OK, now take notes.  It's really important.  Make sure 

to take notes”” while she was describing her classroom experience in China. It was clear that the 

student used this message from her professor to create her identity in a Chinese classroom as a 

passive student who was told what to do. Another student expressed: “In America, the student 

can ask the question whenever they want and the professor will stop to answer the student’s 

question. In China, you can’t. You just listen what the teacher say and right now, what he said. 

That's it.” Similar to this description, many students seemed to agree that there is a common 

knowledge that has been created through verbal or symbolic communications about how to 

behave in a classroom setting, especially the understanding among Chinese students that they are 

not supposed to interact with either professors or classmates during lectures in China. This 

common beliefs inevitably affects the students’ experiences in the U.S.  

Equally important was the lack of communication with professors while they attended 

schools in China. One of the participants said: “… in China, I feel like generally, I don't go to 

professor's office hours or teacher's office hours, because they give you plenty of instructions, 

more than you really need to know.” This suggests how the student felt he did not need or was 

expected to attend office hours. It also reveals his perception of classroom instruction in China 
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and the detailed information professors provide which in turn, decreases the number of 

encounters and interactions with professors.  

 Similarly, messages from professors at U.S. colleges helped form a perceived identity of 

students based on the professors’ expectations.  These expectations were to be active participants 

in the classroom setting in the U.S., especially actively vocal and expressive of their opinion 

during classroom discussion, expectations that could not be more different from their previous 

expectations as students in Chinese classroom settings. To further illustrate, one student said the 

following when describing teaching styles in the U.S. classroom:  

It’s like the teacher gave us the main idea, a main direction, and other student share their 

ideas with each other and talk about any possibility of the answer. I think it’s very nice 

because we know more and we can communicate with each other about their ideas. That 

kind of process we can know what other people is thinking and what kind of things I can 

learn from them. It’s very nice. 

The student liked the active structure in the U.S. classroom and the expectations that 

accompany it; nevertheless, she expressed that she was not a fully active participant in this 

structure, which can be interpreted as an identity of inferiority.  The mismatch of previous and 

current classroom expectations contributed to an identity of inferiority in many participants.  

Personal Identity 

 A popular definition of identity is based in one of Hecht’s (2002) dimensions, personal 

identity. This type of identity is usually the first that is recognized when talking about identity 

and all other dimensions, communal, enacted and relational identities, are overlooked by many. 

Personal identity is based on self-concept and self-image, but it is important to remember that 

these are also constantly interacting with all dimensions of identity according to Hecht (2002). 
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Personal identity is also influential in the way we define ourselves and how we position 

ourselves in social situations, therefore, personal identity is an important concept when 

addressing Chinese international students’ experiences in U.S. classrooms. For these students, 

their personal identities are source of expectations and motivations when they interact with 

others in a social setting such as a classroom.  

 During the interviews, a third of the participants identified themselves as being actively 

engaged in classroom activities. These students considered themselves to be as active as many 

American students or to come close. For example, one participant said the following when he 

was asked about how much he talks and participates in class:  

For me, I think, I'm kind of outgoing, so I'm very relaxed for [with] all American 

students. Also, last year I was in Houston, Texas. There are no Chinese students in there, 

I'm the only one, so I'm very comfortable with studying with all American, all foreign 

students. 

One of the first things that this student recognized is that his outgoing personality influences how 

engaged he is in a classroom setting. This might be descriptive of the way he sees classroom 

practices in the U.S. At the same time, the student mentioned that he was in Houston the year 

before, attributing time and the lack of a Chinese international student community there to his 

comfort level when studying with American students.  

 Another third of the participants had conflicting student identities related to how active 

they were in the classroom environment in the U.S. For example, all five participants mentioned 

they talked during class and were actively involved, but were not able to provide examples that 

supported that self-image. As an illustration one student identified himself as actively involved 

and “Americanized” as he explained: “I think I understand all the rules here (U.S.) and why 
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they're here such as no talking during class in basic rules and the need to follow your instructor, 

your professor.” He perceived himself to be actively involved in class by understanding the U.S. 

classroom protocol of following instructor’s direction and not talking, or interrupting, during 

class, all characteristics highly influenced by his previous student identity from China. On the 

other hand, he explained his struggles during class:  

It's just hard for me, I mean I'm following everything but I still can't write an essay and 

most of the time I can't even understand the instructions but I usually ... I think the 

professors said clearly what the instructions are but I just can't understand it so I usually 

go to her office hour even this schedule an extra one to ask questions. She was so patient 

and she answered all of my questions and she revised my essays every time before I hand 

in the final one.  

Despite the student perceived identity of being actively involved and “Americanized”, the 

examples he provided portrayed a more passive-self struggling with classroom activities in the 

U.S.  

The remaining third of participants had a self-concept of deficiency and identified 

themselves as not being actively involved in the classroom setting. One of the participants 

expressed the following when asked about how much he talks and participates in class: 

 I mean of course it's less than American students because sometimes it really takes time 

for you to understand and also the way to start talking and raise your hand really like 

need to put effort on because sometimes you just don't bring up to raise your hand in 

entire class because you're afraid that maybe others don't understand or maybe you just 

talk about something off the topic.  
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One of the main obstacles related to the lack of participation in classroom was the 

perceived low English language proficiency by the participants. As this student mentioned, the 

fear that other students might not understand you when you participate or the fear of speaking 

about something that is off topic is present during class. This fear prevented this and other 

students from actively engaging in the classroom, a common U.S. expectation, and therefore 

influenced the formation of an identity of inferiority as they perceived themselves not part of the 

classroom experience.  

Relational Identity 

 The type of identity that might be associated with a person is always in relation to the 

social environment in which that person interacts. Hecht (2002) and colleagues argue that 

identity is part of a group of hierarchically ordered social roles and that these roles are mutually 

constructed. In the case of Chinese international students’ classroom experiences, relational 

identities are important, especially when talking about power relations in a classroom setting and 

how these relations affect their experience.  

 Participants clearly identified faculty and American students to be in a position of power 

in the classroom setting they described during the interviews. Chines international students 

agreed that faculty represents power in the classroom setting that deserved their respect. They 

also identified the extent of the faculty’s power during class as one participant expressed:  

For the whole semester the professor, even though know my name, for an example like 

that because he knows that I'm an international student. He goes, ‘These students, maybe 

she didn't want to answer the question because of she has an accent or she doesn't know 

the answer. I don't want to make her embarrassing like that.’ 
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According to the participant this specific faculty member used his power to provide a 

platform for participation to other students, but did the opposite to the participant in hopes to 

create a comfortable environment for this student and to not embarrass her in front of the class. 

 Participants identified American students as the students who participate the most during 

a classroom discussion, the students who usually take the role of a leader in teamwork and the 

students who influence classroom discussions. As an example, one of the participants explained 

her teamwork experience with American students:  

Usually American students will say, ‘Okay you do this, this.’ And some Chinese students 

will do, ‘Okay I will do this’, especially for the presentation most of the Chinese students 

will do the introduction because is more easy they will just say, ‘Hey this is our team.’ 

The most important part that will be American students’ job.  

 This example of teamwork from this specific participant provides insight about the 

overall perception of the students interviewed for this study. It also illustrates the position of 

powerlessness that many Chinese international students identified in their examples, which is 

also consistent with the communal identity previously discussed and prevented them from fully 

participating in class. For example, when asked about why this participant spoke very little in 

class as she stated, she mentioned:  

I think it’s not confident for my speak…I think it’s not good to speak English. I have 

confidence to take professors what he says, so even I not very understand their idea. I 

can’t take what is my question, so I can’t soon, so quickly to respond. 

Consistent with other participants, this student attributed her sense of deficiency or 

powerlessness to her inability to understand the language or be able to interact with others in a 
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timely manner. This position of powerlessness prevented her from fully engaging in classroom 

activities and excluded her from an inclusive classroom experience.  

Conclusion 

The main purpose of this study was to explore how all four dimensions of Hecht’s 

(Hecht, 1993; Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss, & Johnson, 2001; Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 

1993; Hecht, Warren, Jung, & Krieger, 2004) communication theory of identity manifested 

themselves in the experience of Chinese international students in the U.S. classroom and how 

these identities affected the students’ classroom experience. Examples provided by participants 

illustrate all four dimensions of identity. Overall all dimensions of communication theory of 

identity found on the interviews reflected a sense of non-membership and non-participation from 

the students when talking about their classroom experience in the U.S.   

Communal identity for example, reflected a sense of non-belonging to the classroom 

environment in the U.S. as students described themselves as “quiet” and “shy”, adjectives that 

participants also thought American students and faculty used to describe Chinese international 

students. These adjectives were opposite to the way participants described a classroom setting in 

the U.S. Enacted identity highlighted the unfamiliarity of many students about classroom 

expectations in the U.S. and the conflicting messages they received from faculty in China and 

faculty in the U.S. about these expectations. For personal identity, most students provided 

examples considering themselves inactive or not fully engaged in the mainstream classroom 

setting in the U.S. The positions of power of American students and faculty as well as the 

positions of powerlessness of Chinese international students, as they were perceived by 

participants, were also discussed when exploring relational identity.  
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The overall sense of membership of the majority of participants interviewed is that of 

non-membership or non-belonging to the classroom environment in the U.S. This sense is mainly 

based on the students’ perceptions of classroom exclusion, low language ability, inability to meet 

unfamiliar classroom expectations in the U.S., and attribution of stereotypes.  This suggest it may  

be very difficult for these students to become fully engaged in mainstream classroom practices if 

they do not feel part of the classroom community. It is essential that faculty and administrators 

take a moment to evaluate our current classroom practices and find a more inclusive pedagogy 

that will be beneficial, not only to Chinese international students, but to all students.  

This analysis also highlighted the invisible engagement of Chinese international students 

in the mainstream classroom setting. Contrary to the disengagement that can be perceived due to 

the overall sense of non-membership or non-belonging to the mainstream classroom community, 

this group of students were highly engaged in ways that were invisible within the mainstream 

classroom practices. For example, participants reported studying 19.5 hours a week on average in 

order to prepare for their classes, a number that according to students, was significantly higher 

than their American counterparts. Similarly, these students often relied on their conational peers 

to gain information about how to understand and navigate the new educational cultural norms 

that were part of the mainstream classroom setting. Generally, participants developed highly 

effective skills that allowed them to constantly cross previously set educational boundaries to 

explore new educational cultural norms in the U.S. At the same time, this crossing of educational 

boundaries allowed them to become flexible, improvise and navigate unknown settings, which 

stimulated the development of their critical thinking and problem solving skills.  Students were 

also highly engaged in written discussion of class concepts and were able to apply concepts in an 

international and intercultural perspective. All of these examples were identified as invisible 
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engagement, which were not noticeable to participants and American faculty and students 

according to participants.  

 Chinese international students should expect to encounter some struggles when adapting 

to classrooms in the U.S. Students should also anticipate classroom expectations in the U.S. as 

very different from what they are accustomed to in China. American faculty members should be 

aware of issues that alienate and create an identity of inferiority among international students in 

the classroom. The findings of this study suggest that development and implementation a new 

pedagogy that can assist faculty members in the prevention or awareness of such stereotypes and 

assumptions of Chinese international students. The findings also highlight the importance of 

successful peer collaboration between American and Chinese international students. Future 

research should focus on identifying the resources, pedagogies, and training needed to promote 

inclusive classroom practices that benefits all students in U.S. institutions of higher education. 

Exploring the perceptions of American students about Chinese international students is also 

recommended.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions for Chinese Students 

 How would you describe an American classroom compared to China? 

 Do you talk in class?  

 How much do you talk in class per week compared to U.S. students? Why? 

 What is your opinion about classroom discussion?  

 Do you feel you get enough instructions and direction from your professor? Can you 

give me an example?  

 Do you go to your professors’ office hours? How often? What do you talk about? 

 Do you participate in class?  

 Can you describe different classroom activities in which you participate?  

 Can you identify a classroom activity in which you feel the most comfortable? Why?  

 During classroom discussion, do you share examples from China or your own 

experience? Can you give me an example? 

 How would you describe your interaction with students when you are working in 

small groups?  

 Have you given an oral presentation? What is your opinion about oral presentations?  

 How do you think American students/faculty view Chinese students in a classroom 

setting? Can you give me an example? 

 In your opinion, who are the students who get the most attention in class? Why? 

 Think of your favorite class so far, can you tell me why that was your favorite class?  

 How many hours per week, outside of classroom, do you work on homework or 

prepare for class? Can you give me some examples?  
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CHINESE STUDENTS 

 How would you describe an American classroom compared to China? 

 Do you talk in class?  

 How much do you talk in class per week compared to U.S. students? Why? 

 What is your opinion about classroom discussion?  

 Do you feel you get enough instructions and direction from your professor? Can you 

give me an example?  

 Do you go to your professors’ office hours? How often? What do you talk about? 

 Do you participate in class?  

 Can you describe different classroom activities in which you participate?  

 Can you identify a classroom activity in which you feel the most comfortable? Why?  

 During classroom discussion, do you share examples from China or your own 

experience? Can you give me an example? 

 How would you describe your interaction with students when you are working in 

small groups?  

 Have you given an oral presentation? What is your opinion about oral presentations?  

 How do you think American students/faculty view Chinese students in a classroom 

setting? Can you give me an example? 

 In your opinion, who are the students who get the most attention in class? Why? 

 Think of your favorite class so far, can you tell me why that was your favorite class?  

 How many hours per week, outside of classroom, do you work on homework or 

prepare for class? Can you give me some examples?  
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APPENDIX E: PERMISSION LETTER FROM JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL 

STUDENTS  
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Table 1 
Studies about International Students’ Experience in U.S. Classrooms  

Author 
Date 

Purpose P Method Results Conclusion 

Angelova & 
Riazantseva 

(1999) 

The objective was to examine 
the problems that four 
international graduate 
students of various linguistic 
and cultural backgrounds 
encountered during their first 
year of studies in the United 
States. 
 

N=4 
4G 

Interviews, 
observations, 
analysis of 
written 
samples.  

International students need more assistance to 
adjust more easily to the requirements of the 
new academic environment in the U.S.  

The assistance depends on international 
students and U.S. faculty alike learning to 
address explicitly how academic writing 
conventions differ across cultures.  

Beykont & 
Daiute 
(2002) 

The objective was to explore 
international students’ 
perceptions about the nature 
of classroom interactions in 
their home countries 
compared with those in the 
United States.  
 

N=18 
18G 

Open-ended 
question 
interviews.  

Participants identified classes back home as 
being mostly one-way presentations from 
professor to student; they felt more 
comfortable participating in classes where the 
professor was supportive and in control; 
similarly, they felt uncomfortable participating 
in large classes where meetings were 
infrequent. 
 

Assumptions by students suggest that a 
variety of purposes for interactions in 
classes should be used. Talking for self-
expression was not appropriated in large 
classes according to students, but the 
exchange of ideas was valued in small 
classes or seminars.  

Chu & Kim 
(1999) 

The objectives of this study 
were to compare and contrast 
instructors’ and Asian 
students’ perceptions and 
expectations about classroom 
participation in a design 
classroom and to compare and 
contrast perceptions and 
expectations about classroom 
participation between Asian 
and non-Asian students.  
 

N=22 
5A, 17 C  

Classroom 
observations, 
questionnaires, 
and individual 
interviews 

No significant differences was found in (a) 
attendance, (b) frequency with which student 
presented his or her own work, (c) turning in 
assignments on time, and (d) frequency of 
cooperation and interaction with peers.   
Definition of class participation varied between 
Asian and non-Asian students.  

 

Diangelo 
(2006) 

Researchers used  a 
prostructural analysis to 
explain the social production 
of Whiteness in a college 
classroom.  

N= class 
with half 
Asian 
internatio
nal 
students 

Post structural 
Analysis 

Whiteness was present in multiple levels: (a) 
whiteness as domination; (b) resources and the 
production of the other; and (c) the Discourse 
of Cultural Preferences.  

Whiteness not only served to deny Asian 
international students and other students 
of color an equal opportunity to learn in 
the classroom, but most pointedly, 
Whiteness also served to elevate the 
White students by positioning the 
students of color as their audience.  
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Author 
Date 

Purpose P Method Results Conclusion 

Heggins & 
Jackson 
(2001)  

Authors explored the level of 
student development in Asian 
international students. 
Specifically, researchers 
focused on the experience of 
Asian international students 
making a transition through an 
American Midwestern 
Research University.  
 

N=28, 
12F,16M 
 

Individual in-
depth 
interviews and 
focus groups  

7 factors were identified that influenced the 
development of Asian international students: 
(a) choice, (b) adjustment, (c) communication, 
(d) learning, (e) participation, (f) external 
pressure of family, and (g) traditional values.  

Authors created a model that provided a 
conceptual framework. The model 
supported the idea that the transition 
process, as well as coping mechanisms 
impacted the process of student 
development.  

Hsieh 
(2007) 

The purpose is to investigate 
why a Chinese female 
international student keeps 
silent in her American classes.  

N=1 
1F 

Interviews, 
participant’s 
autobiography, 
informal 
conversations, 
field notes.  

Because of participant’s silence, the participant 
internalized a deficient self-perception as a 
useless person in her group discussions and 
perceived that a deficient identity was 
attributed to her.  

Educators of American higher education 
should not attibute Chinese international 
students’ slience to only their ethnic 
cluture influences or personalities and 
should not overlook the possibble 
disempowering nature of higher 
education settings.  
 

Kim (2012)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

This study explores the 
learning and cultural 
experiences of Korean 
graduate students in the 
United States.  

N= 50 
50G 

Open ended 
question 
interview 

  

Lee 
(2009)  

The purpose of this study was 
to identify the primary factors 
that influenced the oral 
classroom participation of 
Korean students in the US 
graduate seminars. 
Researchers were also 
interested to explore in what 
ways these factors impact 
Korean students’ verbal 
interaction in class discussions.  
 

  Regardless of their length in the US, all 
students felt challenged to participate in whole 
class discussions. In small group discussions, 
participation varied greatly among the 
individual students. Female students, with one 
exception, participated more actively than the 
male students.  

Researchers suggested  pedagogical 
implications for promoting the oral 
classroom participation of  Asian 
international students, especially Korean 
students.  

Lee & Rice 
(2007)  

Researchers explored the 
experiences of international 
students at a research 

N=24 In-depth 
interviews 

Students from Asia, India, Latin America, and 
the Middle East reported considerable 
discrimination while students from Europe, 

Not all of the challenges international 
students face can be problematized as a 
matter of adjustment, as much research 
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Author 
Date 

Purpose P Method Results Conclusion 

university in the U.S. 
Southwest 

Canada and New Zealand did not. Several 
students commented on feelings of inferiority 
based on media portrayals or direct insults. 
Several students reported unsettling feelings of 
discomfort and inhospitality after their arrival 
at the university. These feelings were 
exacerbated in classrooms.  Some students 
reported direct insults from their professors. 
Interviewees also related policies and incidents 
that they perceived as direct harassment 
because of their international status.  
 
 

does, but that some of the more serious 
challenges are due to inadequacies within 
the host society.  

Leki 
(2001) 

This study explores the 
experiences of a group of 
NNES students in evaluated 
group work across the 
curriculum in higher 
education.  
 
 

N=6,  
4F, 2M 
5U, 1G 

In-depth 
interview, field 
notes from 
classes and 
documents 
from classes 

Majority of nonnative-English speaking 
students evaluated group projects negatively. 
Most bilingual students’ potential 
contributions were undermined in group 
projects. When trying to contribute their 
international perspectives, bilingual students 
were denied the opportunity by group 
members.  

Failure of group work for bilingual 
students might be due to (a) not enough 
instructions from professor,( b) no 
supportive social relations( c) a sense that 
linguistic difficulty suggests intellectual 
incapacity, (d) American student’s narrow 
thinking system and inability to 
conceptualize beyond their usual habits of 
mind, (e) how students allocate tasks in 
group work,( f) no support from teachers 
to conceive of contributions during 
successful group experience, and 
instructors intervening to assert equality 
of roles within groups. 
 

Liberman 
(1994) 

The purpose of this study is to 
identify and describe the 
particularities of the outlooks 
provided, so that a 
consideration of the deeper 
cultural-political issues can 
begin.  
 
 

N=680 20-40 minute 
interviews in 
groups 
between 1985 
and 1992 

Asian students had positive comments about 
American life, the way Americans treat the 
physically handicapped, and university 
education system. Interpersonal relationships 
with professors were identified as a unique 
feature of American education.  
 

 

Major 
(2005) 

The purpose is to explore the 
adjustments of then Asian-
born university students to the 

N=10 
10U 

Individual 
interviews, 
classroom 

The importance of compatriot networks in the 
students’ adjustment process.  
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Author 
Date 

Purpose P Method Results Conclusion 

academic culture of an English-
speaking university in the 
United States.  

observation 
and student 
journals. 
 

Tatar 
(2005) 

The purpose of this study is to 
describe, examine, and 
interpret four Turkish graduate 
students’ perceptions of 
classroom participation in 
their academic courses 

N=4 
2M,2F 

In-depth 
interviews, a 
focus group 
interview, 
classroom 
observations, 
and collection 
of relevant 
documents 
 

Participants’ classroom participation 
experiences were influenced by multiple 
factors, the major ones being educational 
factors, environmental factors, and classroom 
dynamics factors.  

Multiple factors identified were intricately 
interrelated in ways that led to different 
classroom environments that may be 
described using a continuum from the 
most anxiety-provoking to the most 
facilitative.  

Thompson 
& 
Thompson 
(1996)  

The purpose was to identify 
several common behaviors 
that international students 
engage in that are 
counterproductive to the 
students’ goals of academic 
success and social integration.  

Unknown 
number of 
business 
faculty & 
internatio
nal 
students 

Online survey 
was used for 
business 
faculty and 
personal 
interviews and 
focus groups 
were used with 
international 
students.  

Topics highlighted in faculty observations were 
(a) international students do not participate 
fully in class discussion, (b) international 
students do not ask for clarification of issues or 
assignments, and (c) some students had 
violated ethical guidelines.  
Students identified the following as the most 
difficult adjustment areas: (a) social isolation; 
(b) language skills; (c) knowing norms, rules 
and regulations; (d) overcoming stereotypes;    
(e) transportation; (f) clothing norms; (g) 
weather differences; (h) food differences; (i) 
oral presentation assignments; and (j) personal 
finances.  
 
 

 

Trice (2003) The purpose was to better 
understand faculty members’ 
views of graduate 
international students through 
interviews with individuals 
from four academic 
departments at a top 
Midwestern research 
university.  

N=54 
Faculty 

In-depth 
interview  

Benefits that international students bring to 
their departments: (a) filling research 
assistantship vacancies, (b) helping faculty 
establish international ties, and (c) providing 
American students with a more accurate 
perception of their life circumstances. Some of 
the challenges faced by faculty included (a) 
integrating international and domestic 
students, and (b) manage some faculty 
members’ preference of having American 
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Author 
Date 

Purpose P Method Results Conclusion 

students in their research lab.   

Note. N= number of participants, U= undergraduates, G=graduates, F= females, M=males, P=participants.  
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Table 2 
Summary of Methods of Studies of International Students’ Experiences 

Author 
 

Date Sampling procedures: 
Purposive versus 

convenience 

Data Analysis Were findings 
supported with 
excerpts from 

interviews? 

Theoretical Framework 

Angelova & 
Riazantseva 

1999 Purposive sampling was 
used. Students met the 
authors’ parameters for 
selection 
 

Analytic induction was used to 
analyze data.  

Yes A social-constructivist approach was used. 

Beykont & 
Daiute  

2002 Researchers contacted 
students enrolled in the 
Graduate School of 
Education. They used 
convenience sampling.  
 

Qualitative data was transcribed, 
coded and analyzed with the use of 
a conceptual map by noting all the 
key phrases and descriptions.  

yes Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory 
was used.  

Chu & Kim 1999 Researchers selected the 
class with the most Asian 
students. Convenience 
sampling was used. 
 

ANOVA and descriptive statistical 
analysis was used to analyze data. 

No The authors mentioned opposite 
framework, but not their own.  

Diangelo 2006 Observation took place in 
a class held in a 
department of the 
university that was 
acclaimed for its 
commitment to diversity 
and multicultural 
education. It was a 
convenience sample.  
 

Post-structural analysis was used. Yes Whiteness was used as a reference to a 
set of locations that are historically, 
socially, politically, and culturally 
produced, and intrinsically linked to 
relations of domination.   

Heggins & 
Jackson 

2001 Researcher recruited 
participants from a 
presentation to a 
Vietnamese student 
organization. Sampling 
was by convenience. 

N/A No  Author used student development theory, 
which focused on how students develop 
throughout their collegiate experience, 
while transition theory focused how 
students traverse the academic and social 
maps of colleges and universities.  
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Author 
 

Date Sampling procedures: 
Purposive versus 

convenience 

Data Analysis Were findings 
supported with 
excerpts from 

interviews? 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Hsieh 2007 It was not discussed.  Qualitative data were analyzed, 
coded and themes were found.  
 

Yes A narrative inquiry approach was used.  

Kim 2012 Researcher targeted 
Korean student. 
Purposive sampling was 
used. 
 
 
 

Qualitative data was transcribed, 
coded, repeatedly read and 
analyzed.  

Yes Theoretical framework was not specified, 
but hegemony theory was prevalent in 
the article.  

Lee 2009 Students and professors 
were approached 
individually. Purposive 
sampling was used.  

Only the author analyzed data. A 
comparative method developed by 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) was used 
to guide data analysis.  
 

Yes   

Lee & Rice 2007 International students 
were invited to answer 
an online survey. Those 
who answered were then 
invited to an interview. 
Convenience sampling 
was used. 
 

Recorded interviews were later 
transcribed. The authors described 
coding and specific categories. 
Open and axial coding described by 
Strauss and Corbin (1998) was 
used.  

Yes  Neo-racism was used as the main 
theoretical framework.  
 
 

Leki 2001 Participants were part of 
a larger ethnography 
study.  

Used different data to ensure data 
triangulation. Typical qualitative 
procedure (Goetz & LeCompte, 
1984) was used. 
 

Yes  N/A  

Liberman 1994 Students were selected 
at random. 
 

Data analysis was not described.  Yes N/A  

Major 2005 Announcements were 
made in ESL classes and 

Data analysis was not described.  Yes Spindler’s cultural therapy model was 
used as the theoretical framework. 
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Author 
 

Date Sampling procedures: 
Purposive versus 

convenience 

Data Analysis Were findings 
supported with 
excerpts from 

interviews? 

Theoretical Framework 

direct mail was used to 
Asian students 
association on campus.  

Tatar 2005 Students were selected 
on a purposeful sampling 
basis from among the 
Turkish scholarship 
students.  

A typical procedure for qualitative 
research analysis was implemented 
(Gloetz & LeCompte, 1984).  

Yes N/A  

Thompson 
& 
Thompson 

1996 Sampling procedure was 
not specified. 

Data analysis procedure was not 
specified.  

Yes  N/A 

Trice  2003 Sampling procedure was 
not specified 

Qualitative data was analyzed for 
themes, coded  

Yes Issue-processing theory guided this study.  

 

 


