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‘Research with International Students: Critical Conceptual and Methodological
Considerations is an essential text for anyone researching or teaching in the
area of international education. This edited volume invites readers to take
a reflexive, intersectional, power-conscious, and complexity-focused approach
to research with international students. This approach challenges paternalistic
research engagements and one-dimensional representations, and positions
international students as knowledge producers. The authors go beyond simply
critiquing the inequities that characterize international student experiences in
order to grapple with the many epistemological, theoretical,and methodological
challenges and possibilities involved in tracing the multiple systems, forces,
and hierarchies that shape and are shaped by these experiences.’

Sharon Stein, Assistant Professor, University of British Columbin

‘As a researcher currently examining the “Integration of international students
into the entrepreneurial ecosystems within higher education” and situated
between the realms of a former international student during my teens and
returning as an international student as an adult, reading these chapters was
personal. I say this because they allowed me to reflect on the path my personal
experiences have led me. In addition, the “suggestions for researchers” and
“reflection questions” were delightful and necessary additions.

The chapters were genuinely insightful, thought-provoking, and challenged
the positionality of international students within research. I love that the writers
call for us to move towards creating a humanized and equitable experience
for international students, which is something inherently missing within the
fabric of higher education. The book has also allowed me to think critically
about what “true integration” of international students means as it relates to
truly understanding and acknowledging our nuanced experiences, cultures,
sexuality, race, and beings.

Toritse Ikomi, International Master’s Student,
Erasmus Mundus Masters in Research and
Innovation in Higher Education Programme

‘Research with International Students addresses an important but not yet
fully researched contribution to the field of internationalization of higher
education. The chapters in the book provide a critical and diverse overview of
the study of international students and introduce the subfield of research with
international students in a comprehensive and innovative way to the broader
field of internationalization of higher education.’
Hans de Wit, Distinguished Fellow and Professor Emeritus, Boston
College Center for International Higher Education



“The book brings together a collection of essays based on the premise that a
great deal of current research on international students fails to recognize the
diversity, contingency and complexity of their experiences and aspirations — as
well as the ways in which the project of internationalization is transforming
the character of higher education. Collectively, these essays point to the
need for research that aims to develop a more critical understanding of
internationalization by utilizing theoretical and political resources from the
emerging decolonial, intersectional, and radical strands in educational studies.’
Fazal Rizvi, Emeritus Professor, The University of Melbourne and The
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign



RESEARCH WITH INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS

This must-read book combines carefully selected contributions to form a collective
scholarly critique of existing research with international students, focusing on key critical
and conceptual considerations for research where international students are participants or
co-researchers. It pushes forward new agendas for the future of research with international
students in global contexts, posing new sets of problems, provocations, and possibilities.

Bringing together a range of interdisciplinary scholars, this book explores the many
facets of research, which centres international students and their experiences. Each
chapter concludes with practical reflection questions, suggestions for researchers,
and examples in existing research to support research designs and aid in developing
high-quality, critical research on this topic.

Bringing fresh perspectives to the topic of research with international students, the
book focuses on:

e Outlining current problems with existing research, including the ways that
international students may be stereotyped, homogenised, Othered, or framed
through deficit and colonial narratives

e (Re)-conceptualising key ideas that underpin research which are currently taken
for granted

e Developing reflection points and practical guidance for new research designs
which centre criticality and ethics

e Outlining ways that discourses and narratives about international students can be
made more complex, particularly in reflection of their intersectional identities

This key text is essential reading for researchers at all career stages to reflect on issues of
power, inequality, and ethics, whilst developing understandings about critical choices
in research design, analysis, and the presentation of findings.

Jenna Mittelmeier is Senior Lecturer in International Education at the University of
Manchester, UK.

Sylvie Lomer is Senior Lecturer in Education Policy and Practice at the University of
Manchester, UK.

Kalyani Unkule is Associate Professor at O.P. Jindal Global University, India and
Visiting Professor with the Center for the Study of Global Change at Indiana University,
USA, ISDE Law School, Spain and Stockholm University Faculty of Law, Sweden.
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SERIES EDITOR INTRODUCTION

This series is concerned with the evolving and highly topical field of inter-
nationalisation in higher education, seen as a powerful force for change and
the enhancement of quality. The series reflects current and emerging issues,
with contributions by leading thinkers and authors from around the world in
addition to early career researchers. Key questions in the field of internation-
alisation are examined, and the books provide a bridge between theoretical
perspectives and practical applications.

Internationally informed research and collaboration represent crucial foun-
dations for the teaching and learning processes which can help develop knowl-
edge, skills and understanding relevant for the global contexts our students
will face in the future. These are equally important for living and working
in diverse multicultural societies, and internationalisation therefore has both
global and more local intercultural interests at its heart.

Increasingly visible in institutional strategies as well as national, regional
and international agendas since the latter part of the twentieth century, inter-
nationalisation has been informed by diverse specialisms but, importantly,
varies in interpretation by geographical, institutional and disciplinary setting.
Seen as a whole, the series offers wide-ranging viewpoints on the breadth and
inter-disciplinarity of the field, from different global contexts.

The already compelling drivers for an integrated approach to internationali-
sation were subject to added complexity through the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the very concept of internationalisation has been subject to challenge.
Student as well as staff experiences were significantly affected by restrictions
on mobility and the rapid shift to online learning during the pandemic. Mean-
while, geopolitical, environmental and social justice concerns are continuing
to have an impact on the field. It could be argued that international students
have been particularly affected by recent circumstances.



xxii Series editor introduction

While universities compete for global talent on the one hand, there is an
undeniable need for collaboration on a global scale and they must continue
to respond to societal change in a complex and evolving landscape. All of this
provides further impetus to prepare all of our students for a multicultural and
interconnected world, regardless of their origin. Research with International
Students: Critical Conceptual and Methodological Considerations is thus an
extremely opportune and important addition to the book series, bringing into
focus and exploring the many aspects of research with and about international
students. The broad range of topics covered, the global and interdisciplinary
nature of contributions, along with the depth and insights provided, means
that the book will provide support for researchers at various stages of their
careers.

The editors have assembled an impressive group of authors from around the
world who collectively critique existing theoretical, methodological and prac-
tical dimensions of research with international students. Assumed positionali-
ties, identities and conceptions are challenged, while questions for reflection,
offered by each chapter, point to potential ways forward for research in this
important subfield. It thus offers a unique and essential contribution to inter-
national education and those who wish to better reflect on and understand
the varied experiences and concerns of international students. It makes a very
welcome and timely addition to this series.

Elspeth Jones, Series Editor

Emerita Professor of the Internationalisation
of Higher Education

Leeds Beckett University, UK
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The idea for this book started with a simple observation: there is a lot of
research produced about international students, and much of it is not very
good. This was initially an informal observation, which was later substantiated
through several systematic reviews developed across various projects (Lomer &
Mittelmeier, 2023; Mittelmeier et al., 2022; Mittelmeier & Yang, 2022).
Along the way, we started creating online resources to support better research
designs, which organically garnered attention from fellow scholars. This edited
volume formalises and builds upon that work by bringing together 49 critical
researchers to form a collective scholarly critique of existing research, pushing
forward new agendas for the future of research with international students as
a subfield within higher education studies. We met throughout the writing
process, both in our editorial team and as larger consortiums of authors, to
discuss and dream about what that future might contain.

Research with international students makes an important contribution to
higher education studies — the broader research field' which focuses on higher
education as a site of study — because international students are a significant
group at many institutions. The OECD, for example, estimates that there
are currently over five million students who are studying across borders for
higher education (OECD, 2023), numbers which have grown exponentially
in recent decades. Historically, migration flows have favoured institutions in
Anglophone countries, particularly countries such as the United States, the
United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada. One reason is that international stu-
dent mobility is often influenced by colonial legacies and historically extractive
international relationships (Perraton, 2020). Yet, mobility between countries
in what has been called the ‘Global South’ or ‘Global Majority’ is also a rising
trend, where countries such as China, Turkey, Brazil, and South Africa have

DOI: 10.4324,/9781003290803-1
This chapter has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003290803-1

2 Jenna Mittelmeier, Sylvie Lomer and Kalyani Unkule

become hubs (Kondakgi et al., 2018). The prevalence of international stu-
dents in higher education is, therefore, a global phenomenon, despite tenden-
cies to assume particular directions of travel.

International students’ growing presence has led to an interdisciplinary sub-
field of research which seeks to understand, unpack, and problematize their
experiences and contributions (summarised in brief in Chapter 2). A recent
scientometric review of research with international students identified over
3,600 published articles with a ‘rapid development phase’ since 2006 (Jing
et al., 2020). Research with international students is also a growing topic of
postgraduate research, often led by international students as researchers them-
selves (Montgomery, 2019).

Yet, although research on this topic is prolific, it is a subfield that is imper-
fect and flawed, held back by conceptual and methodological limitations.
Research, often unintentionally, has a tendency to dehumanise and stereotype
international students (as outlined in Section 2). We collectively hold our own
prior research up to these criticisms, recognising the pervasiveness of deficit
thinking about international students.

One challenge is that, before this book, there has been limited attention to
research with international students as 2 subfield, with very few reflections on
interdisciplinary issues about research processes and approaches with this spe-
cific population. This book is our answer to that by being, to our knowledge,
the first targeted resource for researchers who include international students as
participants or co-researchers in their work. We believe it is an essential start-
ing point for developing new research designs on this topic.

The focus of this book: critical research
with international students

International students form one part of the wider internationalisation and glo-
balisation of higher education. Research about internationalisation has been
plentiful, with thousands of articles published in recent decades (Tight, 2021).
Within this, researchers have theorised, analysed, and debated the contribu-
tions and purposes (or lack thereof) of the varied approaches institutions take
to internationalise their operations (e.g., Marginson, 2006; Mok, 2007; Rizvi,
2019). Scholars have both attempted to define (e.g., Hudzik, 2014; Knight,
2004) and, then, subsequently, critiqued existing definitions (e.g., Buckner &
Stein, 2020; Marginson, 2022) of what internationalisation means, how it
operates, and what it assumes. While internationalisation provides an impor-
tant context and background for this book, it is not our intention to contrib-
ute to ongoing theorisations of broader internationalisation projects. For that,
we refer readers to other volumes in this series or to the reading lists provided
on our companion website: https: //researchintlstudents.com/reading-lists /.
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This book, instead, purposefully centres on the subfield of empirical research
that focuses specifically on international students. International students are
one example of internationalisation in practice, but such terms should not
be conflated. Research with international students may take many forms, but
most commonly refers to research which includes international students as
participants and/or focuses on their experiences, behaviours, attitudes, out-
comes, and/or preferences in higher education. We focus on the process — the
conceptual framings, methodologies, and methods — of how research with
international students is designed and developed. In doing so, we evaluate
and critique how existing studies have tended to problematically frame and
approach international students.

One of the more difficult things about writing a book about research with
international students is defining ‘international student’. There are, after all,
many conflicting national approaches to this definition (Rose-Redwood & Rose-
Redwood, 2023), all of which tend to centre visa status without recognising the
complexity of individual identities and how people may relate in different ways
to ‘difference’ (Rizvi & Walsh, 1998) or ‘international’ (Jones, 2017). Many of
our own personal migration histories serve as good examples of this complexity.
Therefore, we have chosen not to provide a universal definition of ‘international
student’ for this book. We have, rather, given this task to a collection of scholars
who are international students, who have written in great depth in Chapter 1
about the importance of and challenges with defining this student population.
We argue that there is no single definition that makes sense for all places, but it
is nonetheless essential for researchers to start their work by reflecting purpose-
fully on this when situating their research designs within their own contexts.

We have also emphasised ‘critical research’ in this volume but recognise
that this term is often flung around broadly. In using the word ‘critical’, we
are not talking about Critical Theory in the Frankfurt School sense, although
some of those intellectual influences are probably evident. Nor do we solely
mean ‘being negative’ or finding out all the problems (although we do some
of this, too). Instead, we aimed to question why certain assumptions, norms,
and trends in research with international students dominate and who benefits.
We wanted this book to challenge established norms and question in whose
interests these norms function, and who is marginalised or sidelined in that
process. We see critical scholarship as that which problematises and overturns
the power dynamics present in research with international students.

We have defined our task as exploring research with international students,
not on or about, because talking about research oz international students
maintains the exploitative dynamic of the researcher extracting information
from the research ‘subject’. We wanted to undermine this assumption and
look, instead, at how international students are scholars themselves, how
we/they take agency as knowledge creators, and how research that positions



4 Jenna Mittelmeier, Sylvie Lomer and Kalyani Unkule

international students as partners has greater critical potential. This not only is
more ethical, in that it is less exploitative, but also has more capacity to gener-
ate relevant, interesting, and meaningful knowledge. For this reason, we have
included the voices of current and former international students as authors
throughout the book.

It is important to state plainly that this book is not a how-to guide. There
is (purposefully) no prescribed recipe or formula within its pages for designing
the ‘best’ research design with international students. Rather, we provide a set
of critical provocations and suggestions in the hopes that readers will take it to
the next step by embedding the issues raised into their own research designs,
or debating them further where they may disagree.

Complexities and tensions within this book

This book features 49 authors who represent a great diversity of research dis-
ciplines, backgrounds and identities, personal migration stories, and current
working contexts. For that reason, we recognise that there are complexities
and tensions regarding any shared vision of the subfield, due in part to the
varying conceptual traditions our work derives from and the discourses we
use. We have decided to embrace this rather than attempt to make our ideas
uniform. Rather, reflexivity is the common thread running through the critical
stances in each chapter.

From the resultant flowering of contradictions, we came to the sobering
realisation that simultaneously addressing the myriad concerns with research
practices, conceptual underpinnings, and unstated normative framings may be
an unrealistic aim. This particularly applies to this book as it builds on a set of
propositions that are inevitably subject to review and revision over time. We
hope that the book serves as an essential starting point for these discussions
and equally that the subfield may eventually develop beyond the book’s origi-
nal purpose.

This means we cannot imply that the volume exhausts all the possibilities of
critical imaginations. For instance, as widely dispersed as our network of con-
tributors is, aspirations of reach and representation are tempered by facts of
structural imbalance in knowledge creation and English as the sole language
of our writing. To partially address the latter, we have invited authors to adopt
spellings and phrasings relevant to their context, meaning that there is purpose-
ful variation in style and terminology across chapters. Whether the former is
addressed is contingent on the extent to which readers feel encouraged to probe
the worldviews which underwrite and are buttressed by their endeavours. At
the same time, we recognise this is the start of a conversation which needs more
voices in more languages, which we hope readers will continue to develop.

One other point of contention is grappling with the flattening of real-
world complexity which occurs when we deploy terms such as ‘Global North’,
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‘Global South’, and even ‘international student’ We particularly recognise the
problematic complexity and geographic inaccuracy of terms such as ‘Western’,
‘Eastern’, ‘Northern’, or ‘Southern’. However, many authors have used such
phrases variably across chapters in reflection of their common use in the lit-
erature in their discipline. We invite readers to consider their own uses of such
terms in their work through the ‘anti-glossary’ developed on our companion

site: https: //researchintlstudents.com/anti-glossary/.

Chapter and book format

This book has five sections, which follow the typical progression of research
development:

® Section 1 starts by considering the context and background of existing
research with international students, answering the question: how is cur-
rent research positioned? This section encourages readers to consider how
international students are defined (Chapter 1) and the history of the sub-
field (Chapter 2).

* Section 2 shifts to the epistemological foundations of existing research
with international students, questioning: what currently inhibits critical
research? This considers issues of dehumanisation (Chapter 3), stereotyp-
ing (Chapter 4), Othering (Chapter 5), coloniality (Chapter 6), and deficit
narratives (Chapter 7) currently embedded in the subfield.

e Section 3 encourages readers to consider how research can develop more
intersectional depictions of international students (Chapter 8), focusing on
the intersections of migrant student status with race (Chapter 9), disabil-
ity (Chapter 10), LGBTQ+ identities (Chapter 11), gender (Chapter 12),
and class (Chapter 13). While not comprehensive of the varied identities
international students hold, this section questions: how understandings of
international students can be made more complex?

* Section 4 considers conceptual and theoretical framings of key topics in
research with international students, asking: what concepts might be recon-
sidered? Readers are encouraged to evaluate previously taken-for-granted
concepts such as global (Chapter 14), mobilities (Chapter 15), transitions
(Chapter 16), language (Chapter 17), culture (Chapter 18), and intercul-
tural relationships (Chapter 19).

e Section 5, finally, focuses on research methods and methodologies, con-
sidering: how research can be designed better? Here, readers can consider
issues of researcher positionality (Chapter 20), decolonial research designs
and ethics (Chapter 21), co-designed research approaches (Chapter 22),
voice in qualitative data (Chapter 23), social constructs in quantitative data
(Chapter 24), multilingual approaches (Chapter 25), and writing about
international students (Chapter 26).
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The book includes 26 short chapters in total, each about 3,000 words. We
have designed it so readers can dip in and dip out, as relevant to their research
design process and personal interests. However, there is value in reading the
book as a whole, particularly as chapters and ideas speak to one another.

Chapters are structured to reflect on both conceptual and practical consid-
erations for research. Each chapter includes the following:

e Critical considerations which provide conceptual critiques and ideas on
the chapter topic in relation to current literature

¢ Reflection questions for rescarchers to consider how the critiques raised in
the chapter relate to their own research

e Suggestions for researchers for developing more critical research designs

e Examples in practice where authors have provided a reading which dem-
onstrates their critiques well either through further conceptual reflection or
in their research design

Companion website

We see developing research with international students as an ongoing, living
conversation. Beyond this book, the conversation continues on our compan-
ion website: https://researchintlstudents.com/.

This website is frequently updated with new resources, including reading
lists, a theoretical framework bank, research design ideas, an ‘anti-glossary’ of
terms, and many others. We also host a blog and post recorded video lectures
from scholars on the website, where we invite readers to contribute, should
reading this book spark new ideas and debates. We have, for that reason, not
written a formal conclusion for the book so that readers may draw their own.

Note

1 We note that there are debates about whether higher education studies is a ‘field” or
a ‘discipline’ (Tight, 2020).
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WORKING TOWARDS INCLUSIVE
DEFINITIONS OF INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS

Reflecting, refiguring and reconceptualising
as international students and researchers

Summer Bennett, Asuka Ichikawa, Yuqi Lin,
Meena Pannirselvam, and Thornchanok Uerpairojkit

Note: All five authors are joint first authors

Introduction

Alongside a notable increase in the internationalisation of higher education in
recent decades, there has been a growing body of research that includes interna-
tional students as participants, as well as an increasing number of international
students researching this very group they are a part of. However, while greater
global interconnectedness has given rise to more complex identities and diverse
communities, much extant research remains dominated by traditional concep-
tualisations of ‘the international student.” These approaches risk oversimplify-
ing aspects and relations of identity that make up contemporary international
students. They may also be camouflaging or even perpetuating underlying
assumptions and discursive understandings about international students, many
of which are denigratory and manifest as invisible baggage through the course
of their educational journey and beyond. Crucially, these considerations bring
into question not only methodological but also social justice issues.

Writing this chapter as international students and emerging researchers, we
recognise the foundational importance of critically reflecting on who interna-
tional students are, how they are defined, and researchers’ own positionalities
in every phase of a research project. As we came together to collaborate on
this chapter, it struck us how our personal experiences share many commonali-
ties despite diverse cultural backgrounds, different educational journeys, and
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being geographically dispersed. While our accounts are by no means exhaus-
tive nor representative of ‘the’ international student experience, we believe
that they surface important issues pertaining to such a broad category, bearing
important implications for research. We begin by problematising conventional
definitions and exploring the complexities of being labelled as international
students. We then share questions and practical suggestions for researchers
to critically reflect on as they design, conduct, and report on their research.
Through this, we seek to challenge deeply embedded misconceptions and
advocate for more nuanced, inclusive, and humanised understandings that will
be explored in further detail throughout this book. We hope that our col-
lective voice will offer grounds for more reflective and critical research with
international students.

Critical considerations

Problematising nationality-based and visa-based definitions

Despite the interconnectedness of people across borders in modern times,
nationality tends to be a default approach used by institutions and research-
ers alike for identifying international students. This was evident in Summer’s
reflections: “Becoming an international student revealed how thoughtlessly
and quickly lines are drawn based on nationality. Nationality is a label thrown
about in introduction sessions, and identities are immediately generalised
despite a multitude of cultures and identities within and across political bor-
ders.” This suggests a normative centrality of national citizenship in how indi-
viduals’ identities are understood, which risks concealing the expansive diversity
transcending political territorial borders. Reductive definitions of identity con-
nected to nationality assume that political boundaries function as a ‘national
container’ (Shahjahan & Kezar, 2013) for differences between international
students, despite regional differences in culture and language within many
countries. Nationality-based definitions also assume that people fully identify
with their ‘home’ countries, with international students often imagined as hav-
ing little experience in intercultural settings before their ‘overseas’ journey.
As Jones (2017) states, this simplified understanding lends itself to the false
dichotomy between ‘domestic’ and ‘international’ students, obscuring the
diverse, sometimes overlapping, needs of both groups. We would argue that
this also perpetuates false cohesion and division between students, paradoxi-
cally working against visions for a more intercultural learning environment.
Nationality-based understandings of identity are further challenged by the
global realities of the 21st century. Given rapid developments in information
technology and adjustments to work and life following the COVID-19 pan-
demic, defining who an international student is can no longer be based on the
notion of being away from home; in other words, having ‘/eft their country
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of origin and moved to another country for the purpose of study’ (OECD,
2020, n.p., italics added for emphasis). On the one hand, the criteria of physi-
cal mobility bring into question visa-based classifications, which will be dis-
cussed later. At the same time, the possibility of studying overseas from home
(i.e. virtual or remote learning) suggests the many ways that boundaries
between education and other aspects of a person’s life may no longer be so
clear-cut (Mittelmeier et al., 2020). Particularly when viewed through the lens
of the life-cycle approach (Glass et al., 2021), an international student’s jour-
ney is an extensive entity that rarely begins — or ends — with the singular pursuit
of an academic degree. Plural identities and a sense of belonging can be held,
acquired, and developed within and beyond our host countries, often chang-
ing the location(s) and meaning(s) of ‘home’ (Wu & Wilkes, 2017). In this
light, defining a population for research purposes is a never-ending conceptual
challenge taking into account how identities can be complex, overlapping, and
in flux. Therefore, researchers must strive to address the heterogeneity and
multiplicity of identities and lived experiences of international students — both
as individuals and as a population group.

A closely related conceptualisation is visa-based classification, which defines
students based on their legal status in their host countries. While this appears
straightforward and neutral, its use can hide those who identify as ‘interna-
tional’ but may not be on student visas, camouflaging the countless challenges
they experience (Jenkins, 2014). In Europe, for example, non-European
international students are subject to longer visa processing times compared
to their counterparts; they are often placed in a legal ‘in-between” where they
are not yet legal residents but are simultaneously not allowed to return if they
leave. This suggests that different classes of international students exist and
are intricately tied to the ways that differential nationality-based treatments
are informed by broader international relations and global power asymmetries
(Lomer, 2016).

Examining visa-based classifications also sheds light on conflicting policy
constructions of who international students are, or should be. In the United
States, for example, international students are perceived as both threat and
talent. Discriminatory policies have framed some types of international
students as threats to national security, in effect coupling ideas of fear and
surveillance with the notion of being international students. A recent exam-
ple is Executive Order 13769 in 2017, which enforced an entry ban on
people from primarily Muslim countries (Wang, 2020). Increased surveil-
lance after 9/11 (Mittelstadt et al., 2011) and policies targeted at specific
countries and/or populations (Castiello-Gutiérrez & Li, 2020) have also
compounded the social positioning of international students and researchers
as threats to national security over time (Allen & Bista, 2021). This points
to geo-political tensions that underlie and surround what may appear as a
neutral legal category.
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When positioned as ‘talent’, international students are valued in policy dis-
course for their contributions to diverse institutional communities, potential
fee revenue, strengthened international relations, and increased knowledge
production (Yao & Viggiano, 2019; NAFSA: Association of International
Educators, n.d.; American Council on Education, 2020). International stu-
dents are sought out and recruited to research institutions, as they are impor-
tant to US innovation. According to Chellaraj et al. (2008), an increase of 10%
in international graduate students correlates to an increase of 6.8% in univer-
sity patent grants and 4.5% in patent applications. This seemingly positive view
should nevertheless be problematised, given that international students tend
to be viewed as commodities (Yao & Viggiano, 2019). Similar approaches
are also felt in Australia, where Yuqi noticed the lack of support for interna-
tional students during the COVID-19 pandemic: “I was deeply hurt by the
way international students were treated as cash cows fueling the Australian
international education industry.” These dehumanising experiences reveal the
shadows of neoliberal practices in higher education, where processes of aliena-
tion are intertwined with artificial categorisations of international students.

Alienation embedded in the legal infrastructure of international higher
education has serious implications for social justice research, as the seemingly
objective demarcation between who is ‘domestic’ and who is ‘international’ in
visa regulations underpins the lack of legal protection for the ‘Other’ in the
host country (Lin & Zhang, 2022). In addition, the legal status of being an
outsider informs how international students make sense of their own identi-
ties, roles, and the extent of their (un)expected participation in their host
countries — considerations which can inform practices of self-marginalisation
(Hayes, 2018). In sum, we urge researchers to question legally defined clas-
sifications of international students and to instead lean towards conceptualisa-
tions of international students as unique individuals in order to achieve richer
and more nuanced understandings.

Unpacking the baggage of being Othered, disempowered,
and unsupported

Beyond the baggage of legal and immigration definitions, there are various
other ways that the labelling of international students can weigh down on
individuals’ subjectivity and educational experiences. Many of these relate to
how international students often find themselves as Other in the communi-
ties they seck to participate in (Chapter 5). Despite policy visions of inclusive
and diverse societies, international students can still find themselves positioned
as the exotic cultural subject. Thornchanok’s (Joyce’s) experience of being
invited to share about her home country in class — “Let’s hear some comments
from our foreign students” — demonstrates how attempts to promote multicul-
turalism and inclusion can be felt as performative. She reflected: “Despite their
good intentions, I feel that these instances actually work to further exclude
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me from the discussion, casting me as Other and inviting me to speak as one,
especially when the topic being discussed does not concern nationalities.”

The term ‘foreign’ in particular positions the subject as an outsider, and
Asuka’s discovery of its embeddedness in academic research has left a critical
impression that there may indeed be a structural permanence to the Oth-
ering of international students. Searching for peer-reviewed publications on
‘international students’, she sought help from a librarian who “apologetically
advised me to use keywords such as ‘foreign student’ instead.” This suggested
to her that the ‘foreignness’ of international students may not be easily erased
from the body of extant literature; rather, it is ingrained in foundational pieces
across academia, and the rhetoric of strangeness surrounding international
students continues. This begs the question: How might researchers interrupt
these discursive understandings that position international students as Others
and promote more inclusive approaches instead?

The discursive Othering of international students can also manifest in power
differentials where the ‘overseas’, ‘foreign’ or ‘international’ party is assumed
an outsider to the host environment and, as a result, not expected to contrib-
ute to the same degree as ‘home’ students. Joyce’s anecdote demonstrates
this: “There have been times that I was asked to ‘Tell us about Thailand’ in
a broad gesture that reassures me it doesn’t have to be about the topic being
discussed. While I appreciate the willingness to engage me in the conversation,
it also suggests to me a vague interest in ‘the exotic’ and ‘the faraway’” Such
confounding between exchange and integration, where international students
are invited to ‘share’ their experience as Other, discourages reciprocal engage-
ment and undervalues their potential contribution to the collective educa-
tional experience. These disempowering effects may be further compounded
and leave long-lasting implications on some international students, particu-
larly when operating under a deficit narrative where international students are
primarily perceived as ‘non-native’ language speakers or coming from ‘non-
Western’ educational traditions (Chapter 7; Liyanage et al., 2021).

Other forms of baggage include how ‘the’ international student identity
can be tokenised for institutional prestige and public image. Bearing the
‘international’ label in marketing materials, or representing the faces of ‘inter-
nationality’ in recruitment leaflets, or even in research, can be a drastically
different experience in practice. Summer reflected that “assimilation is encour-
aged under the guise of integration, where we must work to understand the
local culture while there seems to be no push for understanding us in return.”
In other words, international students may be expected to not only represent
their nationality but also suppress their cultural identity and ‘blend in’ to what
is loosely defined as the ‘international community’. This can negatively affect
the students’ mental and emotional well-being, as demonstrated by Meena’s
experience of having to compromise her cultural background and family ties:
“I had significant exams and assignments due during Deepavali, and I missed
celebrations with my family. The worst part is that I couldn’t get an extension
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because ‘it was not fair to the other students’” Such perception of institutional
indifference towards global cultures, when juxtaposed to visible presentations
of being ‘global universities’, presents complexities when researching inter-
national students. We contend that critical examinations of such potentially
ironic experiences at ‘global’ campuses — in other words, not regarding assimi-
lation as an inherent and unproblematic good — are necessary for critiquing
systemic biases, as well as making the research itself a meaningful, and possibly
empowering, engagement for the researcher and the researched alike.

In the above sections, we analysed how conventional categorisations could
interfere with a deeper understanding of international students. As our identi-
ties evolve at the intersection of lived experiences and national boundaries, we
advocate for exploring and expanding the definitions of who international stu-
dents are in our chosen context of academic inquiry. Keeping in mind the impli-
cations for the researched, the researcher, and the role of research in society, the
points we raised can be summarised as follows. First, researchers need to con-
sider the multiple identities of international students. From a person-centred
perspective, it is also important to situate research projects within international
students’ broader life trajectories, acknowledging that one research project can
only partially capture individuals’ lives and experiences (Chapter 16). Second,
researchers need to examine their pre-existing biases and stereotypes toward
international students, avoiding any deficit-based understandings influencing
the research and thereby further marginalising the population (Section 2).
Third, researchers are encouraged to familiarise themselves with the local and
global political, economic and cultural contexts of the international students
in their study, as the interplay among these factors contributes to the experi-
ences of international students (Chapter 14). Finally, researchers must reflect
on the purpose of their research with international students, keeping in mind
how research can inform policies and practices that could, in turn, affect inter-
national students. For example, while economically driven arguments may be
a favourable practice for informing policy, we urge researchers to exercise cau-
tion around perpetuating dominant discourses that dehumanise international
students. As emerging researchers, we recognise the power that comes with
knowledge creation, and we believe that it needs to be anchored in a sense of
integrity and an intention to contribute towards greater social justice.

Moving towards more humanised, equitable,
and inclusive research with international students

Given the critical considerations above, we wish to highlight a growing body
of research that aims to challenge deficit narratives (Chapter 7) surround-
ing international students (e.g. Glass et al., 2022; Lee, 2021; Yao & George
Mwangi, 2022). These works exemplify productive collaboration between
scholars and current/previous international students, an approach that



Towards inclusive definitions of international students 17

encourages methodologies that are reflexive and sensitive to the researched
subjects (Chapter 21) and positions international students as equal partners in
knowledge co-creation (Chapter 22).

Researchers may also find themselves at a convergence of identities, where
we study the population we belong to and identify ourselves simultaneously as
(former) international students and researchers.' This situation calls for par-
ticular attention to how we reflect on our positionality as researchers (Chap-
ter 20) because our ‘apparent and hidden identities’ can influence how we
design and conduct research (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019). Since the sub-
ject under study is close to our hearts, it is vital for researchers to reflexively
account for personal biases, assumptions, privileges, and intersectional identi-
ties (Section 3) whenever we find ourselves navigating the dualities of being
both ‘researcher’ and ‘researched’.

How might we begin this process of self-reflection? One way could be to
visually explore the researchers’ own identities using a Social Identity Map
(Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019). Another way may be to explicitly ask ‘why’
questions before thinking ‘how’ to conduct research, incorporating our posi-
tionality throughout the process of research (Ramirez, 2015). It must also be
noted that our status as international students does not automatically grant us
inherent expertise on intercultural competencies. Even as ‘insiders’, it would
be helpful for us to step into research sites and engage with participants with
cultural humility (Murray-Garcia & Tervalon, 2017). That said, our lived
experiences as international students are an asset; they keep our research
grounded in reality. Especially for those from marginalised backgrounds,
whether by gender, race, ethnicity, or migratory experiences, among others,
Chang (2015) highlights the importance of owning your lived experiences
and translating them into scholarly work.

The opportunity to write this chapter has enabled us to engage meaning-
fully, critically, and humanistically with our individual subjectivities and per-
sonal experiences as international students. We invite you to further reflect on
the different facets of researching with international students and engage with
the opportunities for self-reflection offered in the following chapters of this
book. It is hoped that our reflections as international students/researchers
can be a beginning point for working towards more humanised, inclusive, and
equitable research with international students in the future.

Reflection questions

e Why am I interested in researching (with) international students?

e Who do I understand international students to be? What assumptions or
biases might I have about this population?

e How am I planning to engage with the perspectives of international stu-
dents in my research? What will their role be in my research?
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e How might aspects of my identity influence potential power dynamics in
the study?

e How might my study incorporate more nuanced and humanised under-
standings of international students?

e How am I planning to build rapport with international students before,
during, and after the study?

e How might I challenge prevalent discursive understandings that posi-
tion international students as Others and instead promote more inclusive
approaches and understandings?

Suggestions for researchers

Define international students in the specific context of your research. To
acknowledge heterogeneity among international students, it is vital to develop
a deeper understanding of the specific group(s) of international students you
aim to study, and describe the population in the context of your research
site(s). When writing the findings and/or recommendations for policy and
practice, attend to the nuances and avoid making generalisations that cover all
international students.

Be in community with international students. Rapport that is built on a
genuine relationship can facilitate a better understanding of international stu-
dents’ lived realities and their nuanced and evolving needs. Research rooted in
such relationality could foreground larger systemic injustices and contest the
deficit perspective of international students.

Explore and use literature from (sub)fields outside of international
higher education. The subfield emerged from interdisciplinary perspectives
(Chapter 2), and it can grow further from them. Being intentional about seek-
ing and borrowing theories, concepts, and ideas from other disciplines beyond
higher education can help you grow as a scholar and contribute to the subfield
through new perspectives and understandings.

Example in practice

Article: Brooks and Waters (2022)

Article focus: How ‘international’ is conceptualised in international student
mobility

Article strengths: In this conceptual article, Brooks and Waters (2022)
explore the meaning of ‘the international’ in international student mobility,
demonstrating the nuances in defining the increasingly diverse and transna-
tional body of international students. In particular, the authors critique the
dominance of nation-based and bilateral conceptualisations within extant
mobilities literature. The article offers a critical perspective on how future
research could prevent the Othering of international students and avoid
perpetuating problematic