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Abstract

Abstract

This case study centres on the internationalisation policies of a Chinese university—
University X—and examines how they are experienced and perceived by both this
university’s international and home students. The study focuses on how the institutional
system promotes not only the students’ development of intercultural communicative
competence, but also their understanding and perceptions of their intercultural

communication experience within this context.

The empirical findings of this study show first that 1) the internationalisation policies of
this specific Chinese university relate to specific five areas. These relate to: the
introduction of high-quality international education resources; attracting foreign students;
faculty development; extracurricular (intercultural) activities; and management of the
university’s administration system. The university’s policy initiatives and strategies
correspond with three aspects of the theories that relate to the internationalisation of
higher education These are: curriculum internationalisation; internationalisation at home;
and, intercultural dialogue; 2) students’ experiences of the institutional system in terms of
their perceptions of: their teachers and learning experience; their intercultural
communication experience inside the classroom; their intercultural communication
experience outside the classroom and within the wider community; and, their experiences
with the university’s administrative system; and, 3) the variety of factors that influence
both Chinese and international students’ development of intercultural competence and
their understanding of intercultural communication experience with one another. These
include: language issues; differences in motivation and life style; attitudes towards

intercultural communication; and, rapport with the local community.

The study’s findings provide valuable insights into the development of students’
intercultural competence as a result of the institution’s internationalisation policy, and
have practical implications for higher education internationalisation, especially in the

context of China.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Chapter One: Introduction

Using a case study research approach, this thesis seeks to explore the effectiveness of the
internationalisiation policy initiatives designed by one Chinese university to promote its
students’ intercultural understanding and communicative competence. Taking Byram’s (1997)
model of intercultural communicative competence (ICC) as its theoretical framework together
with theories within the fields of intercultural communication and curriculum
internationalisation, this study aims to gain an understanding of both Chinese and international
students’ intercultural communication experience and their perceptions with regard to the
institutional system used to promote their intercultural understanding and communication. In so
doing, this research attempts to improve existing understanding of the focus of intercultural
communicative competence on the one hand, and to inform the internationalisation progress of

Chinese higher education on the other.

1.1 Background of the study

As a response to the intensity of globalisation, many higher education institutions around the
world have been targeting their internationalisation policy initiatives at equipping their
graduates with global perspectives and communicative competence (Deardorff & Jones, 2012,
p. 283). As a result, the increasing focus on intercultural outcomes has meant that these
elements have been absorbed into higher educational goals and objectives, particularly those
relating to joint degree programmes, foreign language education and study abroad programmes,
as these intercultural outcomes are viewed as indicators of students’ learning progression and
the institutions’ internationalisation efforts (Sinicrope, Norris, & Watanabe, 2007).
Accordingly, education policy makers are required to integrate students’ intercultural
competence development into their evaluation processes as an indicator of their
internationalisation learning outcome, an outcome, which, in turn, provides meaningful
implications that facilitate the overall improvement and strengthening of educational

programmes and curricula (Deardorff, 2004).

Given its growing significance in cultivating global citizens and in indicating the achievement
of an institution’s internationalisation efforts, the development of intercultural competence has
become even more imperative than ever before in terms of the contributions it can make to
advancing not only the internationalisation policies and practices of higher education

institutions, but also improving students’ learning outcomes (Deardorff, 2011).
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1.2 Development of higher education internationalisation in China

The restructuring of Chinese higher education to develop talent and benchmark it with world-
class standards has inevitably triggered several transformative higher education policies which
may lead to an enhancement of China’s higher education position in the world’s university
rankings. Shortly after the economic reform and “open-door” policy in 1978, the Chinese
government made several major reforms relating to the function and powers of higher
education. These reforms included abandoning its centralised policy regarding the university
admissions and job assigning systems; initiating a user-pays tuition system; encouraging
cooperation and the establishment of exchange programmes with foreign universities, and, most
importantly, enacting Project 211 and Project 985 in an attempt to develop world-class

universities (Li, 2010).

Driven by the global trend towards a knowledge economy and the prosperity brought about by
the economic reforms and the opening-up policy initiated in 1978, the central government in
China recognised the importance of educational progress and scientific advancement as a means
of propelling the nation’s economic development and the international competitiveness of the
whole country (Chen, 1999). As a consequence, several initiatives were enacted and
implemented to promote the higher education internationalisation process and to enable some of
China’s leading universities to attain a higher position in the higher education global ranking
league. With the exception of the policies around involvement in international exchange and
collaboration with institutions in developed countries, the most remarkable policies enacted by
the central government for the development of higher education were Project 211 and Project
985. These initiatives explicitly reflected the government’s endeavour to benchmark Chinese
higher education providers with world-class universities by focusing limited investment and
support on a few leading Chinese institutions in the 21% century (Mok & Chan, 2008). In line
with the development aims of Project 211 and Project 985, China’s Ministry of Education
(MOE) suggests not only that input needs to be increased and that specific strategies need be
devoted to the construction of advanced universities and disciplines, but also that major
attention should be paid to the enhancement of students’ learning outcomes and personal

development (MOE & MOF, 2010).

Since that time, a huge amount of extra funds from central and local government and also from
nonstate actors has been invested into the targeted universities, with the purpose of: first,
improving management and operation mechanisms, as well as assessment systems by recruiting

a group of expert managerial personnel and teaching staff from around the world; secondly, by
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enhancing the construction of infrastructures such as network and digital equipment, and
research levels; and, finally, accelerating international cooperation and exchange with first-class
universities through invitations to prestigious scholars and professors, collaborative research

activities, and attracting international students (MOE & MOF, 2010).

1.3 The challenges of the internationalisation process and the research problems

The substantial governmental policy initiatives on higher education internationalisation outlined
above appear to have produced preliminary achievements. For example, two of China’s top
universities, Peking University and Tsinghua University, have improved their world university
ranking and are now listed among the world’s top 100 universities. In addition, increasing
numbers of international joint programmes and research centres have been established at
China’s leading universities. Nevertheless, obstacles that may hinder the improvement of the
internationalisation process remain, and these create international concern regarding Chinese

higher education quality assurance issues.

Concerns over: the brain drain; insufficient numbers of international students on university
campuses compared with their educational counterparts in developed countries (The OECD,
2011); excessive emphasis on research performance and scientific achievement; blind adoption
of Western pedagogic and managerial norms and standards can all be listed among the top risks
that threaten the development of China’s higher education internationalisation. These problems
have also, in turn, driven higher education institutions in China, especially the country’s leading
universities, to launch effective policies: 1) to attract international students from diverse ethnic
backgrounds from around the world who can improve the English proficiency and intercultural
understanding of home students (China Daily, 2013); 2) to enhance the welfare and working
conditions for academics to integrate talented faculty from both at home and abroad (Chen,
2011); 3) to draw on effective teaching methods, materials, and administrative patterns from
Western countries that are compatible with Chinese teaching and learning conventions (Huang,
2003); and, 4) to cultivate global citizens who are not only capable of conducting scientific
research, but also of communicating and behaving effectively in a globalised society (Huang,
2007). Although the strategic efforts employed to date have obtained some preliminary
achievements in term of, for example, hosting increasing numbers of international students on
the campuses of key, leading universities in China—which has led to a promotion of
intercultural understanding and contacts with other universities in developed countries—there
yet appear to be a number of dilemmas facing higher education institutions when it comes to

enacting and implementing effective strategies and activities. The major problem lies in the fact
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that research evidence indicates a downtrend in terms of personal interaction between students
from different cultural backgrounds (Summers & Volet, 2008). Factors identified as impeding
students’ development of intercultural competences in the academic environment include
language barriers, common stereotypes, poor intercultural relational skills, and fear of
diminished grades (Kimmel & Volet, 2010). Thus, there is a research need to investigate the
effectiveness of strategic efforts designed to promote intercultural contacts and the development
of student intercultural competence within the Chinese higher education context. In addition,
previous research on the internationalisation of high education has been criticised for its over-
emphasis on the output dimensions of internationalisation policy, such as the number of joint
research programmes and students studying abroad (Beerkens et al., 2010), or on economic
benefits and partnerships established as a result of internationalisation strategies (Deardorff &
van Gaalen, 2012, p. 167). Issues relating to the effectiveness of internationalisation policy and
practice on students’ development of intercultural knowledge and skills has rarely been
addressed (Deardorff & van Gaalen, 2012, p. 167). Thus, it seems imperative that further

research is undertaken to shed new light on such research areas.

Previous research findings have highlighted the ways in which international students’
intercultural experiences affect evaluation of the quality of academic provision, and also the
impacts of determining factors such as language proficiency, provision of institutional support,
and the extent of the impact of social contacts within or outside the university campus on the
level of students’ personal development and academic achievements (Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day,
2010). However, despite the amount of research that has been carried out to assess students’
intercultural competence, the effectiveness of internationalisation policies on the development
of intercultural competence remains underresearched, as there appears to be little documented
research relating to the impacts of stated internationalisation policies on stakeholders at all
levels. In particular, there is a lack of research into students’ experiences and their perceptions
of institutional strategies that aim to develop their intercultural competence. In addition, it has
also been argued (Deardorff, 2006) that few higher education institutions have developed
effective methods to evaluate the intercultural competence which is purported to be the outcome
of their internationalisation policy and practice. Consequently, we have insufficient information
with regard to the effectiveness of internationalisation endeavours in terms of students’ learning

outcomes and self-development.

1.4 Aims of the Study

The findings from previous studies have highlighted the contributions that investigating
international students’ intercultural experiences have made on evaluating the quality of

academic provision, and the impacts of determining factors such as language proficiency,
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provision of institutional support, and the extent to which social contact within or outside the
university campus impacts on the levels of students’ personal development and academic

achievements (Gu et al., 2010).

Since this research focuses on students’ intercultural competence as an outcome of the
internationalisation efforts of Chinese higher education, it is necessary to figure out how the
university’s internationalisation policies address issues related to the improvement of
intercultural competence. The initial objective for this study is, therefore, to evaluate the
activities that are implemented and students’ perceptions of their effectiveness. The term
‘evaluate’ here refers in particular to the ‘process evaluation’, which according to Scheirer
(1994), ‘verifies what the programme is and whether or not it is delivered as intended to the
target recipient’. The qualitative process evaluation may also enable the researcher to explore, in
great detail, the efficacy of the organization and delivery of a programme through detailed
understanding of multiple perspectives. To that end, this study embarks, in the context of the
Chinese higher education system, upon a critical review of the internationalisation policy of
University X and examines its strategies and activities associated with promoting students’

intercultural communication.

As discussed previously, intercultural competence, one of the prominent outcomes of
international higher education, has taken on increasing importance in terms of indicating the
level of success of an institution’s internationalisation policy (Deardorff, 2006), and the
capacity of the institution to prepare “global-ready” graduates (Caruana, 2010). By examining
the factors that constitute and contribute to students’ intercultural competence, and by exploring
how such factors align with the institution’s internationalisation policy and practice within the
context of the contemporary debate over the improvement of internationalisation policy in
higher education, the present study is framed so as to capture the full range of students’
experiences and perceptions on the development of intercultural competence. One of this
study’s further aims is, therefore, to offer China’s higher education institutions an in-depth
understanding of how the implementation of an internationalisation policy is viewed through the
lenses of both home and international students in one particular university. More specifically,
the principal objective of the study is to first identify what activities, aspects, and conditions of
the university’s policies facilitate or inhibit students’ development of intercultural competence.
Drawing on Byram’s ICC model and other theories within the fields of intercultural
understanding and communication, this study also seeks to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the intercultural communication experience of both home and international students. Using
both the participants’ self-reporting and cognitive reflection, this study empirically tracks the

progression of students’ acquisition of intercultural competence. In addition, it identifies gaps
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and areas for institutional improvement. It is also assumed that implications can be drawn
through thematic analysis of the participants’ accounts and that these ideas will help to inform
the implementation of the internationalisation goals and strategies of University X as it seeks to

promote its students’ intercultural communication experience.

1.5 Significance of the Study

It is based on the purpose of the research that the current study attends to associate the
individual to the institution by concentrating on the internationalisation policies and
interventions of the specific institution as the context and conditions, and to examine its
implementation and impacts through the lens and an understanding of the recipients’ reflection
of their intercultural communication experience. The significance of conducting such
phenomenological research lies in its prospective contribution to the social, institutional, and

research aspects of higher education internationalisation.

First, given the difficulty of arriving at a consensus definition of intercultural competence
(Deardorff, 2006), it seems more fruitful to explore students’ intercultural experiences as part of
the combined effects of studying abroad or interacting with international students. By taking
such an approach, the study can also contribute to our understanding of the effectiveness of the
University X’s internationalisation policies and practices. It is also expected that increased
knowledge of the perceptions of the receivers of institutional policies will lead to improvements

in teaching and administrative practices.

Second, given that previous research has concentrated more on quantitative results and less on
providing a theoretical model for analysing the consistency of internationalisation policies and
the results of their implementation, this study’s comparison and examination of the relationship
between ‘policy’ and ‘experience’ in terms of consistency means that this descriptive and

comprehensive study can shed new light on the qualitative outcomes of such policies.

Third, through its exploration of coincidence and dissonance between documented
internationalisation policies and University X’s implemented activities, the present study
provides added significance by making sense of the experiences of stakeholders who are

targeted as recipients of internationalisation efforts.

Fourth, this study contributes to University X’s endeavours and efforts to internationalise its
curriculum. It forms part of University X’s self-assessment efforts regarding its
internationalisation policy and, therefore, its results align with the national policy for quality

assurance of higher education and the mission of central government to build a world-class
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university. The particular focus of this study on student’ experiences and perspectives is also
consistent with the essential mission and goals of the 11™ and 12" Five-Year Plan with regard to
cultivating high-quality graduates. The results of a study such as this one, therefore, provide
evidence that University X’s administrators and decision-makers can use to review the
university’s fulfillment of its internationalisation brief, to examine the stage it has reached in the
development of its 211 and 985 Projects planning, and to take further actions to improve its

current situation and move on to a better level on the internationalisation cube.

Finally, given University X’s consistent allegiance to the government’s demand to establish a
world-class university and to promoting internationalisation processes in higher education, it is
envisaged that this study could provide constructive implications for the operationalisation of
the internationalisation process. It is also hoped that the results of this study will enable policy-
makers and administrators of University X to identify the gap between their strategic planning
and policies, and their actual appropriateness and effectiveness for various stakeholders, and,
therefore, allow those policy-makers to review and address policies and strategies that fail to

function appropriately.

1.6 Definition of Key Terms

Internationalisation

There is no denying the fact that the conceptual understanding of internationalisation has
undergone evolutionary processes as a response to the global trends in higher education,
because the prevailing impact of internationalisation on higher education did not become a core
factor that was closely associated with the reputation of institutions, competitiveness, the
manpower of the nation state, and social prosperity until the 21* century (Rumbley, Altbach, &
Reisberg, 2012). The recent trend of moving away from a previous focus on theories of
internationalisation to considering its practical implementations at the institutional level has
meant that the concept of internationalisation has become more attached to the functioning of
higher education institutions. Therefore, as this study is concerned with the operationalisation of
higher education, Knight’s (2003, p. 2) definition, which illustrates internationalisation as a
“process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global dimension in the purpose,
functions or delivery of postsecondary education”, serves as a guide for this study and enables it
to categorise the exploration of University X‘s internationalisation processes into purpose

(policies), functions (practices) and delivery (impacts).

Internationalisation policy
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Although there seems to be no clear-cut definition of the concept of “internationalisation
policy”, the term is used in this study to refer to institutional policy that pertains to the
“international” dimension of a university, and which serves and contributes to the overall
development of the university. Thus, an “international dimension”, according to Wiéchter
(1999), could include the teaching, research, and public service function of a university, as
manifested in various activities, such as joint research programmes, student and staff mobility
projects, specific programmes targeted at foreign students, and administrative support, and

which are, preferably, implemented by staff at the institution’s international office.

Given that this study’s purpose is to investigate the effectiveness and impacts of institutional
policy on the development of students’ intercultural competence, the concept of
internationalisation policy refers mainly to the documented strategies and activities
encompassed within the policy files of the target institution that aim to fulfil the objective of

improving students’ intercultural competence.

Intercultural competence

The debate around delineating an agreed-on definition of intercultural competence and what
constitutes such a concept has received particular attention from intercultural scholars and
higher education administrators. According to Deardorff (2006), the definition seen as the most
appropriate for designing and implementing internationalisation strategies is Byram’s (1997)
work. Byram describes intercultural competence as “knowledge of others; knowledge of self;
skills to interpret and relate; skills to discover and/or to interact; valuing others’ values, beliefs,
and behaviours; and relativizing one’s self. Linguistic competence plays a key role” (p. 34). The
present study also adopts Byram’s definition as the primary paradigm to investigate students’
acquisition of intercultural competence as a result of their institutions’ internationalisation
policy and practice. The components embedded within such a concept also serve as major issues

to explore.

1.7 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis comprises seven chapters. The first chapter delineates the context, aims of the study,
and states the rationale for selecting the particular institution studied. It then discusses the
significance of the present study and defines its key terms. The chapter concludes with an

overview of the structure of the whole thesis.

Chapter 2 is the Literature Review. It starts with a critical discussion of theoretical concepts

related to internationalisation and intercultural competence. It examines different ways in which
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key terms are defined. Contended frameworks of intercultural competence and the importance
of developing intercultural competence as an outcome of students’ university education are

discussed. Furthermore, this discussion locates the data collection and analysis of this study.

The chapter then moves on to a critical review of the empirical research concerning
internationalisation and the development of intercultural competence in the Chinese higher
education context. A discussion of the methodologies and key findings of those studies is also
presented. It also serves to identify major trends and relationships between studies. This chapter
ends by setting out the study’s three major research questions, which provide a theoretical

framework for the whole research.

Methodology is discussed in Chapter 3. The chapter begins with the rationale for choosing the
social constructionist paradigm and a case study approach. Next, it provides a detailed
description and discussion of the study’s data collection instruments, including documents and
semistructured interviews, and procedures. A rationale for adopting thematic analysis and an
explanation of the study’s data analysis processes come at the end of this chapter, along with a
discussion of the researcher’s reflexivity and the ethical issues involved throughout the research

process.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 integrate and present the findings and discussion of the collected data.
Here, the research results, along with their critical discussion, are framed in response to the
research questions, with one chapter focusing on each question. Chapter 4 presents a review of
the internationalisation policy of University X that is designed to promote students’ intercultural
understanding and communication. Chapter 5 first presents the participants’ experience and
perception with regard to the institutional system that is associated with its internationalisation
policy. It then makes a comparison between the ‘experience’ and the ‘policy’ in order to
evaluate the extent to which relevant issues in the policy initiatives of University X promote
students’ development of intercultural communicative competence. Chapter 6 presents the
students’ experience and understanding of their intercultural communication experience on and
outside campus. By identifying social, educational, and personal factors that exert an influence
on students’ development of intercultural competence, this chapter indicates ways in which to

improve internationalisation.

The final chapter concludes the whole thesis. First, it summarises key issues within each chapter
and how they relate to the three main research questions. Secondly, it discusses the
contributions that this study makes to the existing theories on intercultural communication and
internationalisation. Thirdly, practical and educational implications are extracted to enable

policy-makers and higher education institutions in China to make improvements that can
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enhance the quality of their teaching and policy-making processes. Methodological suggestions
for further research on intercultural and international policy are also provided. The Conclusion
chapter ends with a discussion of the key limitations of the research. These relate to the research
methodology; the researcher’s personal bias; the distinctive cultural backgrounds and personal

characteristics of the participants; and, the restriction of the research setting.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

As stated in the opening chapter, in this study I aim to explore how the policy of one particular
Chinese university—referred to as University X—endeavours to develop intercultural learning
and communication in its students (both international and home). I also seek to identify the
extent to which the university’s institutional support facilitates (or fails to facilitate) students’
intercultural learning and communication. To address these aims, I first provide a brief
overview of approaches to internationalisation policy in the higher education section in the
broader sense (Section 2.1). I next elaborate on the theoretical concept of intercultural
competence and provide a brief overview of its models. I next present the rationale for adopting
Byram’s (1997) model of intercultural communicative competence as a theoretical framework
for understanding students’ intercultural communication experience and its limitations (Section
2.2) Subsequently, I review existing research on foreign language education and intercultural
communication in terms of: 1) foreign language education in China; 2)concepts and theories of
foreign language education and intercultural communication; and, 3) empirical studies on
students’ language learning and intercultural communication in China (Section 2.3). The chapter

concludes with the study’s research questions (Section 2.4).

2.1 Approaches to the internationalisation of higher education

In accordance with the aims of this study, that is, to investigate the effectiveness of the
internationalisation policies of University X on students’ development of intercultural
competence, it is important to first present a brief review of the approaches to higher education
internationalisation that are associated with promoting students’ intercultural learning and
communication. To that end, I review three approaches to internationalisation: 1) curriculum

internationalisation; 2) internationalisation at home; and, 3) intercultural dialogue.

2.1.1 Curriculum Internationalisation

Throughout its history, and especially since the turn of the 21* century, there has been a
growing recognition that changes need to be made to the way that the internationalisation
curriculum operates. In recognition of the limited effects that student mobility would have on
the overall learning outcomes of the whole student body, a series of internationalisation
schemes and associations have emerged across the world. These focus on involving faculty

members within the institution in the conceptualisation and operationalisation of the move to

11



Chapter Two: Literature Review

internationalise the curriculum, because these individuals are deemed to play a significant role
in delivering the student learning curriculum (Leask & Beelen, 2009). Reflecting the increased
linkage made in the literature between the concept of internationalisation, intercultural
competencies, and the internationalisation of the curriculum, the professional demand for
educators to prepare students to compete in a globalised society has been targeted at their ability
to translate their own world-mindedness and intercultural competence into their teaching
practices. The crucial role that faculty staff and administrators are supposed to take on in
building personal relationships with international students and managing academic progress has
also been taken into account and embedded in strategies of the internationalised curriculum.
Teachers with overseas learning or teaching experience are highly valued by both institution
administrators and international students themselves (Clifford, 2010) in a number of areas.
These include their potential openness and respect for cultural differences; their being more
flexible in teaching approaches; their having empathy with and understanding of the difficulties
that international students are confronted with in adapting to the norms and interactive patterns
of the new culture; and, their consequent ability to provide assistance appropriate to students’

needs.

Given the fact that only a small portion of university students are eligible to study abroad, an
internationalised curriculum inevitably benefits all, especially nonmobile home students, in
terms of broadening their horizons and developing skills in response to the overwhelming forces

of globalisation (Brewer & Leask, 2012).

The OECD’s definition of the internationalised curriculum presented below has been

widely recognised and accepted. It is:

A curriculum with an international orientation in content and/or form, aimed

at preparing students for performing (professionally/socially) in an

international and multicultural context and designed for domestic and/for

foreign students. (p. 9)
Critics of internationalising the curriculum focus mainly on the tension between the local and
the global, and on Western educational models in particular. Thus, decision-making about the
internationalisation efforts and agenda in relation to local conditions is crucial, especially for
Asian countries, if they are to avoid “falling into traps of internationalisation” (Mok, 2007).
Strategies such as student mobility have also been criticised as having limited or no impact on
faculty practices, and as a consequence, failing to trigger change in teaching and learning
locally (Mestenhauser, 1998). Brewer and Leask (2012) argue that, although it may promote
students’ intercultural experience and perspectives, the recruitment of international faculty

members is still limited. It is also highly subjective, if their professional skills and conceptions
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of internationalisation do not align with the larger institution by which they are employed.
Brewer and Leask (2012) also argued that curriculum internationalisation strategies and their
associated goals and learning outcomes may differ across different disciplines. For example,
Applebaum, Friedler, Ortiz, and Wolff (2009) found that mathematics curriculum innovation
focuses more on the cultural aspects of knowledge within maths history. Science curricula are
more likely to be driven by commercial interests and led by Western science and technology.
Science curricula should, therefore, be devised to cater to the diverse needs of learners from
different cultures and regions, and to prepare students to be “flexible, adaptive, and reflective
problem solvers who can conduct community-based as well as industry-based investigations”
(Brewer & Leask, 2012, p. 256). However, certain commonalities still exist within discipline-
specific approaches to curriculum internationalisation, with the development of international
perspectives and intercultural competence, although being more instrument-oriented, being seen
as integral of the entire internationalisation schemata and beneficial for individual development

(Brewer & Leask, 2012).

Within the broader arena of study abroad programmes, numerous researchers support the idea
that interventions and supports which are provided successively before, during, and after
students’ study abroad would give rise to more robust learning outcomes. Hence, more
importance is attached to the integration of such a scheme into students’ ongoing learning
programmes once they return to their home countries (Deardorff, 2008; Engle & Engle, 2002;
Savicki, 2008; Vande Berg, 2007; Brewer & Cunningham, 2010). In terms of the development
of intercultural competencies in particular, interventions that are provided during students’
study abroad periods, such as “experiential learning, structured reflection, opportunities to
engage with host nationals” (Paige & Goode, 2009; Vande Berg, 2007), prove to be more
productive. Reports from students about their own international experience also reflect the
significant advantage of intercultural contacts and international learning outside the classroom
through, for instance, programmes devised for general education and service learning (Brewer
& Leask, 2012). Such findings resonate with Kim’s study (2012). By identifying those variables
within the environmental arena which help to define the relative degrees of ‘push-and-pull’ that
a given host environment presents to the individual, Kim argues that individuals who perceive
the receiving environment as welcoming, hospitable, and tolerant are more likely to show
positive engagement and integration with the host culture. Therefore, in order for intercultural
communicators to develop qualified interpersonal relationships, it is essential for them to first
identify distinguishing cultural group membership factors such as beliefs, norms, and habitual
behaviours, and, then to constructively develop knowledge and skills to manage potential
intercultural misunderstanding or conflicts about them. As Jackson (2012) suggests,

programmes seeking to build in experiential activities that require sustained intercultural contact
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and relationships with people who have been socialised in a different cultural environment may
enable sojourners to apply their intercultural communication skills and to evolve knowledge and
local sociopragmatic norms, provided there is sufficient scaffolding and ongoing support. Such
programmes can also help newcomers develop a sense of belonging in the host environment,

thereby facilitating both language acquisition and intercultural learning and communication.

2.1.2 Internationalisation at home

Both EU and U.S. institutions have recently oriented their attention towards
“internationalisation at home”, a concept that is preconditioned by and mainly concerned with
the vast majority of nonmobile domestic students. Internationalisation at home aims to promote,
through a range of academic and social policies and support, the knowledge, attitudes, and skills
that are essential for students to become global citizens, and to create an intercultural
environment where positive cross-cultural contacts may occur. As a consequence, the
international classroom plays an increasingly significant role as the main site in which such a

process can take place (Leask, 2007).

Studies on participants’ perspectives and experience of the international classroom more often
than not place their stress on international students, and less often, on teaching staff (Carroll &
Ryan, 2005; Trahar, 2007). Issues around home students’ intercultural learning and integration
seldom feature in the research agenda. Harrison and Peacock (2010) did, however, investigate
home students’ experience and perception on intercultural communication. They found that the
presence of large numbers of international students places more pressure on home students’
workload, especially when new knowledge, viewpoints, teaching approaches, and ways of
thinking inevitably become immersed in their routine learning experience. According to
Harrison and Peacock (2010), home students also experienced anxiety and frustration regarding
what they perceived as the uncooperative performance of international students. These feelings
resulted in fewer social relationships outside the classroom. Volet and Ang’s (1998) findings
also revealed that language still acts as the primary and dominant barrier to mutual
understanding and interpersonal relationships. Harrison and Peacock’s (2010) study, which
noted the relative indifference and alienation on the part of local students felt by international
students, resonates with similar work exploring international students’ perceptions of their local
partners in Australia, as well as Australian students’ accounts of their resistance and discomfort
while communicating with people whose first language is not English (Clifford, 2010). Clifford
(2010) found, moreover, that the lack of interaction between international and home students in

and out of class also contradicted with students’ expectations and awareness of the significance
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of cross-cultural contacts in terms of promoting their intercultural understanding and

international perspectives.

However, research evidence shows that the mere existence of international students will not
guarantee increased intercultural engagement between international and home students. For
example, Leask (2010) notes that strategies relating to enrolment of international students may
run the risk of overlooking the intercultural experience and international learning outcomes of
domestic students. For that reason, intentional approaches, such as a mentoring scheme, which
are designed to enhance intercultural encounters between both international and home students
inside and outside the classroom are advocated. Harrison and Peacock (2010) also point out that
little significant cultural change regarding the student-institution relationship has been found.
Furthermore, despite of the internationalisation of the curriculum and pedagogical updates, there
is still not much evidence of international students making the perceptive shift from being
academic tourists to autonomous agents or cooperative partners who are being fully involved in
the intercultural communication process “as a source of cultural capital and intentional
diversity” (Brown & Jones, 2007, p. 2). International students also appear to be having an
ongoing unsatisfactory experience as regards their lack of integration with local students. This
dissatisfaction results in their feeling isolated, and it affects their competence development and
international experience overall (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001; Middlehurst & Woodfield,
2007). A positive correlation has also been found between the students’ adaptive integration
into the host culture and their overall satisfaction with both the learning experience and social
life (Ward et al., 2005). Leask’s study (2007) of both home and international students’ lived
experience of interaction has revealed a gulf between internationalisation at home policies and
the actual interactive experience between these two groups. Although set in the context of UK

universities, this study’s findings may have implications for institutions worldwide.

In view of the potential challenges that result from merely concentrating on the diversity of the
student population and from enhancing the number of academic programmes for international
students, I argue that an overweighed strategic emphasis on Chinese top universities’ increasing
their international student numbers may result in their overlooking those students’ lived
intercultural experience and the quality of their overall international learning outcomes. I will

discuss these issues in detail in chapter 4.

2.1.3 Intercultural dialogue

Intercultural dialogue, as a strategic goal, has been instilled into higher education
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internationalisation policy in Europe, and has gained prime importance in terms of managing
cultural diversity on campus (Castro, Woodin, Lundgren & Byram, 2016). This move emanated
conceptually from de Witt’s (2002) advocacy of integrating an intercultural dimension into a

university’s objectives.

The British Council defines intercultural dialogue as follows:

Intercultural dialogue is a process that comprises an open and respectful
exchange or interaction between individuals, groups and organisations with
different cultural backgrounds or worldviews. Among its aims are: to develop a
deeper understanding of diverse perspectives and practices; to increase
participation and the freedom and ability to make choices; to foster equality;
and to enhance creative processes. (The British Council, 2013, p. 46)

According to Bergan and Restoueix (2009), intercultural dialogue activities are a sine qua non,
if a university is to perform its fundamental remit successfully. Accordingly, universities’
endeavours to promote intercultural dialogue concentrate mainly on: 1) the support that the
university administration accords to students in terms of providing them with information on
practical problems, accommodation, study guidance, the various permits they may need, and,
sometimes, pastoral care; 2) linguistic support through training courses in the host country’s
language and measures that facilitate students’ adjustment to the teaching methods of the given
country, or giving students the option to have part of the syllabus taught in a lingua franca,
usually English. However, Bergan and Restoueix (2009) argue that such measures are limited in
that they engender practical bases for foreign students’ adjustment and intercultural
communication at a preliminary level only, and so cannot ensure effective and ongoing

intercultural dialogue.

A further practical initiative pinpointed by Bergan and Restoueix (2009) that enlightens my
research is their suggestion of helping international students to connect better with the local
cultural environment by providing opportunities for direct contact with local traditions and
everyday cultural life—for example, through ad hoc lectures, audiovisual presentations and
courses. The priority they grant to the psychological climate on campus, which they assume will
play a significant part in the development of intercultural dialogue, addresses the idea that the
specific pressures encountered by foreign students and their management of the minutiae of
everyday academic life can be improved by institutional strategic choices and a promotion of
initiatives pertaining to intercultural dialogue, such as social events and get-togethers by groups
(such as student clubs) and individuals, with the aim of genuinely integrating minority groups
(foreign students, but also those from national ethnic minorities) into everyday academic life

(Bergan & Restoueix, 2009).
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Although the importance attached to intercultural dialogue as a way of negotiating positions of
difference and working through conflict towards peace, reconciliation, and democracy has been
widely acknowledged, the concept has been criticised for its failure to recognise the similarities
people share in encounters. My study, therefore, seeks to explore such significant factors,
especially in making sense of home and international students’ intercultural communication
experience. By drawing on ways of bridging gaps between internationalisation and intercultural
communication, the present study seeks to investigate the extent of the effectiveness of
interventions and support pertaining to institution’s internationalisation policy. Thus, this thesis
investigates how these have facilitated both international and home students’ development of
intercultural attitudes, knowledge, and skills on the one hand, and explores the ways by which
institutional support promotes intercultural communication among its international student
population, and more importantly their intercultural encounters with domestic students, on the
other. To make sense of the development of intercultural competence in a broader sense, the

next section will elaborate theories and models of intercultural competence.

2.2 Theories and models of intercultural competence

This section first presents the definition of intercultural competence which was used as the
theoretical basis of this study and which guides the whole research. It then offers a brief
overview of the models of intercultural competence and the rationale for choosing Byram’s
model for the theoretical framework of my study. Finally, it discusses in detail the five savoirs

in Byram’s model, and probes its limitations.

2.2.1 Definition of intercultural competence

As a response to the constant debate over a common definition of intercultural competence,
Deardorff (2004) surveyed 23 intercultural communication experts in an effort to formulate a
consensus definition for the term. Three constructs were prioritised among those elements that
are considered constitutive of intercultural competence. These are: “awareness, valuing and
understanding of cultural differences; experiencing other cultures; and self-awareness of one’s
own culture” (Deardorff, 2004, p. 247). In terms of the relevance of intercultural competence to
the internationalisation policy and strategies of higher education institutions, a definition has
finally been agreed on: “Knowledge of others, knowledge of self; skills to interpret and relate;
skills to discover and/or to interact; valuing others’ values, beliefs, and behaviors; and

relativising one’s self. Linguistic competence plays a key role” (Byram, 1997, p. 34).
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Drawing on the general concern over Byram’s definition among intercultural experts, it appears
that significant attention has been given to the contribution of language in intercultural
encounters, which leads to Deardorff’s (2004) broad definition of intercultural competence as:
“the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on
one’s intercultural knowledge, skills and attitudes” (p. 194). To relate such a definition with the
concept of intercultural communication, Fantini (2007) argues that the notion of intercultural
competence implies that, in order for intercultural encounters and communication to be effective
and appropriate, a complexity of abilities presuppose the competence construction process. To
elaborate the meaning embedded in the terms ‘effective’ and ‘appropriate’, Fantini relates the
notion of ‘effective’ to one’s own perception and feeling in respect for one’s behaviours and
performance in intercultural encounter, and the concept of ‘appropriate’ as being associated
with the extent to which one’s behaviour will be perceptually accepted and understood by
members of the host community. To sum up, it could be argued that the transition from
intercultural communication to well-developed intercultural communicative competence is
scaffolded through a complex mixture of intercultural knowledge, attitudes, and skills, where
language plays a key role in intercultural encounters. This line of thinking gave rise to the
current research inspiration to investigate the linkage between an institution’s
internationalisation strategies and their effects in promoting ‘effective’ and ‘appropriate’

intercultural communication.

2.2.2 Models of Intercultural Competence

In accordance with Deardorff’s (2004) broad definition and also by building on Fantini’s (2007)
discussion on the relation between intercultural communication and intercultural communicative
competence, quite a number of models for intercultural competence that could serve this study’s
various research purposes emerged. Byram’s model prioritises the need for linguistic
competence in effective intercultural communication; Deardorff’s (2008) process model of
intercultural competence gives more attention to internal shifts in the individual which result
from ongoing movement from “the individual level of attitudes/personal attributes to the
interactive cultural level in regard to the outcomes”. Bennett’s (1998) developmental model of
intercultural sensitivity accentuates personal growth and the cultivation of an intercultural

mindset, and theorises an individual’s moving from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism.
9

Despite its advantages in identifying individuals’ evolutionary and systematic progress towards
intercultural competence during their period of residence abroad, the developmental model is

still criticised as being “correspondingly weak in specifying the interpersonal and intercultural
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competence traits that facilitate or moderate the course of such evolution” (Spitzberg &

Changnon 2009, p. 24).

Furthermore, Deardorff’s model, although useful for assessing intercultural competence, has
been criticised as failing to address the physiological and emotional aspects of communication,
communication occurring in intercultural relationships, and the location of intercultural
competence itself, challenge research studies that foregrounds ‘relationality’, a notion that is

embedded and prioritised in most East-Asian cultures (Deardorff, 2009).

2.2.3 Rationale for choosing Byram’s model of intercultural communicative
competence

Recognising the complexity of linguistic and cultural factors that can be attributed to effective
intercultural transition, understanding, and communication while making sense of and analysing
intercultural communication, I adopted Byram’s model as the theoretical framework of my
research. Since on the one hand, those who participated in my research were either Chinese
postgraduate students or international students studying Chinese language and culture in
University X, language proficiency played a vital role in their mutual understanding and
communicative activities. On the other hand, the priority Byram’s model gives to critical
cultural awareness, along with Guilherme’s (2000) recommendation for its being incorporated
into foreign language education and intercultural communication laid a dialectical and analytical
foundation for understanding and evaluating students’ experience of intercultural
communication because it draws attention to people’s identification, critical and reflective
evaluation of differences and similarities between cultural norms, and perspectives and practices

of their own country and those of the host.

In line with the notion of second language socialisation and also building on the importance of
second or foreign language education found in Byram’s model and also the expanded notions of
communicative competence put forward by other linguistic researchers such as Bachman (1990)
and Canale and Swain (1980), who conceptualise communicative competence as the linguistic
knowledge and culture-specific language skills that enable one to communicate in a proper way
in a specific cultural and social community, my research will first explore to what extent
students’ host language knowledge and communicative skills can support (or fail to support)
their communication with other international, home students, teachers, and local nationals.
Secondly, by drawing on Jackson’s (2012) conceptualisation of culture as learned and fluid,
issues associated with intercultural communication which goes beyond the university campus

will be explored. By focusing on students’ exposure to the host sociocultural environment, I

19



Chapter Two: Literature Review

investigate their (i.e., international students) development of cultural knowledge and linguistic

competence through real-life observation and interaction with the local community.

2.2.4 Byram’s model of intercultural communicative competence and its limitations

Table 2.1 Model for the Intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 1997)

Savoir étre Savoirs

Intercultural attitudes Knowledge

Knowledge of social
groups and their products

Curiosity, openness,
readiness to suspend

disbelief about other and processes in one’s
cultures and belief of one’s own and one’s
own. interlocutor’s country, and

of the general processes of
societal and individual
interaction.

Savoir s’ engager
Critical cultural
awareness
The ability to evaluate,
critically and on the basis
of explicit criteria,
perspectives, practices
and products in one’s
own and other cultures
and countries.

Savoir comprendre
Skills of interpreting and
relating

Savoir apprendre/faire
Skills of discovery and
interactions.

The ability to interpret a
document or even from
another culture, to explain

Ability to acquire new
knowledge of a culture
and cultural practices and

it and related it to
documents or events from
one’s own.

the ability to operate
knowledge, attitudes and
skills under the constraints
of real-time
communication and
interaction.

The pre-eminent features of Byram’s model lie in the fact that it makes a distinction between
the linguistic and cultural characteristics of interculturally competent foreign language learners.
The linguistic abilities that are associated with mutual understanding and effective negotiation

in intercultural encounters are:

Linguistic competence: the ability to apply knowledge of the rules of a standard
version of the language to produce and interpret spoken and written language.
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Sociolinguistic competence: the ability to give to the language produced by an
interlocutor—whether native speaker or not—meanings that are taken for
granted by the interlocutor or are negotiated and made explicit with the
interlocutor.

Discourse competence: the ability to use, discover and negotiate strategies for

the production and interpretation of monologue or dialogue texts which follow

the conventions of the culture of an interlocutor or are negotiated as

intercultural texts for particular purposes (Byram, 1997, p. 48)
To elaborate the traits and skills pertaining to successful intercultural communication, Byram
further details five savoirs that foreground two attitudinal and cognitive factors as premises of
intercultural competence. As complementary skills to the prior linguistic dimension, he further
develops three savoirs that embody culture-specific skills that necessitate intercultural
understanding and communication. Table 2.1 elaborates the key components that constituting

Byram’s model of Intercultural Communicative Competence.

The five savoirs are assumed to present a scheme for learning language and culture
simultaneously as part of the same process. It is also assumed that under this framework
learners encounter language learning as much as a cultural experience as a linguistic one, with a
balance between cultural knowledge and the skills that allow successful intercultural
communication through understanding, relating, and utilising that knowledge. This model can
also serve as a set of criteria by which to measure language learners’ progress and position in
relation to their development of intercultural communicative competence. At the core of
Byram’s ICC framework sits the final savoir, savoir s’engager or ‘critical cultural awareness’.
It refers to “the ability to decentre from one’s own culture and its practices and products in order
to gain insight into another” (Byram, 2006, p. 117). To be more specific, through critical
cultural awareness, learners go beyond simply accumulating and recognising facts about other
cultures; they start to critically compare the norms, values, beliefs, and behaviours of people
from other cultural backgrounds with those of their own culture. It is also believed that such a
comparison will lead to a relativistic shift in the learner’s perspective, and enable him/her to
embrace diverse values and perspectives through an expansion of interpretative frameworks
beyond monological, ethnocentric points of view. Such an ethnorelative stance is also assumed
to be the basis on which learners evaluate their intercultural encounters from a more rational and
objective viewpoint, and which, in turn, enables them to be better able to mediate between

different modes of intercultural interaction.

Abiding by Byram’s conceptualisation of critical cultural awareness, Guilherme (2002) argues
that foreign language/cultural education prepares learners to become global citizens in an

intercultural world. She further proposes an interdisciplinary approach which encompasses a
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critical pedagogy, cultural learning, and intercultural communication that may lead to the
cultivation of critical cultural awareness. Hence, her definition in relation to ‘critical cultural
awareness’ inclines towards the individual’s cognitive and emotional endeavours to pursue
emancipation and social justice and commitment, while adopting a proactive, curious, and
reflective manner in respect of culture-related values, beliefs, customs. It also encompasses
being inclusive of and also alert to contradictions and disagreements, as well as consonance and
similarities. Guilherme’s (2002) conceptualisation of critical cultural awareness is important to
my research for two reasons: first, because of the central emphasis it places on foreign language
education and intercultural communication, and secondly, because, in her stance, these should

be strategically integrated into teaching and learning practices.

Although Byram’s (1997) model is perceived to be more comprehensive in terms of extending
communicative competence to include more detailed needs and objectives of interaction across
cultures, criticism to the model seems inevitably to point to its lack of specified or directive
guidance regarding not only how learners should develop intercultural competence, but also the
ways to do so. Houghton (2012) criticised Byram’s model for its failure to provide foreign
language teachers with an explicit understanding of how to guide their teaching practices in
order to enhance students’ intercultural competence. She prioritised the status of value judgment
in critical cultural awareness by arguing that explicit interventions and instruction need to be
oriented towards training language learners to adopt a nonjudgmental stance towards cultural
differences not only by taking into account other’s perspectives and eliminating stereotypes and
prejudices, but also by developing their ability to bring to different cultural experiences a
rational and explicit standpoint from which to evaluate the encounter. The preeminent feature of
her model of intercultural dialogue is the final stage of development, which she defines as
savoir se transformer—knowing how to become and how to develop oneself selectively through
interaction with others. That process, she argues, involves an individual’s rational decision on
whether or not to change in accordance with the interlocutors. I agree with Houghton to the
extent that critical cultural awareness entails not only cultivating an intellectual empathy by
minimising bias and stereotypical generalisation, but also critical reflection on those cultural
differences and similarities that underpin people’s value judgment. In terms of reinforcing
students’ experience of intercultural communication, interventions that are directed towards
reducing biased judgments towards host cultural norms and also activities that encourage
students’ self-reflection on their intercultural and international experiences, such as reflective
reports, diary and essay writing, are more likely to trigger successful intercultural
communication and competence. Critiques of Byram’s model have also accentuated its
dichotomy of language and culture. Risager’s (2007) concept of linguaculture, contradicts

Byram’s stance. The concept of linguaculture purports that linguistic practice is culture in itself.
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Risager (2007) points out that Byram presupposes a “national” conception of language (2007, p.
124), which is associated with only one particular group of people. Thus, the concept of culture
used in Byram’s model appears to be nationalist and essentialist (e.g., Belz, 2007). An
essentialist view of ‘culture’ was defined by Holliday (1999) as a concrete social phenomenon
that represents the essential character of a particular nation. So basically speaking, essentialists
see national culture as physical entities, which can be seen, touched and experienced by others;
as opposed to a non-essentialist view of culture which allows social behaviour to speak for
itself. By contrast, Risager (2007) addresses the relationship between second/foreign language
and the cultural context in which it operates and functions in the L2 culture pedagogy, thereby
liberating culture as a recourse for investigating and understanding social behaviour, without
imposing preconceptions about national cultural characteristic. From a poststructuralist point of
view, Byram’s model also limits itself in linking those five savoirs in an inseparable manner
and by delineating the inherent interdependence between the factors that create those stable
competences/savoirs. Other criticisms of Byram’s model, however, focus mainly on its
European context and origin, and its tendency to focus on classroom interaction between foreign
language learners and native speakers of the host language, which limits its generalisability to

other cultural contexts.

The above overview of approaches, related studies, and the critiques to Byram’s model indicate
that studying intercultural communication is a complex matter which requires tools of
understanding and interpretation that permit complex description and analysis. In responding to
these challenges, and taking into account the fact that the main focus of my study is on
understanding the effectiveness of the internationalisation policy of University X in promoting
students’ intercultural communication, the following section presents an overview of research

on foreign language education and intercultural communication.

2.3 Research on foreign language education and intercultural communication

Before concentrating on the analysis of the separate issues that the present study seeks to
explore, it is necessary to first contextualise the whole study by reviewing issues related to
foreign language education in China; and then present an overview of theories and empirical
studies on both home and international students’ language learning and intercultural
communication experience in the Chinese higher education context, since it is students’
perceptions and experience of intercultural-related interventions in accordance with the

institution’s internationalisation policy that constitute the main story of this study.
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2.3.1 Foreign language education in China

In today’s foreign language teaching scenario, the communicative approach has the widest
appeal for most teaching practitioners worldwide. Theoretical disciplines that have been
developed and popularised among foreign language acquisition and language pedagogy
researchers in the Western world are also frequently applied in Chinese teaching classrooms
through trial and error. The status of English language education as part of China’s educational
policy for curriculum internationalisation and modernisation has undoubtedly contributed
greatly to enhancing the international acceptance and competitiveness of China. As a result,
frameworks and models established for teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) have
largely informed the theoretical development and international Chinese education research
studies (Lam, 2005). Amongst the vast array of theories and knowledge relating to foreign
language instruction and acquisition that Chinese practitioners could refer to, Chomsky’s (2006)
language competence concept, the communicative language teaching methodology, and the
notion of incorporating culture knowledge into the language education process stand out as
useful and conducive to international Chinese language education (Xing, 2006; Everson &
Xiao, 2009). However, the establishment of international Chinese language education as a
university discipline both within China and abroad has been critically argued to be at a
developing level and as underachieving, due to the lack of theoretical bases on which course
design, teaching methodology, and assessment profiles can develop (Wang & Kirkpatrick,

2012).

The lack of well-compiled and officially acknowledged teaching materials and methods to guide
Chinese language teachers means that Western learners have to adopt the quite traditional and
rigid ways of memorising and translating when learning the Chinese language. Since the
opening-up policy was launched in the 1970s, linguistic and pedagogic experts worldwide have
devoted much of their time to researching the teaching of Chinese as a foreign language. Some
have concentrated on proficiency and fluency in the spoken language (Richards, 1996); others
have made great contributions to formulating a curriculum that is particularly appropriate to
Chinese language classes (Ross, 1997; Gallagher, 1999; Chen, 2003). Some researchers have
focused on the process of teaching various skills. Discussions about listening and speaking
skills are based on whether to apply tone-based or comprehension-based strategies (Chen, 1997;
Feng, 2004; Yeh, 1997), while, research into reading and writing skills concentrates mainly on
learning the Chinese characters (Yang, 2000; Yin, 2002; Feng, 2003). In addition, topics such as

the usefulness of high-tech media such as computers also attract a great number of researchers

24



Chapter Two: Literature Review

(Zhang, 1998; Xie, 1999; Bai, 2003; Chan, 2003). Finally, the claim that cultural knowledge
and psychological factors should be incorporated into language education programmes has
encouraged educators and researchers to research more encompassing and comprehensive

teaching approaches (Wen, 1999; Li, 1999; Hong, 2002).

Research that concentrates on the code choice of Chinese language teachers has found quite a
number of contradictions as regards teachers’ beliefs about the medium of instruction in their
multilingual and multicultural classrooms (Wang, 2013). Some teachers tend to insist on what
the language policy and teaching syllabus indicate, that is, they follow an exclusive use of the
target language pedagogy, while forbidding the use of English as a way of explaining. Although
some have agreed on the pedagogical value of referring to English, they still feel it is
illegitimate to adopt an English instruction approach. In contrast, some see the English language
as the only available tool for transmitting Chinese culture in a pluricultural classroom, as its use
facilitates the establishment of close relationships between teachers and international students,
and also helps those students who have difficulty in adapting to the multilingual and
multicultural environment. Findings show that it is valuable for CFL teachers to possess good
English proficiency as it helps them to manage interactivity and to maintain a harmonious
relationship with students who have little or no prior knowledge of the Chinese language
(Wang, 2010). Using English can also “benefit the class in providing comparative language
knowledge” (Wang, 2013, p. 13) thereby enhancing students’ understanding of Chinese culture
and language. The actual teaching practices of CFL teachers are found to be influenced by
multiple factors, such as their English learning experience, English proficiency, and national
identity (Wang & Kirkpatrick, 2012). CFL teachers need to have institutional guidelines and
support if they are to develop of a systematic pedagogy of Chinese language teaching practices
which are designed to cater for the needs of multilingual students. In order to achieve an
effective learning experience, the application of English appears to be necessary for both
linguistic and cultural analysis and comparison between Chinese and English, and to improve

students’ intercultural awareness and knowledge in terms of international communication.

Given the important and indispensable role that Chinese language education plays in driving
forward the internationalisation process in China, and especially in view of its function of
diversifying intercultural contact at home and disseminating Chinese culture worldwide, this
study has chosen to target overseas students enrolled in University X’s language programme at
the Department of Chinese as a Second Language, in order, not only to make sense of their
intercultural communication experience inside and outside of the classroom, but also to explore
the extent to which such a programme promotes the implementation of the internationalisation

policy of the specific institution.
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2.3.2 Concepts and theories of foreign language education and intercultural
communication

The foreign language education context has been acknowledged as an integral part of students’
development of intercultural communicative competence. More specifically, the notion of
‘context’ in language education refers primarily to both the academic setting and the
sociocultural environment. This concept also resonates with Fantini’s (2012) definition of
second language development in which she refers to two distinct processes of language
acquisition, that is, “learning” language in classroom setting and “acquiring” language in a
naturalistic environment. The underlying assumption of such dichotomous development,
according to Fantini, lies in the different results that the two processes could generate. This
theory inspired me to focus in this study on the extent to which both academic and sociocultural

support promote students’ development of language proficiency and intercultural competence.

It is not uncommon for people who are fluent speakers of another language to have little
knowledge about the culture that that language represents (Fantini, 2012). However, it could be
argued that mastery of the target language should, in fact, facilitate one’s entry into the host
culture. Although some interculturalists hold separatist views on the relation between language
proficiency and intercultural communication, leaving the language dimension to the linguistic
educators within relevant courses involved in intercultural training programmes or models,
intercultural scholars, when conceptualising and constructing models of intercultural
competence, still prioritise linguistic competence amongst the various attributes and skills that
an interculturally competent person should acquire (Spencer-Oatey, 2010; Byram, 2012; Fantini,
2012). The importance of host language proficiency is also highlighted in the assertions made in
Fantini’s (2006) international research project on intercultural competence. In her conclusion,
Fantini claimed that “increased host language proficiency enhances entry possibilities, whereas
lack of proficiency constrains entry, adaptation, and understanding of the host culture” (Fantini,
2012, p. 273). Accordingly, how host language proficiency affects international students’ entry
into the host culture, and more importantly how it affects the intercultural communication with

home students, forms an important part of this study’s investigation.

Findings from previous research showed that being engaged in a novel academic and
sociocultural environment and speaking another language provide profound opportunities for
students to reconstruct their self-identity in relation to the Other through the process of both
self-awareness and cultural awareness. The significant impact of speaking and learning another

language on the reconstruction of one’s identity has been substantially addressed by previous
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researchers (Evans, 1988; Libber & Lindner, 1993; Alfred, 2003), who argued that learning a
different language enables individuals to “switch, as if into an alternative mind with cultural

understandings that may be at odds with their first culture” (Gill, 2007).

Moreover, some have argued that learners’ engagement with the new academic and
sociocultural environment is the underlying force that drives the process of intercultural
learning (Gill, 2007; Alfred et al., 2003), a term defined by Gill (2007) as incorporating both
interactional experiences of two or more different cultures and the learning that takes place
during such a process. Factors that contribute to students’ intercultural learning include the
context; there, the academic staff and networks of relationships are particularly highlighted as
significant for the development of intercultural learning. Teachers’ supportive feedback on
students’ academic work, empathetic attitudes towards misunderstandings, guidance and
instruction on task-taking and assignments are all highly valued. Gill (2007) also found that the
home network provides overseas students with a source of emotional and moral support,
understanding and reassurance. Out-group relations built upon students’ own cultural groups are
also still considered as conducive to developing attitudes, knowledge, and skills for intercultural
communication. Therefore, issues concerning how and to what extent the process of speaking
and learning another language changes students’ perceptions of their own, as opposed to their
perception of the host culture, seems to be a valuable avenue of inquiry for evaluating the

results of foreign language education.

2.3.3 Empirical studies on students’ language learning and intercultural communication
in China

For a long time, research into foreign students’ education in China has placed its emphasis on
the linguistic dimension, taking it as an instrument through which teaching and learning could
operate. However, it is claimed that the study of students’ acquisition of Chinese cultural
knowledge and their intercultural communicative experience is underdeveloped. Although some
leading universities have already added Chinese culture courses to their curriculum relating to
language learning programmes, most of these courses are mere introductions to Chinese ancient
history, culture, and customs, and do not reach what Chen (2008) called the “liberal level”. The
“liberal level” is important. For overseas students in China, liberal education, according to
Chen, refers mainly to the process of embedding profound Chinese cultural knowledge into all
levels of education. Doing so releases overseas students from utilitarianism and enables them to
reach a broader level of understanding that encompasses intercultural understanding and cultural

awareness, and in the process, makes international students responsible for disseminating
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Chinese culture to the world, something which requires a higher degree of communicative

competence.

Zhou and Griffiths (2011), in their exploratory study of Chinese students’ failure in intercultural
communication, also uncovered the fact that instruction in the foreign language alone could not
cultivate students’ communication skills and intercultural awareness if the cultural knowledge
they needed is not embedded in their language teaching programmes. Although some scholars
(Fantini, 2012; Byram & Hu, 2013) point out that cultural knowledge is not an absolute
prerequisite for language learning, it can be argued that an understanding of the former does
facilitate and accelerate the progress of the latter. That idea seems to accord with language and
cultural relational theories in the research literature worldwide. Recent research evidence also
suggests that a lack of intercultural awareness and teachers’ inadequate covering of intercultural
knowledge in class are the main factors that affect students’ intercultural communicative
competence (Hao & Zhang 2009; Marek, 2008). Many studies that have explored the factors
that contribute towards the development of intercultural sensitivity and communicative
competence have highlighted the significance of the cognitive skill of respecting cultural
differences. Hence, respect is assumed to be the driving force that encourages people to engage
in intercultural interaction (McLean & Ransom, 2005; Sebnem, Dicle, & Guldem, 2009). Marek
(2009) further recommended that students’ attitudinal respect for culturally different others and
their norms could be motivated and subsequently improved through the incorporation of cultural

knowledge into language teaching programmes.

Given the advocacy for liberal education among overseas students in China, it is crucial that the
present study locates its focus on the ‘cultural knowledge’ and ‘communicative competence’
that can be acquired through academic courses. However, as I was unable to identify any
research within the literature that specifically focused on intercultural communication
experiences between Chinese and intercultural students in the Chinese university context, the

present study aims to fill this gap in the extant empirical research.

2.4 Formulation of research questions

The aim of the above literature review was to provide a theoretical basis for the following
research aims:

1. To present to China’s higher education organisations an understanding of how the
policy of one particular university endeavours to develop intercultural understanding

and communication in its students (both international and home).
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2. To identify how that institution’s institutional support and activities facilitate (or fail to

facilitate) students’ development of intercultural competence.

3. To understand both Chinese and intercultural students’ intercultural communication

experience inside and outside the campus.

Inspired by the existing literature and bearing its limitations in mind, I formulated the following

research questions.

1. To what extent do the internationalisation policies of University X address the issue of
promoting all students’ intercultural learning and communication?

2. How do students experience the institutional system that is associated with the
internationalisation policy of University X?

3. How do students at University X perceive and make sense of their intercultural

communication experiences?

Specifically, the formulation of the first research question is based on my exploration of
approaches to the internationalisation of higher education and to foreign language education in
Chinese universities. Overall, this study aims to understand how students experience the
institutional system that is associated with University X’s internationalisation policy, and how
that institutional system promotes students’ development of intercultural communicative
competence. The study aims, therefore, to expose the institution’s current strengths and
weaknesses, and thus to develop recommendations for how these might be improved or
eliminated. My review of the approaches to internationalisation suggests that there may be
relevant features in University X’s internationalisation policy initiatives that impact on its
institutional system (i.e., its teaching pedagogy, administration, extracurricular activities, etc.),
and accordingly, the intercultural communication among its diverse student population. It is

with these aspects in mind that the first research question has been formulated.

The second research question was formulated in response to this study’s focus of inquiry
regarding the effectiveness of the institutional system in promoting students’ linguistic
competence and intercultural communication. As discussed in 2.2.1, the majority of previous
studies on foreign language education in China have focused mainly on the effects of the
teacher’s medium of instruction, while ignoring their role in delivering intercultural knowledge
and guiding students’ communication outside the classroom. My review of the existing concepts
and theories of foreign language education and intercultural communication has highlighted the

significance of the ‘context’ of language education, i.e., academic programmes and the
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sociocultural environment, in shaping students’ intercultural communicative competence. As a
result, exploring the effects that not only language teaching and learning, but also sociocultural
factors have on students’ intercultural communication experiences can provide insight into how
their intercultural competence evolves as they engage within specific academic and

sociocultural contexts.

The earlier discussion of empirical studies on students’ language learning and intercultural
communication in China revealed that there is a lack of insight into how understanding the
intercultural communication experience may influence or inform the intricacies of an
individual’s development of intercultural competence, i.e., his/her attitudes, knowledge, and
skills. Examining the way in which both international and home students make sense of their
intercultural communication experience inside and outside the classroom, therefore, reveals not
only their deepest concerns when encountering cultural others, but also the communicative
strategies they are most likely to employ. Therefore, it is through identifying personal, social,
and pedagogical factors that are conductive to the development of both international and home
students’ intercultural competence that this study draws implications that will be of use to
administrators, policy makes, and academic staff, and which will help them to improve the
process of internationalisation. It is with these aspects in mind that the third research question

has been formulated.

Overall, this study investigates the internationalisation policy of University X, its target
university. Thus, the study is informed by the approaches to internationalisation of higher
education, with specific concern for those designed to develop students’ intercultural learning
and communicative competence. The students’ experience and perception of the institutional
system are then identified and compared with relevant elements in University X’s
internationalisation policy, in order to see how institutional support and activities (that are
associated with the internationalisation policy) promote (or fail to promote) students’
intercultural learning and communication, and thus to answer the second research question. In
addition, this comparison is used to identify gaps in and problems with University X’s
internationalisation policy. This comparison then acts as a basis for making suggestions for
improving the curriculum. Finally, this study also involves an intensive exploration of both
home and international students’ perception and interpretation of their intercultural
communication experience on campus and with the local community. In doing so, the third

research question is addressed.
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2.5 Chapter summary

This chapter has provided the theoretical background for the present research. The study aims to
understand how the internationalisation policy of one Chinese university—termed University
X—promotes all students’ intercultural learning and communication. In order to address this

research aim, I reviewed the existing literature from the following aspects.

The review of approaches to the internationalisation of higher education uncovered three areas
that are of particular relevance to this study. Their relevance lies in their linkage to intercultural
competence. They are: curriculum internationalisation; internationalisation at home, and
intercultural dialogue. Specifically, curriculum internationalisation addresses interventions and
supports in the host institution beyond the language teaching classroom. This literature can be
used to identify 1) the role of faculty staff and administrators in building relationships and
managing the academic progress of international students; and, 2) institutional support and
interventions to enhance intercultural learning and contact outside the classroom. The literature
on internationalisation at home is concerned primarily with nonmobile domestic students. It can
be used to capture: 1) features of the international classroom; and, 2) campus-based, intentional
approaches to enhance intercultural contact between home and international students. Finally,
literature on intercultural dialogue focuses on institutional strategies and support that seek to

enhance international students’ connection with the local community.

This chapter next examined existing models and frameworks of intercultural competence. |
reviewed three influential theoretical models or frameworks that are widely used in intercultural
communication research. Specifically, despite its advantages in identifying individuals’
evolutionary and systematic progress towards intercultural competence during their period of
residence abroad, Bennett’s (1986) developmental model of intercultural sensitivity is criticised
as being “correspondingly weak in specifying the interpersonal and intercultural competence
traits that facilitate or moderate the course of such evolution” (Spitzberg & Changnon 2009, p.
24). Deardorff’s model of intercultural competence, which focuses more on the individual, was
also considered. However, because it pays limited attention to ‘relationality’, that is, how people
manage intercultural interactions, a notion that is foregrounded by intercultural studies on East-
Asian countries, such as Japan, China and Korea, where communication is embedded within
world-views that value harmony and relationality, it too was rejected. Byram’s model of
intercultural communication competence, on the other hand, incorporates critical cultural
awareness into foreign language education and intercultural communication, and gives equal
credit to both academic and sociocultural environments in facilitating students’ development of

intercultural attitudes, knowledge, and skills. I, therefore, draw on this model as a starting point
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for the analysis and interpretation of this study regarding the participants’ perception and
responses to the institutional system, as well as their understanding of intercultural

communication both inside and outside the university campus.

In regard to foreign language education in China, and teaching Chinese as a foreign language in
particular, there is a lack of well-established curriculum as a theoretical basis on which teaching
methodology and assessment approaches can develop. Moreover, current studies and theories
on Chinese language teachers’ actual teaching practices have focused exclusively on the
medium of instruction (i.e., either English or Chinese) and how the teachers’ language choice
affected their relationship with international students, as well as students’ understanding of
Chinese culture. Thus, these studies can provide only a partial picture of the significance of the
Chinese language classroom environment in developing intercultural communicative
competence. Moreover, the existing literature does not provide a detailed picture of how
Chinese language pedagogy helps or hinders students’ development of intercultural
communicative competence, especially interaction and interpersonal relationships outside the

classroom.

As to current concepts and theories on foreign language education and intercultural
communication, the focus is mainly on language acquisition in different contexts, adaptation to
host culture, intercultural learning, and reconstruction of self-identity. These concepts and
theories provide some insight into the relationship between language learning and the
development of intercultural competence. As they focus on making general claims and
predictions, however, they may be inadequate or even misleading in capturing the complexity
and dynamics of individuals’ lived intercultural communication experiences, given that these

are difficult to predict and can be influenced by many conditional factors.

Finally, I reviewed some empirical research on international students’ language learning in
China and on Chinese university students’ intercultural communication experience, and
discovered that there is a lack of empirical research which investigates the intercultural
communication between both international and Chinese students. In particular, I was unable to
identify any research that specifically investigates both international and Chinese students’
experience of institutional support and activities which are designed to promote their

intercultural communicative competence in Chinese universities.
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods

3.1 Introduction

As stated in the previous chapter, I intend to investigate the following three research questions

in this study:

1. To what extent do the internationalisation policies of one Chinese university address
the issue of promoting all students’ intercultural understanding and communication?
2. How do students experience the institutional system that is associated with the
internationalisation policy of this university?
3. How do students perceive and make sense of their intercultural communication
experiences?
In order to address these questions, I first justify my decision to adopt social constructionism as
the study’s theoretical framework (section 3.2) and a case study approach as the methodological
choice of this study (section 3.3). I then present and discuss the data collection procedures
(section 3.4) and the process and methods used to analyse the data (section 3.5). The chapter
next considers some important methodological concerns, including researcher reflexivity
(section 3.6), before finally addressing and discussing ethical issues (section 3.7) and research

trustworthiness (section 3.8).

3.2 Rationale for adopting a social constructionist paradigm

This study adopts social constructionism as the theoretical framework through which it
examines and makes sense of the phenomena under investigation, on the assumption that such a
foundation will inform the methodology and methods used for the exploration of knowledge
(Mason, 2002). My philosophical stance as a realist is backed up my own belief that different
individuals harbour distinctive interpretations of their experience, and that exploring these
experiences can enable the researcher to gain a comprehensive interpretation of the participants’
experience and their understanding of phenomena by drawing on their preconceptions of the

world.

I believe that searching for knowledge relies to a large extent on an exploration of human
experience as it is lived (Becker, 1992). Therefore, to make sense of and develop an
understanding of students’ intercultural experience, I give priority to participants’ lived
experience and perspectives while engaging with people from other backgrounds as the source

and foundation of knowledge. Here, knowledge refers mainly to participants’ understanding of
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their intercultural encounters, along with my interpretation of their accounts. The belief that
knowledge is created through an exploration the meanings participants attribute to their lived
experience of intercultural encounters, therefore, locates this study within the social

constructionism paradigm.

As discussed in chapter 1, this study focuses on understanding students’ intercultural
communication experiences and how such experiences, and the participants’ development of
intercultural communicative competence were either supported or hindered by the institutional
system in a Chinese university context. I believe that students develop their intercultural
communicative competence during the learning and social-cultural communication process of
interacting with people from diverse cultural backgrounds and social status (including Chinese
academic staff, host university administrators, and people in the local community).
Furthermore, as is often the case, students may not engage themselves autonomously in
intercultural communication with cultural others; rather, their opportunities to engage in
intercultural encounters are substantially influenced by external factors such as institutional

support and activities, as evidenced by previous studies (Leask, 2010).

For this reason, drawing on a research paradigm that focuses on processes and social and
interactional practices offers the most appropriate paradigm through which the present study can
address students’ interactive characteristics on the one hand, and the effectiveness of
institutional policy and practices on the other. Bearing this idea mind, and given the fact that the
major concern of this study is to look for explanations for social phenomena within individuals
(Burr, 2003), I, therefore, draw on the theory of social constructionism as the theoretical

framework that guides this whole study.

3.3 Rationale for a case study approach

Based on the exploratory nature of the research questions, the philosophical assumption
underpinning this research is generally interpretative. The study is framed within the qualitative
paradigm which, according to Marshall and Rossman (1999), focuses on employing exploratory
approaches in order to achieve a better understanding of human action and perspectives in
natural settings. In addition, as one of the objectives of the research is to examine the
effectiveness of actual practices based on existing internationalisation policies implemented in
real-world settings, a case study approach appears to be the most suitable research tool, as it

allows for in-depth exploration of a particular case in its natural setting (Yin, 2003).

The target institution of this study is one of the key institutions authorised by Projects 211 and

985. Here termed University X, it enjoys a worldwide reputation for the quality of its pedagogy
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and research. Given University X’s commitment to cultivating highly talented graduates with
comprehensive capacities, the university has carried out continuous pedagogic and managerial
reforms to create highly competent graduates and to attract outstanding teaching scholars and
students from around the world in an effort to build up the quality of its human resources and to
foster Chinese-foreign intercultural understanding. Although other top universities such as
Wuhan and Fudan are also renowned for their provision of comprehensive programmes and
easy access for international students, I selected University X for the following reasons. It holds
the advantageous position of taking the lead amongst China’s renowned universities in initiating
and implementing the higher education internationalisation process; it is located in a large city
in China; and, it enjoys an all-encompassing cultural heritage that enables home and
international students to be in touch with standard Chinese language and culture. Given the
limited ability of this case study research to investigate the experience and perceptions of all
international and home students with regard to University X’s institutional support and
activities, and also their intercultural communication experience, the key participants involved
in this study come from the Department of Chinese as a Second Language. That department was
chosen because it could reflect a diverse mix of Chinese and international students from diverse
cultural backgrounds. The scope of this case study is, therefore, somewhat limited in that it

represents the experiences, perspectives, and reflections of only one specific group of students.

3.4 Data collection instruments and procedure

In order to answer the three research questions set out in chapter 2, a five-month-long case
study, i.e., from February 2015 to June 2015, was carried out at University X. Documentation
and semistructured interviews were employed as the major data collection instruments in the
fieldwork process. Through these I was able to acquire in-depth understanding of the key issues
under investigation. The following sections outline the data collection procedures, and the

rationale for selecting these specific data collection and analysis approaches.

3.4.1 Access to the field

Access to the research setting was gained through personal contact with department deans and
head teachers. These individuals took on the role of gatekeepers, as they were qualified to
control access to the site and to students. They also facilitated my engagement with key
informants, i.e., international and home students within the specific department. I initially

gained access to potential participants through face-to-face contact with the Head of the

35



Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods

Department of Chinese as a Second Language and course leaders. These interviews enabled me
to provide those gatekeepers with both verbal and written information relating to my research
project, which, in turn, helped them to recommend potential participants, i.e., both international
and home students who had taken part in the institution’s intercultural programmes, e.g., its
induction and language training courses. In choosing the participants for this study, priority was
given to those who were willing and who had the time to take part in the study. Altogether 30
students were recruited for phase two—the individual interview phase. The participant sample

contained an equal number of international and home students.

3.4.2 Pilot study

Prior to carrying out the document analysis and individual interviews, a pilot study was
conducted. This took the form of semistructured interviews with two international students from
the target department. These students were also involved in the main, follow-up study. The
interview guide (see Appendix A) that was developed in accordance with the research questions
and tailored to fit the specific institution was trailed to examine its applicability in terms of the
aim of the study. Each of the two pilot interviews focused on the students’ experience of
communicating with other international and domestic students, as well as with people from the
local community during their sojourn in China. Particular emphasis was placed on perspectives
pertaining to the influence of such intercultural experience and also to the support they had
received from the institution to improve their intercultural understanding and communication.
Although the data emerged from the pilot study to some extent provide insight into the research

questions, several issues were identified as implications to the main study.

First, to avoid data redundancy, some questions, which could result in similar answers, were
merged into one question. For example, instead of interrogating the international participants’
perspective on the way that their Chinese language teachers, the course content and the
institutional activities promoted their understanding of Chinese culture respectively, I decided to
merge them into one question: ‘In what ways do you think the Chinese language

programmehelps you learn more about Chinese people/culture?’

Second, regarding the questions about participants’ preconceptions of Chinese people and how
these preconceptions are addressed through either Chinese language courses or institutional
interventions, both participants’ responses turned out to be irrelevant to the main focus of this
study and did not contribute to the research questions. As a result, I removed such questions

from my interview protocol.
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Third, I refined and expanded the original questions included in Theme 3 (see Appendix A)
after analyzing and reflecting on the data from the pilot study. Both participants tended to give
much credit to their intercultural communication experiences outside the campus with the local
community, such as travelling and home-stay experiences, which turned out to be part of the
institution’s policy to increase intercultural and international experience of its overseas students.
As such, I decided to probe more about their perceptions of travelling and communicating with
people in the local community, in addition to the more general main question of inquiring about

their intercultural learning experience in some informal circumstances.

As such, the pilot study provided an opportunity to trial the proposed research method and,
therefore, to fine-tune the focus of the semistructured individual interview in line with the key

points to be investigated.

3.4.3 Sampling

In light of the fact that this study was a small-scale case study and bearing in mind the fact that
its aim was to explore only identifiable issues and gather accounts from particular groups of
individuals, purposive sampling was applied to the selection of information for document
analysis and participants for the individual interviews. To satisfy the specific purposes of the
research, the selected documents and participants were, therefore, chosen on the basis of “their
typicality or possession of the particular characteristics being sought” (Cohen, Manion, &
Morrison, 2011, p. 156). According to Teddlie and Yu (2007), purposive sampling can serve
several purposes, such as comparison, generalisation, and theory generation. The most frequent
reason for choosing case study is to get access to the most “knowledgeable people” (Ball,
1990), that is, people who are familiar with the relevant issues being studied because of “their
professional role, power, access to networks, expertise or experience” (Cohen et al., 2011, p.
157), and who are also eligible to comment on those issues or topics with which the researcher

is mostly concerned.

Table 3.1 The detailed profile of international participants

Number Pseudonym | Gender Nationality if/el;jgoﬁls Zz};;;ience of
| Christina F American Yes

2 Kaho F Japanese No

3 George M British No

4 Steve M American No
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5 Struan M British No

6 Matilyn F American Yes

7 Ben M British No

8 James M Spanish No

9 Lauren F American No

10 Matthew M American No

11 Hannah F Dutch No

12 Michelle F American Yes

13 Patrick M South African | No

14 Olivia F British No

15 Dasha F Russian Yes

Table 3.2 The detailed profile of Chinese participants

Number Pseudonym Gender Prexsftig;l}s]iz);p :‘tzirzrzle of

1 Yu F No

2 Liu M No

3 Lu F No

4 Wu F Yes

5 Wen F No

6 Xia F No

7 Jiang M No

8 Zhang M No

9 Li F Yes

10 Du F No

11 Lin F Yes

12 Gan F Yes

13 Fan M No
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14 Mo F Yes

15 Zhao M Yes

Epistemologically, my research is located on an intensive understanding of international and
home students’ intercultural communication experience. In this experience communication is
mainly carried out through verbal exchange and so (a common) language plays a dominant role
in their daily lives. My epistemology is also based on the assumption that having some degree
of language proficiency and cultural knowledge pertaining to the host country would facilitate
mutual exchange and understanding between people from different linguistic and cultural
backgrounds, and, furthermore, that such linguistic proficiency and cultural knowledge also
both influence and help to enhance the opportunities for intercultural communication with
people from the host community and also with those from other countries. For these reasons,
students from University X‘s Department of Chinese as a Second Language were targeted as the
potential sample group from which I could recruit students for individual interview. University
X’s recruitment records showed the diversity of the nationalities of the international student
body enrolled in its various departments. In total, University X had approximately 3574 foreign
students from 116 different countries. People from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds
differ enormously in terms of their perceptions of teaching methods, school management,
relationships established through social networks, etc. and also in their experiences regarding an
institution’s interventions designed to reinforce their intercultural contacts. I, therefore,
recruited 15 Chinese master’s students and 15 international students from University X’s
Department of Chinese as a Second Language to take part in this study. The international
participants were students either on an exchange programme or enrolled in short language
courses (i.e., non-credit-bearing courses) in the Department of Chinese as a Second Language.
Table 3.1 shows a detailed profile of all the international participants, including their gender,

nationality, and previous experience of living in China.

3.4.4 Documents

According to Fitzgerald (2007), documents from education institutions can provide meaningful
information relating to their context and culture, and subsequently narrow the exploratory lens
of the researcher to specific aspects of his/her areas of study. My study entailed an initial
analysis of official documents such as the university’s prospectus and annual plan. This analysis

aimed to identify key points or strategies which were designed to promote and reinforce
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students’ intercultural experience. This evaluation of the official documents also laid the
foundation for the follow-up individual interviews, and enabled me to examine not only
“whether what the school publicly says about how it operates is embedded in the culture of
teachers and students” (Fitzgerald, 2007, p. 278), but also the extent to which the practices
embedded in the policies facilitate the development of students’ intercultural communication
experiences. In this sense, the findings from the document analysis addressed my initial
research question: To what extent do the internationalisation policies of one Chinese university

address the issue of developing students’ intercultural communication?

In an effort to gain a comprehensive understanding of University X’s internationalisation policy
regarding strategies and interventions that purport to improve students’ intercultural experience,
and also to contextualise students’ lived experience and perspectives within the specific culture
of this particular Chinese university, I analysed the institution’ internationalisation policy prior
to conducting the individual interviews. This analysis not only pinpointed some areas for further
inquiry regarding the students’ perspectives on the university’s specific institutional support or
activities, but also enabled me to examine the extent to which students’ intercultural experiences

were in line with the university’s internationalisation goals.

As the fieldwork unfolded, I realised that evaluating the university’s internationalisation policy
and approach in line with the theories and models of internationalisation in the literature
pertaining to the development of students’ intercultural experience shed a new light on my
research in terms of identifying University X’s specific strengths and weaknesses in promoting
students’ intercultural communication. This insight shaped the way that the semistructured
interview data were later analysed; that is, I was able to frame participants’ reflections on the
institution’s support strategies and interventions against a systematic strategic plan within the
universal higher education context. As an outsider to the research setting, either getting access
to the printed material or directly interviewing university faculty was unrealistic. Therefore,
only Internet document sources could be used as raw data for further analysis. The main
purpose of reviewing the policy documents was to identify missions, supportive strategies, and
events explicitly described and stated in the university’s public website as pertaining to

promoting intercultural engagement among its diverse student bodies.

3.4.5 In-depth semistructured interview

Considering the different styles of interview approach that are available, semistructured

interviewing was deemed appropriate because, while this style of interview uses a consistent set
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of basic questions, it also allows the interviewer to adapt these questions or probe for further
information. To be more specific, semistructured interviews offer more scope for expanded
responses than do either the more rigid structured approach or the spontaneously generated
questions of an unstructured approach which may not fully capture key ideas from a range of
perspectives (Oppenheim, 1992). A semistructured interview is more like a conversation, and,
therefore, it has the capacity to unveil hidden insights for further discussion. The flexibility of
this interview structure also provides the interviewer with more space in which to probe
unexpected topics or issues raised by participants, while still being guided by an overall goal

and aim in relation to the research (Smith & Osborn, 2008).

Furthermore, Seidman (2012) asserts that an interest in understanding the lived experience of
other people and the meaning they make of that experience lies at the root of the in-depth
interview. He further argues that, although such approaches as observation enable researchers to
get access to human behaviour, “interviewing allows us to put behaviour in context and
provides access to understanding their action” (p. 9). Therefore, in-depth interviewing allowed
me, as the researcher, to make sense of people’s experience from their own perspective, and
also to understand how their experience interconnects with forces of the social communities
within which they live and interact. In this way, in-depth interviews facilitate the discovery of

relationships among people living in a shared community.

The following section presents a systematic description of what was done when conducting the
study’s interviews. The rationale for the interview procedure rests on Seidman’s (2012) three-
interview series. Abiding by the research questions developed prior to the main study, each

interview asked a sequence of main questions, with each being supported by probes.

Stage 1

In a systematic manner, Seidman (2012) initially addresses the important role that individuals’
past experience pertaining to the phenomenon under investigation has played in affecting the
way they experience and make sense of the current situation. In order to gather the participants’
background information and warm up the interview atmosphere, a bio-data sheet (see Appendix
B) was, therefore, prepared prior to each interview with the purpose of getting an initial
impression of both the personal and educational backgrounds of the international participants.
Accordingly, information that related to each student’s nationality, years of learning and living
in China, and previous experience of sojourning in another country constituted the key points of
their bio-data sheet. To move the interview forward, the questions asked at the first stage
focused on eliciting both Chinese and international participants’ descriptive accounts of their

expectations and preconceptions towards (communicating with) Chinese people and also people
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from other cultural backgrounds. These questions enabled me to get a general picture of the
participants’ backgrounds, that is, how participants’ past experience, especially the
sociohistorical context from which they come, had influenced their behaviours, attitudes, and
perspectives pertaining to their intercultural communication experience, and, therefore,
contributed to answering the research question about how students make sense of their

intercultural experience.

Stage 2

Eliciting concrete details of the students’ lived experience of intercultural communication on
campus and with the local community constituted the focal point of inquiry for the second stage
of the interview. This part started with broad, introductory questions that aligned with the
sequence of themes fine-tuned in the pilot study. Each of the questions was followed by probes
to elicit meanings underlying the participants’ responses, such as “What do you mean by
saying...?” “Can you explain more about this issue?” Instead of directly asking about a
participant’s experience of encountering and communicating with cultural others, I chose to
embark on the inquiry by using such questions as: “Have your expectations been met or not
through either your Chinese language course or communicating with people from other cultural
backgrounds?” and “In what ways have your preconceptions been challenged or reinforced?”
These were followed by probing questions based on the participants’ responses. For instance,
most interviewees tended to talk in generalities, so were asked to provide more details: “Can
you give me an example of that?” “What happened in the Chinese language course?” “ How did
communication with Chinese people change your expectations?” I also expected that the
process of reflecting on their intercultural encounter in conjunction with sense-making about the
influence of their past experience on their current behaviours and relations with others would
provide comprehensive data that would relate to and so help to answer the research question
pertaining to students’ perspectives and reflections on their intercultural experience, and also the

way they make sense of it.

Another major part of the reflective inquiry was based on the research question relating to how
students experience institutional interventions and support (that are associated with its
internationalisation policy). Information gathering on this area constituted the final part of the
interview procedure. Here students were stimulated to reflect on the extent to which institutional
support and activities had promoted their intercultural understanding and communication.
Guided by findings from policy document analysis, this stage of inquiry focused on the
following areas: 1) perception of teachers and teaching methods; 2) intercultural communication
experience inside the classroom; 3) intercultural communication experience with the

institutional system outside the classroom and with the wider community; and, 4) participants’
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interaction with the university’s administration system.
Stage 3

Finally, each interview ended up with some open-ended questions, such as “Is there anything
else you’d like to add?”, and in the case of further clarification and member-checking,

participants were also asked if they would like to be contacted later after the interview.

Generally speaking, the interviews lasted for between 60 and 90 minutes. Each interviewed was
audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim. In order to ensure that the interviews were conducted
in environments with which the participants were familiar and in which they felt relaxed, the
interviewees chose where they wanted to be interviewed either on or off campus. Given my own
role as a student researcher, I was mindful of the fact that the power dynamics between me and
the participants might have a negative impact on the articulation of their actual feelings and
thoughts as a result of emotional pressure and psychological anxiety. In such circumstances,
Kvale (1996) highlights the importance of ‘transparency’ in terms of the quality of the
interview. To achieve transparency, it was necessary for me to reveal my own position as not
only a researcher, but also as an international student sojourning in another country. Here, it was
also assumed that this shared experience would facilitate the establishment of a rapport between
the international participants and me. In addition, choosing an appropriate time and place for
interviewees to reflect and ask questions also served as a strategy conducive to equalising the

relationship between me, as the researcher, and the interview participants (Kvale ,1996).

3.4.6 The interview language

As the participants came from a diverse group of nationalities, both English and Mandarin

Chinese were adopted as the interview languages.

The rationale for choosing Chinese students’ mother tongue as the medium of communication
can be attributed to the assumption made by some linguists that “social reality as experienced is
unique to one’s own language” (Chapman, 2006, as cited in van Nes, Abma, Jonsson, & Deeg,
2010). People who speak other languages tend to have different perceptions of the world around
them. Since it is imperative for the researcher to derive subjective meaning from the
participants’ lived experience, language serves to transmit meaning and, at the same time,
influences how meaning is constructed. Therefore, in order for all the participants to articulate
their opinions, feelings, and personal experience in an unobstructed way, the language of

questioning and responses with home students was mainly Chinese, while English was adopted
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when interviewing international students. Considering that part of the foreign group might
include students whose first language was not English, a code-switching (between Chinese and

English) strategy was also adopted during the interview procedure.

3.5 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was adopted in this study as the analytical tool to analyse data from
documents and semistructured interviews. This section explains in detail the reason why I chose

this analytic strategy and the major issues and procedures involved in the data analysis process.
3.5.1 Rationale for a thematic analysis approach

Given its flexibility across a range of theoretical assumptions and research questions, and its
compatibility with both essentialist and constructionist paradigms, thematic analysis was
employed as the main method of data analysis for both the policy documents and the

semistructured interviews.

As a fundamental method of qualitative analysis, thematic analysis is advantageous in terms of
its flexibility and its ability to provide a detailed account of the data through identifying,
analyzing and reporting patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis has the ability not
only to report people’s actual experience or reality, but also to provide a better understanding of
the meaning underlying that reality by identifying patterned responses within the dataset related
to the research questions. As my research is data-driven, it falls within the inductive approach,
where codes may arise directly from the words or syntax of the raw data and increase
appreciation of the information (Boyatzis, 1998). In addition, a semantic approach was chosen,
as the process of analysis was to move from description to interpretation by seeking out the
implications within the surface meaning of the data, that is, the policy documents and interview
accounts. Further details relating to the analytic procedure used with the policy documents and

individual interviews are discussed in the next section.
(1) Transcribing

In this study, both the Chinese and English interviewing audio records were transcribed into
textual form to facilitate the follow-up data analysis process. In order to ensure consistency in
understanding the data together with its context, and also to promote familiarity with the data
from an analyst’s point of view (Braun & Clarke, 2006), I, therefore, took the role of the
interviewer, transcriber, and data analyst when transcribing all the face-to face interviews. The

work of transcribing the interviews was undertaken immediately after the interviews. The
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interviews were transcribed in their original language, that is, Mandarin Chinese (with Chinese
participants) and English (with international participants) respectively. Transcribing the
interviews helped me recall all the interactions, including nonverbal communication and
ambiguity in the meaning or audio-recording that occurred during or after the interviewing
process. Ultimately, this transcription work enabled me to gain a better understanding of the

participants’ accounts, as well as to restore the interview context at the utmost.

(2) Translating

In a broad sense, this study draws on two sets of data: the policy documents of University X and
the interview transcripts. Given the fact that the findings of the whole study had to be presented
in English, I searched for policy documents relevant to my study using University X’s official
English website, so that I could analyse the raw data in their original language. As for the data
from the interview transcripts, these raw data were a mixture of both Chinese and English. The
challenge I faced at this stage was either to translate all the Chinese transcripts into English and
then analyse all the English data together, or to analyse both Chinese and English transcripts in
their original language, and then translate into English only those Chinese extracts that were to
be presented as findings. As Chen (2009) noted, however, translating a data set literally from
one language system into another one may distort the originality and authenticity attached to the
cultural meanings of different linguistic forms. This point is backed up by Berreman (2004, pp.

184-185), who argued that:

People of different cultures and different languages categorise their
experiences and the world around them differently, and they verbalise them in
different ways. Liberal translation of words for objects, ideas, attitudes, and
beliefs is often impossible.

Accordingly, I decided to code and analyse the interview transcripts in their original language,
and to present the quotations from international students in their original language, i.e., English.
Where necessary, I translated some Chinese words they used randomly in the conversation into
English. I chose to present bilingual data regarding the Chinese transcripts, that is, to translate
only those extracts used as findings into English, and to present both the original and translated
forms together as the interview quotations. The purpose in doing so is to give readers the
freedom to opt for their preferred language, and more importantly, to minimise any loss and
misunderstanding of the interviewees’ original meanings which may have occurred in the

translation process.

(3) Coding

In this study, I analysed the data manually without using any software. Before the data analysis,

45



Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods

I went to an NVivo workshop and gained a general idea about using this software. I also
consulted a few PhD graduates. They suggested I could analyse data manually if the data set
was not too big, as this would allow me to get to know the data very well and, therefore, analyse
it better in the sense that I could more clearly see the relationships among all the factors. Armed

with information from these perspectives, I decided on manual data analysis.

The data analysis was guided by the research questions. According to Wolf (2003), the
transparency of the research design and analysis which documents the steps and decisions
undertaken from the transcripts of raw data through to the final interpretation contributes to the
establishment of an ‘audit trail” which ensures the dependability of the findings of qualitative
research. Therefore, the detailed procedures for coding individual interview data I used drew on

the following steps; these accorded with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of data analysis:

1. Familiarising myself with my data

In this initial phase, I became familiar with my data by transcribing the interview accounts
myself, and then gradually identifying patterns through repeated reading of the verbatim

transcription that informed an initial interpretation of the data (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999).

ii.  Generating initial codes

In the second phase, I organised segments of data into meaningful codes that were relevant to
the research questions, and collated these together with their matching data extracts. To be more
specific, I coded my data (i.e., policy documents and interview accounts) by taking notes and
looking for potential themes. On the whole, the coding process was characterised by an

interaction between theory-driven and data-driven approaches.

In the first stage, I coded the data from the policy documents of the target Chinese university,
i.e., University X, by adopting a data-driven approach. I consulted relevant literature in the field
of the internationalisation of higher education, paying special attention to concepts and theories
such as internationalisation at home and curriculum internationalisation. These were used for
my analysis of University X’s (internationalisation) policy documents, and in particular its
missions and strategic planning for the promotion of students’ intercultural communication.
This coding approach enabled me to identify those issues in the policy documents that were
relevant to promoting students’ intercultural understanding and communication, and, therefore,
to see how such issues were addressed in the university’s policy document. In doing so, I aimed
to identify information that would provide answers to the first research question: 7o what extent

do the internationalisation polices of one Chinese university address the issue of promoting all
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students’ intercultural understanding and communication?

The second stage of the coding process followed a data-driven approach. It focused on the data
from the in-depth semistructured interviews. At this stage, I aimed to search for answers to my
second question: At one Chinese university, how do students experience the institutional system
that is associated with the internationalisation policy of this university? Bearing this question in
mind, and in an attempt to examine how students’ intercultural understanding and
communication experience was either promoted or hindered by the institution’s both formal and
informal (internationalisation) curriculum, I paid special attention to participants’ responses to
and perspectives on both the formal learning context and other intercultural learning and

communication opportunities outside the classroom.

The third round of the coding process also targeted the semistructured interview data, and was
characterised by a mixture of data-driven and theory-driven approaches. In addition to drawing
on Byram’s ICC model, I also revisited the relevant literature relating to intercultural
communication. In this round I sought concepts and theories that would help to make sense of
and frame my analysis of the participants’ intercultural communication experience, and thereby
indicate the ways in which I could answer my third research question: How do students perceive

and make sense of their intercultural communication experiences?

iii.  Searching for themes

The theme-searching phase was basically characterised by a process in which divergent codes
were classified and data extracts relevant to them collected to create potential themes and
subthemes. As discussed above, a mixture of a data-driven and theory-driven approach
dominated this stage. To begin with, the search for themes concentrated on theories and models
of internationalisation that were concerned with promoting students’ intercultural experience.
Here, a systematic review and critical evaluation of the internationalisation policy and strategies
of University X was carried out. The search was guided by the research questions which had
been set at the outset of the study. The thematic analysis at this stage was, therefore, mapped
onto pre-existing frameworks and models within the literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Secondly, the theme-searching process with regard to the interview data was data-driven within
the inductive paradigm, with the emerging themes being interpreted and analysed by drawing on
Byram’s ICC model and theories within the field of intercultural communication and higher
education internationalisation. To be more specific, working flexibly between two poles of
essentialism and constructionism, which “acknowledge the ways individuals make meaning of
their experience, and, in turn, the ways the broader social context impinges on those meanings”

(Braun & Clarke, 2006), the students’ accounts were interpreted with two specific objectives in
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mind. My objectives were to align the understanding of participants’ narrative accounts and
reflections relating to their intercultural encounter experience with Byram’s ICC model, on the
one hand, and, based on the participants’ reflective perceptions and understanding, to evaluate
the effects of institutional policy and support on promoting students’ intercultural understanding
and communication, on the other. At the latter stage of this analytic procedure, the findings
from the document analysis served as the overarching frame for evaluating how the university
might develop and enrich its current internationalisation strategy to promote both home and

international students’ intercultural communication and communicative competence.

iv. Reviewing themes

v.  Defining and naming themes

vi. Producing the report

Stages 4, 5 and 6 were intertwined, and characterised by several recursive stages: 1) capturing
the essential meaning that each theme represented by organising the corresponding data extracts
into a coherent and consistent account; 2) refining all the themes through a detailed analysis of
each theme and identification of the relation between themes; and, 3) identifying any subthemes
that might also emerge at this stage through refining the initial themes to illuminate a hierarchy

of meaning within the data.

The data analysis process proved to be complex and demanding. It evolved gradually, but
eventually the phenomena and the issues in question became clear through the processes
described above, and led to the development of the three chapters (chapters 4, 5, 6) of this thesis

that answer the three research questions.

(4) Member checking

After completing the data analysis, I sent the findings chapters pertaining to the semistructured
interviews (i.e., chapters 5 and 6) to several of the Chinese and international participants who
were willing and available to review them. The participants were invited to examine my
understanding of the meaning attached to their interview responses, and to see if their original
meaning had been distorted or misunderstood. This member checking process enabled me to
critically reflect on my own skills in analysing qualitative data, to identify any
misinterpretation, and then to make changes in line with these participants’ feedback and

advice.
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3.6 Researcher’s Reflexivity

As the major instrument of data collection and analysis, the researcher’s commitment to
reflexivity has been raised to a methodological point where the effects of his/her perspectives,
backgrounds or preconceptions should be explicitly acknowledged, though they may not be
eliminated. Malterud (2001) further argues that reflexivity requires the researcher not only to
initially proclaim his/her personal and professional experience relating to the phenomenon
under investigation and the implicative preconceptions and beliefs that result from such
experience, but also to recognise the extent to which his/her positions and perspectives may
affect the data collection and analysis procedures. The next section, therefore, provides some
information about my professional background in relation to the topic of this phenomenological
research, followed by an acknowledgement of potential presuppositions that may affect my

understanding of the participants’ accounts.

First and foremost, my own expertise in the area of internationalisation and intercultural
communication may, to some extent, run the risk of projecting my own knowledge and
experience onto the process, as there is a possibility of my applying it as the lens through which
to make sense of and evaluate the participants’ own experience (Berger, 2013). For instance, the
Chinese participants’ opinions and negative evaluation with regard to the Intercultural
Communication module they took part in at University X were totally dissimilar and
contradictory to my own experience of attending and completing the Intercultural
Communication module at the School of Education back in Durham where students were
encouraged to engage with the themes and issues covered through interaction and critical
discussion, student presentations of the literature, and group work activities. Thus, I discovered
that the same module, when being taught in a different educational context, could result in quite
diverse learning experience and outcomes. This realisation, therefore, made me more cautious
about inadvertently projecting my own experience onto my understanding of the participants’
accounts. At the same time, this insight allowed me to develop a critical view on the same

phenomena.

Secondly, my outsider identity obviously created some practical difficulties for me as a novice
researcher. The most challenging part of the research process turned out be recruiting and
inviting students who showed willingness and interest in the research to participate in
interviews. In effect, it took me a while to establish mutual trust and build rapport with my
participants and so I used the following strategy. First, I actively socialised with international
students in the target department to gain the opportunity to discuss their learning and living

experiences in China with them. I also shared my sojourn experience in the UK with them.
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Gradually, through this interaction, I felt that the participants came to see me more as a student
with whom they were familiar rather than as a researcher. Secondly, I showed great respect and
gratitude for their participation in my research project by clarifying in advance that they would
be given a gift as a thank-you for taking part in the interviews. Thirdly, I adopted an open-ended
interview strategy in order to create an emotionally supportive and less stressful environment
for the interviewees. Eventually, the more interviews I conducted, the more confident and
reflective 1 found myself to be in leading the conversations. I was able, for example, to make
these conversations more learner-centred, especially when I noted an attitudinal change in some
participants who had initially showed reluctance and unwillingness to participate in an interview.
I found that after several casual conversations and interaction at social events with such students
that they began to show interest and a willingness to share their experiences with me; some even

helped me by inviting their friends to take part in the interviews.

3.7 Ethics

The ethical consideration of this study complies with the standards set out in the Department
Code of Practice on Research Ethics at Durham University. Ethical approval was obtained from
the School of Education Research Ethics and Data Protection Sub-committee, Durham
University prior to commencing the data collection process. The major issues for this study
included, but were not be limited to: seeking the informed consent of the participants;
guaranteeing the confidentially of the information gathered and ensuring the anonymity of the

participants’ identities; and, preventing participants from experiencing emotional distress.

1) Informed Consent

As the first and most fundamental element of all ethical principles, gaining the participants’
informed consent paves the way for establishing a rapport between the researcher and the
participants, because it safeguards both parties against the danger of misunderstanding
(Landridge, 2007). Prior to the interview process, each participant was provided with an
information sheet (see Appendix C) outlining the following aspects of the research: the aim of
the study; the significance of the interview for accomplishing the research objectives; the length
and voluntary nature of engaging in the interview; and, the measures taken to guard against
identification of the participants’ personal information. Once the potential participants had fully
understood this information, they were presented with a follow-up consent form (see Appendix
D). By signing the consent form, participants gave their agreement to voluntary participation.

Permission was also sought from the participants for audio-recording of the interview content
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through the use of a tape-recorder, and further use of the information they had provided for data
analysis. Participants were also informed in the consent form of their right to withdraw from the

interview procedure at any time and without question.

2) Confidentiality and Anonymity

In order to protect both the participants’ identities and the information they provided during the
interview, all the gathered data were handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998.
Underpinning the principle of confidentiality is the protection of and respect for a participant’s
autonomy. In other words, no information relating to the lived experience of the participant
should be disclosed without his/her permission (Wiles et al., 2009). Abiding by this doctrine,
the electronic copies of the transcripts were held securely in password-protected files. The hard
copies were also kept in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office. To ensure that none of the
participants could be personally identified, I informed the participants individually before the
interview that they had the right to remain anonymous. For reasons of anonymity, the name of
the institution is not provided. When it came to reporting the findings of the semistructured
interviews, other identifying markers such as places, departments, and universities were also

disguised through the use of pseudonyms, but without losing the original meaning and intention.

3) Avoiding Emotional Distress

To maximise the efficiency of each interview and to give full voice to each participant, it was
essential that the participants were not emotionally distressed either by conversing with the
researcher or by the environment in which they were interviewed. If I sensed any emotional
discomfort on the part of a participant during an interview, I took the following steps. First, in
order to create rapport and minimise the potential power dynamics between the participants and
myself, something which could have been the result of my position as a PhD researcher and
which could have resulted in emotional anxiety for the participants themselves, prior to each
interview, I prepared some Chinese traditional gifts for the international participants. and some
popular British food I had brought from England for my Chinese participants. Second, the site
of each interview was decided by the participants themselves. The aim here was to make them
feel more comfortable and relaxed. On several occasions, I had lunch and afternoon tea with
some of my international participants while sharing their concern about living and studying in
China. Finally, extra time was given to each participant at the end of each interview so that they
could reflect on what the conversation had been like for them, and they were encouraged to
make comments and/or further suggestions. They were also informed in advance that after the
interview they had the right to amend any of the information they had provided and to check the

researcher’s interpretations with him regarding their responses.
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3.8 Ensuring Quality—Trustworthiness

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), the criteria which apply to any study relate to its
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Strategies to achieve these
outcomes must be applied to ensure the trustworthiness of qualitative research data. The
following were, thus, taken into account during the implementation procedure, and throughout

this study’s finding and analytical processes.
1) Credibility

According to Shenton (2004), credibility in qualitative research deals with the congruence of the
research finding with the reality. To ensure the trustworthiness of a qualitative study, Lincoln
and Guba (1985) offer a set of procedures; these include: prolonged engagement; persistent
observation; triangulation; peer debriefing; member checks; and, thick description. Considering
the limitations of including all these procedures in one research project, credibility, when

applied to the present study, was addressed in the following ways:

1. Prolonged engagement: Although the actual fieldwork period was not long, I had, as
explained in a previous section, been involved with University X since 2014. I kept in
touch with the department deans and some teaching staff at the beginning of my
research period; I searched for journal articles and consulted the university’s online
website to identify information that was relevant to my research. All these efforts
helped to create a basic foundation for understanding the research context, and to some

extent, to build rapport with my participants.

2. Triangulation: Considering the limited number of research methods used in this
research project, i.e., document analysis and semistructured interview, triangulation of
methods was achieved by drawing on multiple theoretical perspectives, such as
curriculum internationalisation, Byram’s model of intercultural communicative
competence, and intercultural dialogue theories, as a way to gain a rich understanding
of the participants’ intercultural communication experience from multiple perspectives.
In addition, the context in which the participants’ intercultural experiences took place

and the internationalisation policy was implemented as also explained in detail.

3. Member checking and peer debriefing: These are considered to be the most significant

strategy for ensuring credibility (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Checking and confirming the
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accuracy of the data, and in particular the interview transcripts used in this study,
constituted the major means of verifying the researcher’s understanding of the
participants’ accounts. In this research, the interview transcripts were presented to each
participant so that they could confirm whether their articulation had been accurately
captured and corresponded to their intention. Once the data analysis had been
completed, depending on their availability and willingness to do so, some participants
were also involved in verifying the accuracy and precision of the investigator’s
interpretation of their accounts. This strategy was utilised, as the potential contextual
meaning of each piece of information provided by the participants was not always
easily accessible by the researcher. After completing the fieldwork, and resuming my
work in the UK, I took the opportunity to present my research work at seminars in my
university and at international conferences in order to get feedback not only from peer

research students, but also from senior researchers.

2) Transferability

The concern over transferability often lies in the applicability of the research findings of a
specific study to other settings or populations. Due to the idiographic nature of a qualitative case
study, the research results are always restricted to and defined by a small number of individuals
within specific environments, and, therefore, they are not considered as generalisable to a wider
population or context (Merriam, 1998). Others dispute such a view by highlighting the need to
demonstrate the contextual factors that influence each case by arguing that it is the
responsibility of t