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This pilot study examined online undergraduate students’ experiences in a fully 
online completion degree while fostering belonging. Using a qualitative approach, 
the study introduced the “Belonging-Centered Model for Distance Education”. 
Drawing on the TIPEC framework and Sense of Belonging theory, the model 
explored three spheres: Academic Belonging, Dialogic Belonging and Place 
Belonging. The findings reveal that student success relies on administrative clarity, 
flexibility and culturally responsive learning, with belonging rooted in programs 
that honour Hawaiian and Pacific identities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study amplified the voices of three Pacific Islander women who resumed their 
undergraduate studies through a fully online program. They are among the 36.8 million “Some 
College, No Credential” (SCNC) students in the US—individuals who disengaged from 
college, that is, stopped out, before earning a credential (National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center [NSCRC], 2024a; Ruffalo Noel Levitz & Lumina, 2019). Stopped-out students 
are those who do not enrol in postsecondary education for at least three consecutive terms, 
while returning students re-enrol part- or full-time after that period (NSCRC, 2024a). Many 
SCNC students are non-traditional, balancing full-time jobs, family responsibilities and 
financial constraints and need flexible, supportive pathways for re-entry (Ruffalo Noel Levitz 
& Lumina, 2019). In Hawai‘i, where 94,187 SCNC students under 65 outnumber traditional 
undergraduates nearly two-to-one (NSCRC, 2024b), distance education emerges as a vital 
alternative. 

As online learning has gained popularity, research on various online topics has flourished. 
Foundational studies examined the needs of non-traditional students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; 
Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1987) and the challenges they experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Bay View Analytics, 2021). In Hawai‘i and the Pacific, authors, such as Iding and Crosby 
(2013), Menchaca and Hoffman (2009) and Raturi (2022) have explored online learning, while 
Moleni (2020), Wolfgramm (2021) and Sayula (2024) have examined how Pacific students 
navigate higher education using cultural wealth and wayfinding. 
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While significant research exists on online education and, separately, Pacific students’ values 
and needs, the studies remain fragmented, revealing a notable gap in integrated, comprehensive 
approaches. This qualitative study examined the experiences of fully online students from an 
undergraduate program at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa (UHM), exploring the strategies 
and challenges of female, adult, non-traditional, online and returning Pacific students as they 
navigate distance education while fostering a sense of belonging. The study is supported by the 
“Belonging-Centered Model for Distance Education”, developed to contextualise the particular 
circumstances of distance education in the Pacific, where multicultural identities, connection to 
land and long-standing traditions, both ancestral and contemporary, shape the educational 
landscape. This framework integrates the multi-dimensional TIPEC model (Ali et al., 2018) 
with the theory of Sense of Belonging articulated through three spheres: 1) Academic 
Belonging, grounded in Garrison, Anderson and Archer’s (1999) Community of Inquiry; 2) 
Dialogic Belonging, based on Bakhtin’s Multivoiceness (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1981); and 3) 
Place Belonging, informed by Tuck and McKenzie’s (2015) Critical Place Inquiry. 

The literature review outlines the proposed theoretical model and its foundations. It is followed 
by an exploration of online learning in higher education, with an emphasis on Hawai‘i and the 
Pacific. Contextual information on the fully online undergraduate degree serves as the study’s 
axis. Methodology, Findings and Discussion highlight students’ voices. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The review comprises two sections: the guiding frameworks and the proposed integrated model. 
The latter explores how different factors affect Pacific Islanders’ online experiences while 
observing similarities and differences with other regions. 

Theoretical guiding frameworks 

This study is grounded in Sense of Belonging, a psychological concept that emphasises the 
human need to feel safe, respected and “comfortably fit in as our authentic selves” (Vaccaro & 
Newman, 2022, p. 4). Belonging is a “universal motivation” (Vaccaro & Newman, 2022, p. 3), 
emerging from the dynamic interaction between individuals and their environments—a 
perspective with critical implications for online education. 

Research on belonging in higher education highlights its complexity. Tinto (1987) emphasised 
academic and social integration as key to persistence, while Bean and Metzner (1985) argued 
that social integration is less central for non-traditional students. Rovai (2003) adapted these 
ideas to online learning, stressing the need for school connection and community building. Yet, 
these models neither define belonging clearly nor contextualise it within distance education for 
students in remote regions with unique cultural values and histories. Ellison and Braxton (2022) 
critique higher education's tendency to prioritise graduation over belonging, overlooking its 
long-term impacts, even in virtual spaces. 

Belonging is perspectival, shaped by identities, oppression, and resistance (Ellison & Braxton, 
2022). Intersectionality is central, linking belonging to gender, race, age and socioeconomic 
status (Williams & Udoh, 2022). Ultimately, belonging depends not only on students’ identities 
but on institutions adopting holistic and intentional commitments to students’ welfare (Ellison 
& Braxton, 2022). 
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The COVID-19 emergency transition heightened the urgency of fostering a sense of belonging 
in distance education. Students, especially adults, lost traditional relational spaces, highlighting 
the need for intentional strategies (Van Heerden & Bharuthram, 2023). During the pandemic, 
in Tuvalu, a small atoll nation, solidarity grounded in cultural values supported students through 
isolation and technical barriers (Lagi, 2020). 

Complementing this discussion, the TIPEC framework (Ali et al., 2018) identifies 68 barriers 
to e-learning, categorising them into four areas: technological—issues like infrastructure, 
technical support, bandwidth and connectivity; individual—factors specific to students; 
pedagogical—teaching methodologies and faculty/staff challenges; and enabling barriers—
factors impacting the other three, such as administrative support, funding and regulations. 
While comprehensive, TIPEC overlooks belonging. This study addresses that gap, proposing a 
model that places belonging at the centre of students’ experiences within multi-layered barriers. 

The Belonging-Centered Model for Distance Education  

Multi-level and intersecting factors shape distance education programs, yet research often 
remains fragmented. This study proposes a holistic model that is centred on belonging to 
address the complex realities of Pacific online learners. As shown in Figure 1, the “Belonging-
Centered Model for Distance Education” places belonging at its heart, articulated through three 
dimensions: 1) Academic Belonging, 2) Dialogic Belonging, and 3) Place Belonging. These 
spheres are framed by a pyramid of barriers adapted from the TIPEC framework (Ali et al., 
2018) to reflect the unique context of Pacific distance education. Surrounding this structure, 
enabling conditions reflect an institutional commitment to online student welfare and quality 
education. This framework highlights the intersections between these elements, acknowledging 
the complexity of students’ realities that cannot be contained in rigid spaces. In the following 
sections, each component will be explained in detail. 

Figure 1. A Belonging-Centered Model for Distance Education 
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Adapted from Ali, Uppal, and Gulliver’s (2018) TIPEC framework; Garrison, Anderson and Archer’s (1999) 
CoI model; Tuck and McKenzie’s (2015) Critical Place Inquiry, Bakhtin’s Multivoiceness (Bakhtin & 
Holquist, 1981). 

Academic belonging 

The Academic Belonging sphere addresses Pacific online learners’ connections to the virtual 
classroom, their academic journey and their evolving roles as knowledge co-creators. Garrison, 
Anderson and Archer’s (1999) Community of Inquiry (CoI) model frames this sphere through 
three presences: cognitive, social and teaching. Cognitive presence fosters knowledge 
construction and critical thinking; social presence reduces isolation by building trust and group 
cohesion; and teaching presence supports students through course design, facilitation and 
feedback. 

For Pacific students, the Academic Belonging sphere explains belonging to the class, a sense 
of pertinence toward the chosen path of studies, a sense of belonging to the new role as students 
and co-creators of knowledge, a sense of pride in their newly-found voice, a sense of success 
in their capabilities to navigate the system, and a sense of hope about their future possibilities. 
Therefore, belonging transcends the virtual classroom, making distance education less distant.  

Dialogic belonging 

Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia, or Multivoiceness, offers a framework for understanding 
belonging in diverse educational spaces. It emphasises that culture and individuals hold 
multiple voices, breaking static identity conceptions (Quantz & O’Connor, 1988). Dialogue is 
fluid, social, historical and shaped by the interaction of diverse voices over time and space. 
Heteroglossia illuminates the need for educational spaces to foster varied cultural expressions 
and narratives, particularly in distance learning. In higher education, this aligns with Manning’s 
(2018) concept of multivocality—recognising universities as spaces of competing messages and 
perspectives—and Veles’ (2023) call for hybridity and openness in post-pandemic institutions. 
Bakhtin’s chronotope further invites reflection on the relationship between time and space in 
online education, where asynchronous learning enables students across geographies to engage 
in shared, meaningful dialogues (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1981). 

In Pacific contexts, belonging is shaped by diverse identities, communal values and colonial 
histories. Cultural frameworks like Tauhi vā (Wolfgramm, 2021) and Moleni’s (2020) 
wayfinding illustrate how Pacific students navigate academic spaces guided by relational care 
and ancestral knowledge. Ormond and Reynolds (2024) remind us that for Māori students, well-
being is holistic, intertwining the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual dimensions. Wairua 
(spirit) reflects the duality of individuals, whānau refers to the extended family network, and 
hinengaro encompasses thoughts and feelings. This deep spirituality transcends individuals and 
connects Māori students to ancestral lands and traditions. Likewise, the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi 
framework (Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua et al., 2015) grounds belonging in Hawaiian values: lāhui 
(identity), ea (sovereignty), kuleana (obligations) and pono (justice). Yet Hawai‘i’s colonial 
tensions complicate belonging. Losch (2023) found that Native Hawaiians often felt less valued 
at UHM, while Kosaki (2016) warned against homogenising identities by referring to all 
residents of Hawai‘i as “Hawaiians”. In this landscape, dialogic belonging means creating 
learning environments that not only allow but also intentionally celebrate multiple voices—
ensuring Pacific online learners bring their cultural perspectives into classroom discussions, 
reflective assignments and collaborative projects, ultimately transforming distance education 
into a space of connection, agency and cultural affirmation. 
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Place belonging 

The place belonging sphere in this model highlights the centrality of land, heritage and cultural 
identity in shaping Pacific students’ educational experiences. Rooted in Tuck and McKenzie’s 
(2015) Critical Place Inquiry framework, this perspective recognises place as dynamic, shaped 
by settler colonialism, regional histories and acts of resistance. In Hawai‘i and the Pacific, 
education cannot be separated from land, where Indigenous values of sovereignty, survival and 
knowledge-making are deeply tied to place. 

The Kanaka ‘Ōiwi framework further links land, identity, education and governance, as 
Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua et al. (2015) remind us: “The health/breath of the people is directly linked 
to the health/breath of the land” (p. 10). In distance education, this connection must not be 
erased but intentionally nurtured. Decolonising online learning requires centring students’ 
profound relationships to place, honouring their land-rooted knowledge and empowering them 
as co-creators in their learning journeys. Pacific students are not passive recipients of content 
but hold place-based wisdom, understood by Tuck and McKenzie (2015) as “sites of presence, 
futurity, imagination, power, and knowing” (p. xiv). 

Individual barriers 

This section examines how students’ individual characteristics shape their online learning 
experiences. The TIPEC framework (Ali et al., 2018) identifies individual barriers such as 
motivation, preparedness, perceived usefulness of studies, family and economic support, 
technological anxiety, and isolation. As suggested by Williams and Udoh (2022), these factors 
often intersect with gender, age and ethnicity, requiring a nuanced understanding of student 
experiences. In the Pacific, cultural identity deeply influences belonging and persistence. 
Sayula (2024) found that Pacific students’ motivations were tied to family and community 
expectations, often positioning education as a pathway for collective advancement. Moleni 
(2020) similarly emphasised wayfinding as a collective process, where family networks provide 
essential resources and guidance for navigating higher education. 

These issues extend beyond the Pacific. In Peru, Indigenous students face parallel challenges 
shaped by rural isolation, systemic inequalities and cultural expectations. Johnson and Levitan 
(2021) studied 28 Quechua and Asháninka students from Andean and Amazonian communities, 
highlighting their collective resilience rooted in parents, elders and teachers—their ayllu or 
community nucleus. Forero (2023) further documented rural Peruvian women’s struggles in 
preserving language and cultural traditions while pursuing education within a system marked 
by economic hardship and limited infrastructure. Comparing Pacific and Peruvian contexts 
underscores shared barriers in remote regions, where education requires navigating tensions 
between tradition, structural inequality and cultural resilience. 

Pedagogical barriers 

This section draws on the TIPEC framework (Ali et al., 2018), which encompasses teaching 
methodologies and faculty-related barriers. For adult, returning and non-traditional Pacific 
students, pedagogy shapes how they navigate online learning and foster their sense of belonging 
when positioned as central actors in their education. 

Kaiwipunikauikawēkiu Lipe, a Native Hawaiian student at the University of Hawai‘i, shared 
her struggles with cultural dissonance in what she considered a predominantly non-Hawaiian 
institution. Educational methods often failed to reflect her ways of being and learning. Lipe, 
Oliveira and Wright (2015) emphasised mo‘olelo—genealogical oral communication—through 
practices like mele (chants), ‘ōlelo no‘eau (proverbs), and storytelling. These could inform 
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distance education practices in Hawai‘i and other regions with Indigenous or marginalised 
populations. Sayula (2024) similarly revealed that Pacific students valued curricula that 
reflected their cultural identities—featuring Pacific literature, maps, and storytelling—and 
deeply appreciated faculty and staff acting as “institutional agents” (p. 38), demonstrating 
genuine care for student success. Wolfgramm (2021) found that Pacific students in STEM 
leaned on social capital and trusted networks to navigate their academic journeys, reflecting 
communal cultural practices. 

Meaningful interaction and active faculty presence are vital for student success. This need 
aligns with US federal requirements for Regular and Substantive Interaction (RSI), which 
mandates instructor-initiated academic engagement in distance education (US Department of 
Education, n.d.). Culturally responsive teaching and intentional design enrich online education, 
fostering a sense of belonging while meeting institutional quality standards. 

Technological barriers 

This section, drawing on the TIPEC framework (Ali et al., 2018), examines institutional 
technological readiness, including infrastructure, network capacity, e-learning platforms and 
technical support. It raises critical questions about how institutions facilitate distance education 
for Pacific students in remote areas and about how technological support affects their navigation 
of the system and sense of belonging. 

UNESCO’s (2024) “Pacific Technology and Education Report” emphasises that “technology 
is a tool, not a panacea” (p. vii). While digital tools expand educational access, limited and 
costly infrastructure undermines equity. Effective implementation requires context-driven 
solutions that are not necessarily advanced but impactful on student outcomes. Iding and 
Crosby (2013) describe significant disparities across Hawai‘i and the Pacific Islands—
especially in outer islands—where outdated computers, weak bandwidth and frequent outages 
deepen the digital divide. Similarly, Forero (2023), studying rural Peru, advocated for an 
expanded definition of infrastructure that incorporates digital and communication technologies 
as critical enablers of educational spaces. Whelan’s (2008) analysis of the Pacific eLearning 
Observatory at the University of the South Pacific (USP) shows persistent ICT (Information 
and Communication Technologies) barriers across 12 member nations. Despite 70% access to 
tertiary education (which is relevant given that half of the 22,000 USP students are distance-
based), underfunding, limited staffing, and weak infrastructure particularly affect rural distance 
learners. These findings call for coordinated national, local and institutional support. 

Aligning technology with students’ realities and integrating it with culturally responsive, 
student-centred pedagogy is essential. When used thoughtfully, technology can support 
inclusion and foster belonging rather than reinforce exclusion. 

Enabling conditions: Institutional support for distance education 

This section draws on the TIPEC framework from Ali et al. (2018), which highlights 
institutional conditions, including funding, administrative support, policies and ethical 
considerations, that shape all spheres of belonging. In this model, the institution’s role in 
ensuring program quality and student success is central, making organisational culture a critical 
factor. Manning (2018) reminds us that universities are sites of contestation—shaped by 
multiple goals, competing definitions and diverse pressures. Yet, it is this very complexity that 
sustains them. Veles (2022) calls attention to the “Third Space” emerging in higher education’s 
post-pandemic, highly technological reality. In this space, professional identities shift, power 
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tensions emerge, and diversity must be repositioned as essential for partnership-building and 
new knowledge creation. Grounding this concept in the Pacific, Moore (2023) invokes the 
Oceanic metaphor of vā/vā/wā, the relational “space between” that holds all entities in unity (p. 
52). Through the Hawaiian practice of pāʻina—a shared meal where everyone contributes and 
listens to each other’s stories—Moore illustrates a dialogic, ethical space that erases insider–
outsider binaries and affirms each participant’s value. 

Institutions must, therefore, be defined by their intentional pursuit of quality and culturally 
responsive education, anchoring a true commitment to student welfare as the foundation for 
belonging (Ellison & Braxton, 2022). Baice (2023) cautions against reducing equity to vague 
ideals like “equity for all” (p. 11), which positions all students as having equal opportunities 
while masking systemic inequalities and framing Pacific learners through deficit lenses. 
Instead, she advocates for the “unequal treatment of unequals” (p. 12), recognising that 
meaningful support must be responsive to the distinct needs and lived experiences of Pacific 
students. Quality assessment should likewise move beyond rigid accountability measures and 
be embraced as a process of continuous improvement, ensuring programs align with students’ 
cultural contexts and realities (Menchaca & Hoffman, 2009). Online students, particularly in 
the Pacific region, deserve programs that not only meet federal standards but also honour the 
diverse knowledge systems and identities they bring to higher education. 

Moleni (2020) recommended that institutions actively engage Pacific communities in dialogue 
to facilitate students’ wayfinding trajectories in higher education. Iding and Crosby (2013) 
proposed building leadership structures between universities and Indigenous communities to 
collaboratively support students, celebrating Pacific experiences rather than viewing students 
through deficit lenses. Sayula (2024) warned that institutional practices often led Pacific 
students to feel invisible or objectified, treated as enrolment numbers rather than individuals. 
To counteract this, Sayula called for faculty and staff development in cultural competency, 
along with fair compensation for efforts supporting minority students. Ultimately, institutions 
must ask themselves: How are we facilitating Pacific students’ journeys toward success in 
distance education? What institutional structures are shaping or hindering their sense of 
belonging? And what future for distance education are we choosing to build? 

CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION 

Between 2022 and 2023, UHM enrolled 14,198 undergraduate students, with nearly half 
(46.1%) exclusively enrolled in online courses. The majority of these online students (87.4%) 
were residents of Hawai‘i, with smaller percentages from other US states (12.1%) and 
international locations (0.6%) (College Tuition Compare, 2023). This pilot study focuses on a 
fully online, asynchronous degree-completion program offered by the College of Social 
Sciences at UHM. Designed for students who have already completed their first two years of 
general coursework, this program provides a flexible pathway for returning, non-traditional and 
adult learners. Its five-week accelerated format allows students to concentrate on one course at 
a time, while its interdisciplinary curriculum explores issues related to Pacific lands, waters, 
cultures and communities, reflecting the university’s mission to become a Native Hawaiian 
Place of Learning and leveraging its location in the Pacific region. 

The program maintains a small enrolment, supporting close-knit learning environments and 
individualised pathways to completion. During Spring 2024, it served 21 active students, had 
six graduates and recorded 12 non-persisters (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Program’s profile report 1 
General enrolment information 

Criteria 
(students) % Participants Additional notes 

21 Active  53.8 2 
● 39 students enrolled between 2020-2024-01. 
● 3 participants in this pilot study. 12 Non-persisters  30.7 1  

6 Graduated  15.3  
Gender Enrolment 
Female 60  ● The 3 participants of this pilot study were 

females. Male 40 0 
Age Distribution 

20-25 14.3  
● 46-50 age group with more active students 
● 43.5 average age of active students 
● 69 maximum age of active students 
● 22 minimum age of active students 
● 61.9% of active students older than 40 years  
● 38.09% of active students younger than 40 years 

old 

26-30 4.8  
31-35 9.5  
36-40 9.5  
41-45 14.3 1 
46-50 19 1 
51-55 4.8  
56-60 14.3 1 
61-65 0  
66-70 9.5  

Table 2: Program’s profile report 2 

Geographic location enrolment 

Criteria % Participants Additional notes 
Hawai‘i  80 2 ● *CFA status: (Compact of Free Association/Palau): 

U.S. special relationship with the Republic of the 
Marshall Islands, the Federal States of Micronesia, 
Palau, Pacific Island district, commonwealth 
territory, or insular jurisdiction, state or nation. 

US Mainland 13.3  
US 
National/CFAS* 5 1 

International 1.7  
Race & ethnicity enrolment 
White 38.9 0 

● *Native Hawaiian or Part Hawaiian. 
● **Asian, including Filipino, Vietnamese and Thai. 

Native Hawaiian*/ 
Pacific Islander 35.2 1 

Multiracial 20.4 2 
Asian** 5.6 0 
Credit hours enrolment 

Part-time 76.7 1 ● Full-time students are students enrolled in at least 12 
credit hours or more. 

● Part-time students are defined as students enrolled in 
less than 12 credit hours. 

● 2 participants of the pilot study were full-time 
students during 2023, and 1 was a part-time student. 

Full-time 23.3 2 

Tables 1 & 2: Information gathered in March 2024 via advising tools supporting online learners in the College 
of Social Sciences. 
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One of the three participants in this study stopped out during the research period and was later 
included in the non-persisters group. The program’s 60% female enrolment was reflected in 
this study’s all-female participant sample, aged between 40 and 57 years (Table 1). The 
majority (80%) reside in Hawai‘i, represented by two participants (Table 2). Racial and ethnic 
composition includes 38.9% white, 35.2% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (1 participant), 
20.4% multiracial (2 participants), and 5.6% Asian (Table 2). Although 76.7% of students are 
enrolled part-time, two of the three participants were full-time, revealing different enrolment 
choices within the cohort (Table 2). 

METHODS 

This IRB-approved pilot study was conducted as part of a qualitative research course in Fall 
2023 to inform a larger doctoral project. Its purpose was to test feasibility, refine the research 
design and anticipate potential challenges. The unit of analysis was a fully online, asynchronous 
undergraduate degree-completion program offered by the College of Social Sciences at the 
UHM, selected for its distinctive characteristics serving non-traditional adult learners across 
the Pacific region. Purposeful sampling was used to recruit three online students from the 
program, all of whom had recently participated in an outreach activity. The final selection was 
based on availability. Although additional participants could have been invited, the depth of 
these three women’s experiences provided rich insights. 

Participants signed informed consent forms, and I assigned them pseudonyms—Grace, Lagi, 
and Faith—to protect their privacy and honour their fortitude. Semi-structured Zoom interviews 
were the primary data collection method, guided by 30 open-ended questions exploring 
motivations, challenges and online learning experiences. Examples included: What aspects of 
the program do you like most? What motivates you to persist? What challenges have you faced? 
Interviews lasted about one hour, were audio-recorded using Otter.ai and transcribed. 
Participants reviewed transcripts for accuracy. Additional data included enrolment, attrition and 
graduation records, as well as institutional reports. A demographic survey offered context to 
their experiences (Table 3). This study addressed two questions: Q1. What factors influence 
Pacific Islander online students’ participation in the degree program? Q2. How do online 
students’ integration experiences shape their sense of belonging? 

I analysed the data using an abductive approach (Bloomberg, 2022), balancing inductive 
exploration with deductive guidance from the proposed model. As Stake (1995) noted, this 
involves observing and interpreting meaning as it evolves. The TIPEC framework supported 
the categorisation of barriers, while the academic, dialogic and place-belonging spheres 
informed the interpretation of emotional and personal connections. Manual coding in Word and 
Excel followed three levels: (1) in vivo coding using highlights to identify shared participant 
language; (2) dramaturgical coding (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), capturing objectives, conflicts, 
tactics, attitudes, emotions and subtext; and (3) a priori coding, mapping student experiences 
onto theoretical concepts. 

To ensure trustworthiness, defined as the “truthfulness of your findings and conclusions based 
on maximum opportunity to hear participants’ voices in a particular context” (Hays & Singh, 
2012, p. 192), I used multiple strategies. These included a reflexive journal, member checking, 
triangulation of data sources and theory, peer debriefing, simultaneous data collection and 
analysis, thick description and an audit trail. 

While the small, all-female sample limits transferability, the study prioritised depth to honour 
participants’ voices and offers context-rich insights supported by multiple trustworthiness 
strategies. 
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Table 3. Participant characteristics 
Characteristics Grace Lagi Faith 

Age group 56-60 46-50 41-45 
Gender Female Female Female 
Race/ethnicity Multiracial Pacific Islander Multiracial 
Geographic location Hawai‘i  Compact of Free 

Association status (CFA) 
Hawai‘i  

Marital status Married Married Single 
Dependent children Non-dependent Dependent Dependent 
University enrollment PT FT FT 
Previous academic 
background 

Some college with 
credential: AA 

Some college, no 
credential 

Some college with 
credential: AA 

Work status FT FT PT 
Economic status of 
household 

Medium-income tier Medium-income tier Lower-income tier 

Note: PT: Part-time. FT: Full-time. 

FINDINGS 

The findings are organised into two sections, corresponding to each research question and 
connected to an emerging theme.  

Ability of online students to participate in the degree program 

The three participants, Grace, Faith, and Lagi, brought unique life experiences shaped by 
personal, professional and cultural contexts. Grace, living in O‘ahu, worked full-time for a 
nonprofit supporting Pacific communities, making in-person classes impossible. Secretly 
pursuing her degree, she planned to surprise her family with her accomplishment. Faith, a single 
mother in rural Kaua‘i, balanced caregiving, part-time jobs and a desire for a stable future. Lagi, 
a Native Pacific Islander in Micronesia, followed in her educator parents’ footsteps and worked 
in a non-governmental organisation focused on Indigenous learning recovery. Despite their 
varied backgrounds, all three exemplified resilience, integrating their studies into their 
demanding lives. 

Returning to school after 17 to 25 years was transformative. Motherhood and early academic 
struggles had delayed their education, but the pandemic unexpectedly prepared them for online 
learning. They became comfortable with digital tools like Google Drive and video 
conferencing. As Grace noted, “The pandemic happened, and everybody was going online.” 
The decision to return was also deeply personal. Grace and Lagi sought career advancement, 
while Faith hoped a degree would provide better job opportunities and allow her to give back 
to her Hawaiian community. 

Family support varied. Lagi’s family ensured quiet study hours and reminded her to stay on 
track. Faith, as a single mother and caregiver, had fewer resources and often struggled to 
balance responsibilities. She admitted, “I go all over the place sometimes . . . I have a lot going 
on.” 

Each participant encountered the online program differently. Grace initially aimed for an 
associate degree but was encouraged by an advisor to continue to a bachelor’s degree. Lagi’s 
colleagues, many of whom are UHM alums, supported her decision, noting her passion for 
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education. She recalled, “I felt out of place not having a degree”. Faith, recognising UHM’s 
strong reputation, valued how “if you tell them you graduated from UH, it’s automatic”, 
signalling employment opportunities. Distance education presented a rare opportunity, as all 
three women saw this as possibly their last chance to achieve their academic goals. 

While technology was already part of their lives, navigating university systems proved 
challenging. Registering for courses and using unfamiliar platforms felt overwhelming. One 
participant described feeling like she was “just floating around for a second”. However, a 
responsive advisor and a supportive college unit helped ease the transition. 

Adapting to online learning required both logistical and technical adjustments. Although they 
had basic resources, they needed additional tools such as printers, second monitors and 
microphones. Lagi and Faith frequently experienced power outages and unstable internet, 
forcing them to print materials in advance. Grace sought IT assistance to install applications 
like FlipGrid and Padlet. Faith struggled with being recorded—a requirement for many 
courses—but her ethnic studies classes introduced her to presentation theory, helping her 
overcome this fear. 

Academic challenges also emerged, particularly in reading and writing. The complexity and 
volume of scholarly articles made them question their ability to persist. However, engaging 
discussions with peers facilitated their experience. Faith described how the content “keeps 
surprising me . . . I’ve been turned into an activist!” The program’s compressed five-week 
format sparked mixed opinions—Grace and Faith valued its focus, while Lagi preferred the 16-
week structure, which allowed deeper reflection. Two participants had to enrol full-time to 
receive financial aid, intensifying their workload. Despite these challenges, the program’s 
interdisciplinary nature stood out, broadening their perspectives. Faith remarked, “That’s going 
to be the key to all of this, to a better world—everybody from all different angles”. 

Time zone differences added another layer of difficulty. Lagi, balancing her studies from 
Micronesia, shared, “My Monday is your Sunday; I dedicate at least half of it to schoolwork”. 
Assignments due during the week sometimes conflicted with her schedule, but she remained 
focused on learning over grades. 

Instructor support played a crucial role in their experiences. However, faculty responsiveness 
and course design varied. Some instructors maintained open communication, while others left 
students feeling directionless. Grace explained, “Some are just throwing the class onto the 
student: whatever you get out of it and however you want to define it”.  Grace strongly claimed, 
"You still direct me!” This inconsistency underscored the need for clearer instructional 
expectations in online education. 

Their cultural and professional identities were deeply connected to their academic pursuits, with 
the program’s emphasis on Pacific knowledge giving their studies a clear sense of purpose. 
Grace found the coursework “interesting and relevant to [her] work”. Lagi took pride in 
encouraging her daughter to study at UHM, where their Pacific heritage was valued: “This part 
of yourself that you’ve been distancing from . . . it’s all available at UH”. For Faith, education 
was both personal and place-based, shaped by two certainties: setting an example for her 
children and giving back to Kaua‘i. Aware of her island’s economic struggles, she aspired to 
teach Hawaiian keiki (children), combining her degree, a Hawaiian Studies Certificate, her 
fluency in Hawaiian and a parallel pursuit of a Hawaiian Music Certificate. 

These experiences reveal the complexity of distance education for multifaceted adult learners. 
Their success relied on administrative clarity, flexibility and culturally relevant learning 
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experiences that accommodated their digital literacy levels, time constraints, internet access 
and academic needs. 

Integration experiences and sense of belonging  

The results from this section intend to dig deeper into the three spheres of sense of belonging; 
therefore, the findings are organised accordingly. 

Academic belonging 
The academic belonging sphere captures students’ connection to course content, classmates and 
instructors as they evolve into active knowledge creators. Though their academic community 
was primarily virtual, culturally relevant coursework strengthened engagement. Grace shared 
how her learning reshaped her work with Pacific youth: “I’ve seen a correlation . . . history I 
wasn’t aware of, which makes me look at things from a different perspective”. Similarly, Lagi 
found the program deeply affirming: “That’s what keeps me going . . . that’s what I’ve wanted 
to learn since I was a child . . . it connects”. For both, academic belonging was not just about 
coursework; it reflected their identities, aspirations and sense of purpose. 

In terms of peer interaction, participants identified discussion forums as the main space for 
academic inquiry. Tools like Flip and Padlet supported expression, yet students did not engage 
in group work or practices grounded in Hawaiian or Pacific traditions. Many approached their 
studies pragmatically, focusing on degree completion, though they also missed the warmth of 
a traditional classroom. As Lagi admitted, “My main focus was just taking courses and getting 
a degree . . . I wasn’t really worried about having the connections”. Still, when challenges arose, 
connection proved essential. Grace leaned on a trusted classmate, and Lagi appreciated the 
familiarity built through the program’s cohort-style rotation. While they valued community, 
they didn’t engage in optional peer spaces, suggesting a need to rethink interaction design to 
reflect Pacific non-traditional students’ relational values. 

Teaching presence—essential for student success—was experienced unevenly. Students valued 
instructors who offered flexibility, clarity and understanding of their unique lives. Lagi 
described an impactful teaching strategy involving a shared document in which she reflected 
on her Pacific Islander identity and the course material. Her instructor’s personalised feedback 
made her feel seen: “Writing everything down . . . how it applies to me, where I’m from—felt 
meaningful. Having at least one person paying attention and looking at it made a big 
difference”. These moments illustrate the power of culturally responsive teaching and highlight 
the need for consistent, relational instructional approaches in online learning. 

Dialogic belonging 
Dialogic belonging highlights the role of diverse voices and reciprocal exchanges in fostering 
meaningful relationships in online spaces. Despite limited opportunities for connection, 
participants engaged through discussion forums, written responses, videos, online meetings and 
the cohort course structure. Their maturity and life experiences enabled them to approach 
interactions with empathy and openness. Lagi reflected, “I’m beginning to understand: this 
person, this is their experience, and this is where they're talking from”. Grace emphasised, “That 
hint of experience, being around, that awareness has helped me through these classes”. Faith 
valued the exposure to diverse perspectives, explaining, “We think we know, but we really 
don’t because there are so many other ways of thinking . . . there’s so much happening out there 
that we don’t understand”. 
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Beyond appreciating multiple perspectives, the Dialogic Sphere of Multivoiceness captures 
participants’ transformation as their voices grow more confident. Their Hawaiian and Pacific 
identities, age and gender were not barriers but sources of strength. Lagi proudly saw herself 
contributing to education in Micronesia: “My sons are lucky to be in this age. I can see things 
that my parents both helped shape in the education system . . . I am being part of that change! 
Yes, yes, yes, and yes!”. 

Faith echoed this sense of empowerment and possibility, stating, “I did the family planning 
first; I did things a little bit backward, but I think I’m getting there . . . I’m not done yet!” Their 
experiences illustrate how multivoiceness in distance education fosters understanding, 
strengthens identity and inspires change within their communities and beyond. 

Place belonging 
For Pacific Islander students, land, heritage and cultural identity shape their sense of belonging 
and academic engagement. Grace found that her studies deepened her understanding of the 
broader impact of her work: “I know what we do; I didn’t know why we do it . . . The water 
projects down in the Marshall Islands; I didn’t realize they have got those issues”. Education 
illuminated the cultural and environmental dimensions of her projects, reinforcing their 
significance. Faith, deeply attuned to her island’s challenges, aspired to give back to her 
community. Studying in a program focused on Pacific issues, Hawaiian studies, and Hawaiian 
music reflected her connection to Hawaiian heritage, and she saw UHM’s prestige as a gateway 
to working in Hawai‘i: “It will allow me to work at home, in Hawai‘i”. 

Lagi’s academic journey was intertwined with her Pacific identity, her work and her cultural 
responsibilities. Frustrated by a Westernised education disconnected from her surroundings, 
she recalled: “Why do I have to learn about the capital of so and so when I don’t know where 
this is?” Today, her work in Indigenous learning recovery fosters the same place-based 
knowledge she once lacked. After online coursework and Zoom meetings, she travels by boat 
to outer islands, supporting Indigenous elders in teaching children traditional practices. Life, 
work and education are inseparable for Lagi: “It all gets woven into what I’m doing throughout 
the region”. 

Adult students returning to higher education bring life experience, resilience and commitments 
to family and community, helping them navigate an often impersonal online environment. 
These women embody personal growth and empowerment, demonstrating that their 
contributions to their communities matter just as much as earning a degree. Higher education 
institutions must listen to their voices and ensure that online learning reflects their realities and 
supports their success. 

DISCUSSION 

This study presents a comprehensive framework that builds upon existing models to elucidate 
the complex realities of Pacific Islander online learners. For participation (RQ1), adapting 
TIPEC (Ali et al., 2018) maps how technological, individual and pedagogical barriers intersect 
with age, gender, race and socioeconomic status. Yet TIPEC overlooks emotional and cultural 
dimensions. Embedding TIPEC within a belonging model underscores the importance of 
purpose, voice and relationships in sustaining engagement. 

For belonging (RQ2), the model diverges from linear integration frameworks, such as those of 
Tinto (1987) and Rovai (2003), which emphasise institutional assimilation or classroom 
interaction. Its three belonging spheres—academic, dialogic, and place-based—show how 
students create meaning through identity, community, and cultural continuity, often beyond 
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traditional structures. While Bean and Metzner (1985) downplay social integration for non-
traditional learners, this study affirms that belonging remains central—redefined through 
Indigenous and Pacific lenses as land-rooted learning, culturally sustaining ties and dialogic 
empowerment in virtual spaces. 

Building on CoI (Garrison et al., 1999), the academic belonging sphere offers a culturally 
grounded lens that redefines presence for Pacific non-traditional learners. Beyond CoI’s triad—
cognitive, social, teaching—this study reveals needs that are place-driven, historically rooted 
and culturally affirming. Cognitive presence deepened when Pacific identities were centred in 
coursework. Teaching presence proved critical when instructors offered relational, flexible and 
responsive feedback. Rather than general notions of community, belonging here reflects 
embodied histories, purposeful pragmatism and relational validation—expanding CoI through 
Pacific epistemologies. 

Dialogic belonging emerged as participants’ voices grew more confident and culturally 
grounded. While these shifts reflect Bakhtin’s multivoiceness (Quantz & O’Connor, 1988), 
asynchronous formats often yield sequential monologues rather than true dialogue, thereby 
revealing tension with Bakhtin’s chronotope, in which meaning arises through shared time and 
space. Still, dialogic learning is possible through intentional design that fosters responsiveness 
and narrative continuity, whether asynchronous or supported by complementary synchronous 
elements. Embedding Pacific epistemologies requires community-building and culturally 
grounded presence. Timely feedback and regular interaction remain essential to realising 
multivoiceness. 

Place belonging emphasises how land, heritage and culture shape educational purpose and 
epistemologies (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015). For Faith, this was deeply affective, anchored in 
giving back and sustaining Hawai‘i’s culture. Her goals were entwined with land, family and 
future. For Lagi, place belonging was epistemological: her frustration with disconnected 
curricula fueled efforts to critique dominant paradigms and revive Indigenous knowledge 
across outer islands. These contrasts show that place belonging is neither uniform nor static. In 
both cases, distance education became a vehicle for rooted, community-responsive learning 
across time and space as students navigated their cultural responsibilities and educational goals 
not only within physical geographies but also across generational knowledge systems and 
digital platforms. 

This pilot study has limitations, including a small, all-female sample, the absence of Native 
Hawaiian and male voices, and the lack of faculty or administrative perspectives. While not 
generalisable, the findings offer transferable insights into how institutional support, culture and 
relational well-being can shape online learning. Notably, even with only one Native Pacific 
Islander, Hawaiian and Pacific values emerged as central. The model reframes success as 
multidimensional and culturally anchored, but its broader applicability remains to be tested. 

In Peru, belonging and multivoiceness face distinct constraints. Johnson and Levitan (2021) 
describe how rural students struggled when forced to use Spanish instead of Quechua or 
Asháninka, compounding linguistic, gendered and class-based exclusions. Forero (2023) 
highlights the fragility of bilingual education, as 45 Indigenous languages confront systemic 
inequities. These examples show that place and voice are not abstract ideals but lived 
experiences, shaped by marginalisation, historical violence and structural barriers that limit 
expression and connection. 
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Applying this model elsewhere requires interrogating local meanings of place: what histories, 
values and communication patterns shape distance learning in that setting? Multivoiceness must 
also be re-examined in contexts where colonial, gendered, or economic hierarchies silence non-
dominant voices. Future research should explore these dynamics to refine the model and 
support more inclusive online education systems. 

Actionable Recommendations: 
1. Bridge the Digital and Cultural Access Divide: Prioritise accessible, culturally relevant 

tools and materials that reflect students’ lived realities, not just advanced infrastructure. 
2. Design for Cultural and Place-Based Relevance: Embed Pacific knowledge systems, 

traditions and land-rooted epistemologies into course content, design and learning 
outcomes. 

3. Identify and Support Students Proactively: Use learner profiles and early alert systems to 
identify barriers, provide mentorship and nurture relational well-being throughout the 
program. 

4. Foster Belonging through Institutional Integration: Strengthen students’ institutional ties 
via online orientations, peer networks and rituals that reflect Pacific values of community 
and reciprocity. 

5. Create Meaningful Dialogic Engagement Channels: Ensure reciprocal, ongoing 
communication among students, faculty, and administration through structured, 
culturally attuned mechanisms. 

6. Train Faculty in Culturally Responsive and Dialogic Pedagogies: Equip faculty to 
facilitate multivoiced, inclusive learning through Pacific-centred epistemologies and 
relational teaching practices. 

7. Diversify Course Formats to Reflect Pacific Learning Styles: Incorporate multimodal and 
synchronous components, project-based learning, and storytelling formats that honour 
cultural variation and learner voice. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study positions belonging as central to Pacific adult online learners, offering a holistic 
model rooted in lived experience. It carries theoretical, institutional and pedagogical 
implications: distance education must support connection and growth; institutions must centre 
student welfare; and pedagogy must prioritise equity, clarity and cultural relevance. Ultimately, 
fostering belonging requires intentional strategies that empower learners and nurture 
meaningful, relational engagement in culturally grounded online spaces. 
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The implementation of the International Baccalaureate (IB) is expanding globally. 
In Japan, the number of schools offering the IB has increased from 27 in 2014 to 
122 in 2025, including public and private schools. The Dual Language Diploma 
Programme (DLDP) of the International Baccalaureate Organization, promoted by 
the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in Japan, 
requires at least two of the six courses to be taught in English, with the remaining 
courses taught in Japanese. This study explores the English-medium instruction 
(EMI) in DLDP high schools in Japan. Seventeen teachers from three public schools 
offering the programme within the Japanese educational framework were 
interviewed to qualitatively examine the state of English instruction in Japan, and 
the data were analysed using Williams and Moser’s three-step coding. Teachers 
reported using English and Japanese flexibly to meet their students’ needs and 
adjusting instructional emphasis based on subject-specific characteristics. Notably, 
mathematics and science instruction prioritised computational processes, thereby 
expediting calculations when conducted in Japanese. A gradual transition from 
Japanese to English, beginning with basic content in Japanese, was shown to be 
effective for student learning. Teachers’ narratives revealed that assessment 
demands and the socio-cultural relevance of each subject influence subject learning 
in English. This study is among the first to explore long-term EMI practice through 
subject-specific teacher perspectives in Japan. The findings offer valuable 
information and novel insights for schools implementing second-language 
instruction, particularly in non-English-speaking contexts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) was established in Switzerland in 1968 with the aim of 
creating a standardised curriculum and expanding university access worldwide (International 
Baccalaureate Organization [IBO], 2017). In Japan, the IB is currently being implemented in 
schools that serve students who have never been abroad. 

Japan first recognised the IB in 1979. Initially, most authorised schools were international, but 
in the 2000s, some private schools also began seeking authorisation. In the 2010s, the focus 
shifted towards expanding the IB to cultivate global human capital. Supported by the Business 
Federation of Japan (Keidanren), the Japanese Cabinet officially adopted IB promotion as 
national policy in 2013. In response, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) established various initiatives, including the development of the Dual 
Language Diploma Programme (DLDP) in Japanese with the IBO (Umetsu, 2025). The 
introduction of the DLDP helped to gradually expand the number of public DLDP-approved 
schools in Japan. Currently, there are 21 such schools (Fujita, 2024). The DLDP requires that 
at least two of the six IB subject groups (language and literature, language acquisition, 
individuals and societies, sciences, mathematics, and the arts) be taught in English. Subjects in 
mathematics and the arts, and language acquisition are typically offered in English (Kimura et 
al., 2024). This requirement has introduced English-medium instruction (EMI) into public high 
schools where Japanese is the primary language of instruction. Japanese high school teachers 
traditionally view themselves as subject specialists (Uno, 1961), and many may consider 
teaching English as the responsibility of the English department. The introduction of the DLDP 
could, therefore, be a major barrier for high school teachers who have always taught their 
subjects in Japanese. How, then, do Japanese public school teachers perceive teaching subjects 
in English, and how do they overcome the traditional expectation about teaching? 

This study examines the implementation of EMI within the IB programme in Japanese 
secondary schools, focusing on its long-term application. In this study, “long-term EMI” refers 
to EMI implemented continuously across multiple academic years and subjects rather than 
short-term or unit-based interventions. Previous research on how English, as the language of 
instruction in Japan, has focused on higher education, with limited exploration of long-term 
practices at the elementary and secondary levels (Kimura et al., 2024). The DLDP, as a two-
year curriculum, is a good example of a long-term EMI initiative. 

This study addresses the following research question: 

What strategies do EMI subject teachers apply in second-language and content 
teaching? 

This study is novel in that it presents teachers’ insights from long-term EMI practice in 
secondary education. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

EMI in higher and secondary education 

While much EMI research has focused on higher education, recent scholarship in comparative 
education has begun to address related issues in more diverse school and teacher contexts. For 
instance, Rodríguez et al. (2023) examined how teacher-preparation programmes in 
multilingual and multicultural settings form “pedagogical multicultural communities where 
language ideologies influence instructional strategy. Several journals have also published work 
on educational recovery after the COVID-19 pandemic (Chan, 2023), highlighting how teachers 
negotiate multilingual class realities and institutional policy. In parallel, Zhou et al. (2021) 
conducted a mixed-methods study of an EMI course at an international school in China and 
reported that students and teachers employed strategic translanguaging practices to scaffold 
understanding and maintain classroom engagement. Together, these studies suggest that EMI 
practice in school or cross-cultural contexts is deeply intertwined with teacher identity, policy 
and language diversity. These studies also indicate that understanding long-term, subject-
specific EMI (such as in IB/DLDP settings) requires attention to broader comparative and 
professional dimensions. Selzer and Gibson (2009) found that local Japanese students enrolled 
in EMI courses often struggled, ultimately dropping out of such courses and even university 
altogether. Further challenges include teachers’ limited ability to use intelligible English 
(Tange, 2010), reduced quantity and depth of academic content (Chapple, 2015), and increased 
workload and difficulties providing feedback in a second language (Hawkes & Adamson, 
2023). Borg (2015) presented quantitative and qualitative evidence of the gap between the 
required and actual English-language skills of EMI teachers, noting that implementing EMI is 
difficult even for very skilled instructors. One of the most frequently reported issues regarding 
EMI implementation is the role of other languages used in instruction. Studies show that the 
language used by teachers and students is not necessarily exclusively English (Borg, 2015). In 
most courses taught in English, the students’ first language is often used alongside English, 
with significant variation across institutions and teachers (Galloway et al., 2017). 

Regarding EMI research in secondary schools, Kimura et al. (2023) conducted a classroom 
analysis of IB mathematics in Japan. They found that approximately 40% of classroom 
discourse was in English and 60% in Japanese. They showed that in inquiry activities, particular 
consideration was given to reducing the load on students and teachers in processing instruction, 
interaction, and subject learning through a second language, using students’ first language. 
Other studies, such as those by Yamazaki (2016) and Watanabe et al. (2019), examined EMI 
implementation in English classes in high schools. However, the studies were short-term 
interventions. Few studies have explored teachers’ long-term experiences with EMI  

Secondary schools differ significantly from tertiary education in terms of curriculum, teaching 
frequency and students’ stage of development. The current study focused on long-term EMI 
practices in multiple subjects in secondary schools to reveal the nature of EMI practice. It aims 
to clarify the internal dynamics of EMI teaching in secondary schools from teachers’ 
perspectives. 
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Language support for students’ second language 

Translanguaging facilitates students’ production of content words and improves grammatical 
accuracy (Wang & Li, 2022). Similarly, using native language exemplars to explain more 
complex concepts can enhance students’ professional vocabulary and motivation (Troedson & 
Dashwood, 2018). These findings underscore the value of incorporating students’ native 
language to facilitate second-language acquisition and content learning. 

The IB’s approach to language 

The IB recognises language as crucial to self-formation and identity. According to the IB 
document Learning in a Language Other than Mother Tongue (IBO, 2014), language promotes 
social interaction and cognitive growth, and linguistic diversity in classrooms fosters 
multilingualism and balanced language development, even when one language is more 
dominant. 

Thus, the IB considers that learners in IB programmes in a language other than their mother 
tongue can become highly proficient and well-rounded multilingual speakers. By participating 
in language activities within the IB programme, students develop critical linguistic awareness, 
enabling them to use different languages effectively for the purpose and audience, and to gain 
insight into others’ language choices (IBO, 2014). Li (2018) also emphasised that a learner’s 
first language can be used as a mediating tool to create effective learning environments for 
second-language acquisition. Figure 1 outlines scaffolding methods to support students’ 
learning in a non-native language. 

Figure 1: Methods of scaffolding in second-language learning 

•  Visual aids 
•  Graphic organisers  
•  Demonstrations 
•  Dramatisation 
•  Small, well-structured collaborative groups 
•  Instructions and utterances tailored to learners’ language levels 

 
Source: IBO (2014). 

The IBO (2014) states that activating students’ understanding in their native language is 
necessary because of their different learning experiences and background knowledge. For these 
reasons, the IB envisions the use of multiple languages and, where appropriate, Japanese to 
stimulate students’ understanding. Furthermore, scaffolding strategies help link subject-specific 
knowledge with students’ existing understanding and must be adapted to the learning 
characteristics of each discipline. Moreover, respecting diverse linguistic and individual 
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differences necessitates effectively incorporating collaborative activities, targeted scaffolds and 
instructional strategies that facilitate self-formation and identity development. In summary, 
previous research highlights the effectiveness of integrating English and native languages in 
instruction, an approach valued by the IB. This research aims to shed light on EMI in IB schools 
in Japan, thereby helping address the EMI challenges faced by Japanese secondary education. 

METHODS 

This study was conducted as part of the MEXT-commissioned “Research Project on the 
Educational Impact of the International Baccalaureate (IB)”, which investigates the 
implementation and effects of the IB in Japanese secondary schools. Within that project, the 
present study focused specifically on teachers’ experiences with long-term EMI 
implementation in DLDP schools. We focused on public school teachers and interviewed 17 
who taught English to students aged 16-18, as shown in Table 1. We selected one school each 
from Metropolitan Area A, Regional Central City B, and Regional City C and interviewed 
teachers for the listed subjects. 

Table 1: Basic interviewee information  

 
Subjects 
taught 

Nationality 
Teaching experience 

(IB teaching 
experience) 

Language experience 

A English U.S. 20 years (6 years) Native English speaker 
Arts Japan 6 years (6 years) Lived in the U.S. (12 years) 
Mathematics Sri Lanka 14 years (6 years) PhD in English 
Mathematics Japan 1 year (1 year) Lived in Singapore (5 years) 

B Physics Japan 27 years (4 years) Overseas experience (3 years in 
Malaysia) 

Mathematics Japan 19 years (3 years) No overseas experience 
Mathematics Indonesia 4 years (0.5 years) Studied in English (local university) 
Chemistry Pakistan 9 years (4 years) Studied in English (local university) 
English China 3.5 years (3.5 years) Studied in Canada 
Geography Vietnam 4 years (4 years) Learning in English (local university) 

C English Japan 20 years (3 years) Short-term study abroad experience (1 
month in the US) 

Mathematics U.S. 13 years (6 years) Native English speaker 
Mathematics Japan 18 years (4 years) No overseas experience 
English U.S. 10 years (3 years) Native English speaker 
Mathematics Japan 15 years (9 years) No overseas experience 
Mathematics Japan 6 years (3 years) No overseas experience 
English Japan 6 years (3 years) Studied in the UK (1.5 years) 

Note. IB = International Baccalaureate. 
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Interviewee selection 

Using purposive sampling, we selected schools and recruited current DLDP teachers who 
taught at least one IB subject in English, focusing on trends in Japanese EMI subjects (Kimura 
et al., 2024) to ensure variation across subjects, contexts, and backgrounds. We interviewed as 
many EMI subject teachers as possible, providing a balanced representation from other 
subjects. In addition to the interviews, we spent eight hours at each school observing classes 
and learning about the school to familiarise ourselves with the situation. 

At the time of the survey, School A in the metropolitan area had its first graduating cohort and 
was entering its first university entrance examination cycle. The school offered English, arts 
and mathematics classes in English. Schools B and C had their second graduating cohorts 
during our survey period. School B (Regional Central City) worked with local foreign teachers 
and offered second-language acquisition, science and mathematics classes in English. School 
C (Regional City) responded to diverse career requests, including attending university abroad, 
and offered English and mathematics classes in English. All schools had both IB and non-IB 
classes, reflecting efforts to extend IB methodologies to general education. Moreover, as per 
the rotation system in public schools, all teachers were expected to be transferred to non-IB 
schools in the coming years, where they were encouraged to implement inquiry-based teaching 
practices. Figure 2 presents the questions used in the semi-structured interviews with teachers. 
Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes. 

Figure 2: Interview items  

[Things to keep in mind and guidance] 

1. Are there any challenges in teaching a second language?  

2. Is there anything you are aware of? 

[Status of understanding] 

1. What do you think of balancing subject content and language development? 

2. Are there any challenges when deep understanding and abstract thinking are required?  

3. What do you think of the need for Japanese language support? 

[Teacher growth and teaching examples] 

1. Based on your experience as a language teacher, how do you see your own growth?  

Additionally, please share any examples of successful teaching in English. 

School administrators first informed eligible teachers about the study. Participation was entirely 
voluntary. No incentives were provided. All participants provided informed consent before the 
interviews. To ensure confidentiality, all names, institutions and identifying information were 
anonymised. The study was approved by the institutional ethics committee associated with the 
larger MEXT project. 
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Analysis Framework 

This study employed a narrative enquiry approach to capture the subjective experiences of 
teachers implementing EMI within the IB framework. Narrative enquiry can offer rich insight 
into teachers’ subjective experiences as they enact and make meaning of a new curriculum area. 
Such research aims to understand how stories are constructed, the contexts in which these 
narratives emerge, and their subjective and social meanings (Andrews et al., 2013). For 
example, Browning et al. (2025) conducted a narrative analysis of the professional identities of 
three intercultural curriculum teachers from urban, suburban and rural areas in Australia. 
Palmer (2024) conducted interviews with administrators, teachers, students, and parents in IB-
authorised schools in the Caucasus region, analysing narrative characteristics using a 
categorisation scheme. In the present study, to enhance validity and reliability, we utilised 
Williams and Moser’s (2019) three-step framework (open, axial, and selective coding). The 
primary researcher performed the initial coding. A second coder – a project researcher who 
possesses expertise in the field of EMI/IB education – aided with the axial and selective coding 
stages. Narrative inquiry helped us interpret the teachers’ stories, while grounded theory coding 
enabled us to systematically develop categories. Thus, the two approaches complemented each 
other by combining interpretive depth with analytical rigour. 

Regarding the grounded theory method (GTM) (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), Williams and Moser 
(2019) stated that researchers should apply guiding principles that intentionally enable them to 
“codify and publish their methods for generating theory (p. 46). While details of the procedure 
can be modified to suit researchers’ needs, they must keep in mind certain principles on which 
GTM proponents agree (Larossa, 2005). In this study, as noted, we used the three-step coding 
process of open, axial and selective coding to inductively re-differentiate and grasp the reality 
of teachers’ teaching in English. Open coding is a process by which researchers identify distinct 
concepts and themes for classification, and axial coding further refines and categorises themes. 
Selective coding is the process by which a researcher selects categories of data organised by 
axis coding and consolidates them into a cohesive and meaningful representation. We 
performed the three coding processes in a circular manner, continuously re-reading the data 
collected during each process. In constructing meaning, we interpreted the interview data by 
relating the emerging codes to theoretical perspectives on EMI and language-related load, while 
grounding the interpretation in the specific school and classroom contexts in which the 
participants worked. 

Hereafter, { } denotes a theme, < > a category, [ ] the code, and ‘ ’ the interview data. 

RESULTS 

Teachers’ perceptions of themselves 

Narratives on <Teaching Examples> 

Specific examples: Several teachers described how they adapted explanations to help students 
overcome cultural or linguistic obstacles in EMI classrooms. The English teacher noted that 
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students struggled to understand cultural references when discussing Black culture and, 
therefore, used familiar Japanese youth-culture examples and Socratic questioning to bridge 
understanding. A mathematics teacher similarly pointed out that students easily understood 
references such as rock-paper-scissors but required clarification for unfamiliar games 
mentioned in English word problems. The art teacher highlighted the need to teach English 
punctuation conventions, such as comma placement, when students wrote their process 
portfolios. A chemistry teacher explained that he first provided scenario-based questions and 
had students write initial ideas before refining their answers. 

Teachers also described using visual and technological tools to support comprehension. One 
mathematics teacher used spatial software to help students “see” concepts in motion, while 
another mathematics teacher observed that students collaborated or used technology 
independently when they did not understand written problems. A mathematics teacher added 
that teaching mathematics in English motivated students to attempt more English output, noting 
that “students do use English because teachers make an effort to teach mathematics in English”. 

Interdisciplinary initiatives: the English teacher explained that classes sometimes evolved into 
sociology-like discussions when integrating cultural and analytical perspectives across subjects. 
Mathematics teachers reported coordinating content with English instruction to avoid 
introducing new mathematical and linguistic concepts simultaneously. The physics teacher also 
commented that his own English improved through teaching science in English, and an art 
teacher noted that EMI was partially introduced in Grades 1 to 4, enabling students to practise 
making choices and articulating reasons in English before the DLDP years. 

Things to keep in mind: Teachers reported varied approaches to balancing Japanese and 
English. One English teacher sometimes explained grammar in Japanese to support less 
proficient learners, whereas another English teacher emphasised overall communicative clarity 
rather than grammatical precision. Several non-English subject teachers encouraged students to 
speak initially in Japanese and then convert their thinking into English. Conversely, a 
mathematics teacher expressed a commitment to maintaining English as the primary medium 
to foster students’ ability to explain concepts in English. 

Teachers also mentioned the importance of managing technical terminology. One mathematics 
teacher ensured that he fully understood English terms before class, while the art teacher taught 
key vocabulary in both languages. Teachers across subjects reported clarifying whether student 
errors stemmed from conceptual misunderstandings or English phrasing, helping students 
distinguish between linguistic and disciplinary accuracy. 

Narratives on <Perception & Experience> 

Teachers’ perceptions of learning: an English teacher stated that their role was not only to 
teach grammar and vocabulary but also to guide students in learning these elements 
independently. Another English teacher appreciated the IB’s emphasis on speaking and 
conversational skills, noting that this orientation encouraged more interactive classroom 
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practices. Several non-English subject teachers described how their initial anxiety about using 
English gradually diminished. One mathematics teacher noted that he shifted from trying to 
use ‘perfect English’ to prioritising clear communication through simpler expressions. 

Teachers also shared their experiences of challenges in EMI classrooms. The English teacher 
reported difficulties interpreting aspects of American school culture embedded in IB texts. A 
mathematics teacher noted that preparing English explanations for lessons was often more 
demanding than preparing the mathematical content. Non-English subject teachers highlighted 
struggles with supporting students’ academic writing, particularly for extended tasks such as 
process portfolios and internal assessments. 

Teachers’ perceptions of challenges: An English teacher remarked, “Sometimes I can’t quite 
grasp the culture of American schools”, pointing to cross-cultural difficulties. Another 
challenge for teachers in non-English subjects was supporting the academic writing process, 
indicating struggles with teaching dissertation writing in English. 

Interdisciplinary teaching, a key IB feature, was recognised as challenging when there was a 
lack of clear role distribution between English and subject teachers. A mathematics teacher 
stated that using examples and diagrams made them feel they could communicate with students, 
even if only in English, suggesting that visual aids could compensate for limited language 
fluency. As mentioned earlier, one of the teachers commented, “Preparing English expressions 
for a class is more difficult than preparing for mathematics”, highlighting increased preparation 
demands. 

Teachers’ experiences and growth: Several teachers described how teaching in English 
prompted them to deepen their disciplinary and linguistic knowledge. A mathematics teacher 
reflected that English terminology sometimes differed from what he had learned in Japan and 
that adapting to these differences expanded his understanding. The art teacher, who had 
overseas study experience, emphasised that multinational examples and artists were 
consciously selected to broaden students’ perspectives—an awareness she attributed to her 
intercultural experiences. Another mathematics teacher noted that teaching in English made 
him more attentive to structuring explanations logically and persuasively. 

Teachers also commented on students’ linguistic challenges and the need for scaffolding. A 
science teacher explained that even students with strong English-speaking skills sometimes 
misinterpret simple written questions, leading to incorrect answers. Another non-native 
English-speaking teacher noted that while he could write academic English fluently, he 
empathised with students’ anxiety about speaking English in front of peers, recalling similar 
feelings earlier in his career. 

Narratives on <Action> 

Teachers’ responses: Several teachers described how they adjusted their instructional practices 
to support students’ comprehension and emotional confidence in EMI contexts. A non-native 
teacher of non-English subjects explained that he often engaged in deeper thinking using his 
first language, noting that students similarly relied on Japanese when grappling with abstract 
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concepts. The same teacher emphasised the importance of establishing trust, describing the 
classroom as a “safe zone” where students felt comfortable expressing uncertainty. The art 
teacher similarly encouraged students to prioritise clarity over the use of sophisticated 
vocabulary, advising them that effective communication mattered more than producing difficult 
English expressions. Mathematics teachers reported deliberately setting aside time to review 
key English terminology and to prompt students to reflect on concepts using essential 
vocabulary. 

Collaboration between teachers: Both Japanese and foreign teachers described coordinated 
efforts to strengthen lesson planning and classroom communication. In several schools, co-
teaching pairs aligned their lesson content by sharing strengths: Japanese teachers provided 
disciplinary clarity, while native or near-native English-speaking teachers supported natural 
phrasing and questioning techniques. A mathematics teacher noted that native English-speaking 
colleagues used expressions that differed from textbook English, offering valuable input on 
authentic language use. Conversely, native English-speaking teachers reported learning from 
Japanese colleagues’ approaches to scaffolding problem-solving and posing probing questions. 
Such collaborative exchanges enabled teachers to refine their instructional strategies and adapt 
EMI practices to their students’ needs. 

4.2. Teachers’ perspectives on their surroundings 

Narratives on <Students> 

Students’ challenges: teachers consistently noted that linguistic factors affected students’ 
ability to demonstrate content understanding. The chemistry teacher observed that even 
students with strong spoken English occasionally misinterpreted simple written questions, 
resulting in mistakes unrelated to subject knowledge. The art teacher similarly noted that 
producing written texts, such as process portfolios, posed difficulties because students needed 
to articulate their research and decision-making in English. Mathematics teachers across 
schools reported that students often understood concepts in Japanese but lacked the English 
expressions needed to accurately convey their thinking. 

Students’ behaviours, understanding and significance: several teachers described gradual 
improvement in students’ ability to interpret English-language mathematical and scientific 
terminology. A mathematics teacher remarked that both students and teachers became more 
accustomed to the “English of mathematics” over time, enabling students to express ideas more 
willingly. Teachers also noted that learning subjects through English had compounding 
benefits; students not only progressed in the subject but also expanded their English proficiency 
through repeated exposure to disciplinary language. 

Students’ attitudes and affective aspects: Teachers reported that initial reluctance to participate 
in discussions diminished as students became more familiar with EMI classroom routines. A 
mathematics teacher observed that students began to engage naturally in peer discussions, 
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showing increased confidence. Another mathematics teacher believed that students felt 
motivated by the sense of accomplishment that came from explaining ideas in English. 
Conversely, an English teacher noted that some students continued to doubt their performance 
even when they communicated effectively, emphasising that sustained encouragement 
remained essential. 

Narratives on <Assessments> 

Assessment preparation: Teachers noted that the linguistic demands of IB assessments often 
shaped their instructional priorities. The art teacher reported that students’ written work 
sometimes lacked the formality required in IB assignments, indicating the need for explicit 
instruction in academic English. A mathematics teacher observed that topics such as statistics, 
which require reading and interpreting text, took students longer to master because linguistic 
comprehension influenced their ability to solve problems accurately. The geography teacher 
noted that IB assessments emphasise written responses rather than speaking, making 
proficiency in written English essential for demonstrating understanding. Conversely, an 
English teacher highlighted the value of interview-style practice tests, explaining that one-on-
one, recorded discussions helped students prepare for internal assessments and build 
confidence, though they required significant preparation time.  

Narratives on the <System> 

Structure and characteristics of the school: Teachers described institutional factors that 
affected EMI implementation. A mathematics teacher mentioned consciously using English 
whenever possible in reading and writing tasks, while another teacher noted that the IB’s 
allowance of calculators helped students focus on problem-solving rather than linguistic 
hurdles. 

Characteristics of subjects and curriculum: Science and geography teachers emphasised the 
importance of interactive and visual approaches, such as prompting students to imagine 
scientific processes or break down complex IB-style questions, to align with inquiry-based 
expectations embedded in the curriculum. 

Teachers also reported several institutional challenges. A teacher with no overseas experience 
noted that EMI can be difficult for Japanese teachers without overseas experience, particularly 
when co-teaching with native English-speaking colleagues whose communication styles differ. 
Native English-speaking teachers sometimes questioned whether students with limited English 
skills should participate in the DLDP, whereas Japanese teachers expressed a commitment to 
including such students and supporting their growth. These tensions highlighted broader 
challenges related to student selection, teacher assignment and ensuring adequate support 
structures within the school system. 
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DISCUSSION 

Incorporating native language instruction in the classroom  

Regarding language use in the classroom, the IB encourages activating students’ native 
language, and teachers provide instruction in Japanese as needed. Mathematics teachers spoke 
of the pressure to teach in English and use English correctly. However, effective instruction 
that includes Japanese without undue pressure is possible. As Borg (2015) noted, classroom 
language often includes both Japanese and English. Narratives indicated that lessons were 
taught using a blend of Japanese and English, particularly as final examinations approached. 
Students were often able to grasp content in Japanese and complete problems in English. 
Additionally, teachers also noted their own growth as a result of teaching in English, such as 
becoming more fluent in English classroom vocabulary. 

Teachers in the metropolitan area tended to have more university experience in English and 
more experience living abroad compared with teachers in regional areas, as shown in Table 1. 
As Galloway et al. (2017) pointed out, the language of teaching varies across institutions and 
teachers. In this case, schools in the metropolitan area taught primarily in English, with students 
adapting to this teaching style, whereas teachers in regional areas often selected the instructional 
language based on student needs. 

Additionally, foreign teachers who were second-language English speakers with first-hand 
experience of learning in English encouraged students to use their mother tongue. To boost 
students’ speaking confidence, they encouraged them to speak Japanese—a language the 
teachers did not understand—to help them understand the content. Thus, sharing the 
experiences of foreign teachers who have learnt English as a second language could help 
enhance students’ positive attitudes towards speaking, even if they make mistakes.  

Characteristics of subject teachers’ strategies  

English language teaching, especially in the IB context, involves not only language acquisition 
but also international socio-cultural learning. Teachers described challenges when students 
struggled to understand cultural contexts different from their own, but noted the necessity of 
bridging this gap to bring foreign cultural aspects into students’ use of English. Such methods 
enhance both language acquisition and socio-cultural understanding, which are key areas of 
focus in the DLDP final assessments (see Figure 3a). 

In English and other subjects, teachers used written texts with socio-cultural content and visual 
aids, such as diagrams, as scaffolding, as recommended by the IBO (2014), to improve 
comprehension. As Bonar et al. (2025) highlighted, multiple multimodalities were integrated 
and presented to students. For DLDP final examinations in the arts and social studies, where 
students must interpret texts and discuss the content of a subject, lessons in English will enhance 
their ability to write and express opinions in English. Moreover, from a cross-curricular 
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perspective, the exploration of global topics in arts classes allows students to transfer socio-
cultural knowledge across subjects, including English (see Figure 3b). Additionally, students’ 
exploratory learning of socio-cultural aspects in English classes can be applied to other relevant 
classes. 

Figure 3 shows the EMI focus for English, the arts and social studies. The arrows represent the 
teaching strategy for problem solving, including linguistic and socio-cultural factors. The areas 
of focus correspond to the IB’s final exam components. 

Figure 3: Focus of teaching English, the Arts, and Social Studies 

 

In linguistic subjects, the focus is on comprehending English text. Concurrently, as the left 
arrow (a) in Figure 3 shows, comprehension of socio-cultural aspects is also emphasised. 
Therefore, the focus is on English language learning, with both linguistic and socio-cultural 
aspects. The right arrow (b) in Figure 3 shows that the arts and social studies also focus on 
comprehending English text. Common socio-cultural topics promote interdisciplinary learning 
among English, the arts, and social studies. 

By contrast, final examinations in mathematics, science and other subjects require students to 
understand and integrate the content of written problems, consider solutions, process 
calculations and prepare and write answers. The emphasis in mathematics and science is less 
on reading comprehension of English texts and more on the computational processing involved 
in integrating text questions and solving problems, primarily in assessments (see Figure 4c). 
The teachers’ narratives suggest that they implement these practices with these considerations 
in mind. 

Mathematics and science often require strategic use of Japanese to comprehend socio-cultural 
aspects, especially at the introductory stage, depending on the classroom environment (see 
Figure 4d). As with teaching English, the arts and social studies, the focus of teaching 
mathematics and science aligns with the IB’s final exam components. 
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Figure 4: Use of Japanese to understand socio-cultural aspects in Mathematics and Science 

 

In schools where students had higher English skills or teachers with overseas experience, entire 
classes were taught in English using examples and illustrations. In other cases, particularly in 
mathematics, students relied on Japanese to interpret and solve problems, especially exam-
focused sections. Cross-curricular integration was more common between mathematics and 
science learning because the mathematics guide primarily highlights links with science. 

Science teachers noted that even high-performing English students may struggle with science 
content. In their first classes, mathematics teachers mentioned the need to start with 
mathematics that students already know to reduce the load, “making sure that neither 
mathematics nor English is new to them. Translanguaging involves understanding all the 
language resources of a multilingual student as one integrated repertoire that transcends 
language categories (Kano, 2016). For example, in a probability and statistics lesson, teachers 
scaffolded comprehension through Japanese before transitioning to English problem-solving. 
This suggests that load in EMI mathematics and science occurs particularly at the stage of 
understanding the content of English texts. Therefore, teaching in both languages can help 
students maintain concentration and deepen their understanding of the subject content.  

Thus, the teachers’ narratives reveal that subject learning in English is shaped not only by IB 
assessment expectations but also by contextual factors that vary across schools. This pattern 
reflects issues reported in IB EMI settings globally, indicating that the classroom adaptations 
observed here align with broader comparative education discussions on how international 
programmes are mediated locally. 
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CONCLUSION 

The study offers implications not only for Japanese IB schools but also for EMI implementation 
in other multilingual contexts. Because many non-English-dominant countries offer the IB or 
similar EMI programmes, the experiences of Japanese teachers, particularly their strategic use 
of L1, load management, and development of bilingual pedagogical practices, offer transferable 
insights for supporting teachers elsewhere. 

The findings revealed that DLDP teachers attempt to manage EMI by implementing 
pedagogical adaptations. For instance, mathematics and science teachers noted that the subject 
focus is on computation and reported using a blend of Japanese and English to quickly explain 
English-language problems. 

While the IB framework emphasises the role of language learning in students’ broader personal 
development, this study did not collect direct evidence on identity formation. The narratives 
instead reflect teachers’ perceptions of changes in students’ confidence and willingness to use 
English. Within this scope, the findings suggest that valuing Japanese and English in IB 
classrooms can support biliteracy and appreciation of cultural diversity. Although this study 
focused on subjects taught mainly in English, it recognises that IB classrooms operate with 
varied language practices. 

Acknowledging the nature of qualitative inquiry, our study presents several methodological 
limitations. The purposive sample captured variation in teaching experience and linguistic 
background (native, non-native, bilingual, and domestic-only Japanese speakers), which, while 
valuable for breadth, inherently limited the depth of exploration of specific subject-language 
dynamics. This diversity means the findings reflect a mosaic of localised practices rather than 
comprehensive patterns across all EMI subjects. Furthermore, the self-selection bias in 
interviewee recruitment, with a notable preference for mathematics and the arts among Japanese 
teachers, resulted in a narrative that underrepresents key humanities and science disciplines. 
This focus may have skewed the emphasis toward pedagogical strategies, with visual 
scaffolding and procedural instruction often prioritised over the development of complex 
academic discourse. Future research is thus required to triangulate these findings by 
strategically sampling subjects across the full disciplinary spectrum and by exploring 
unresolved pedagogical issues in professional development engagement and the influence of 
students’ diverse linguistic backgrounds on learning outcomes. Ultimately, a sustained, 
international perspective integrating practices from the broader Asian context is necessary to 
address the challenges of EMI expansion in the Japanese IB setting. 

In recent years, the implementation of the IB has spread to countries such as South Korea, and 
subject learning in English has become popular in neighbouring Asian countries. By sharing 
Japan’s situation and challenges, we hope to help improve understanding of the future 
development of EMI in Asia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Internationalisation has shaped the higher education university ecosystem over the last two 
decades (Lee & Stensaker, 2021). Driven by the winds of globalisation, proponents argue 
internationalisation enhances educational quality because students benefit from diverse 
perspectives and methodologies integrated into the curriculum and broader university cultural 
and intellectual traditions (Beelen & De Louw, 2020). This enrichment of the educational 
experience results in broader research collaboration (Gao, 2019) and a range of cultural 
competencies for both home students and their international counterparts. Institutions also 
benefit from the global networks that accompany internationalisation programs (Lee, 2021) 
because countries invest and support the competition for a global experience and leverage 
collaborations to enhance the societal impact of research and the economic benefits of securing 
funds through international recruitment. In some countries, internationalisation is framed 
mainly through the lens of economic exchange in the form of fees, diverse and talented labour 
and varied research ideas (Garson, 2023). 

Internationalisation agendas often focus on the most visible aspects: student mobility or 
exchange. Governments invest substantial time and resources in developing international 
student mobility (de Wit & Hunter, 2015). The OECD (2023) defines international students as 
learners who study a proportion or the entirety of a programme in a destination country, having 
received prior education in another country. They are not residents of their current country of 
study. The justification for the emphasis on internationalisation in universities has been 
amplified by the societal impact of promoting diverse epistemologies and inclusion of varied 
voices, resulting in projects that enhance global collaboration around the Sustainable 
Development Goals and support development more broadly. However, the internationalisation 
of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is a challenge faced by universities worldwide (De Wit 
& Hunter, 2015). Labraña et al. (2024) argued that New Public Management logics increasingly 
shape Latin American Internationalisation, though in some areas managerial reforms have 
resulted in a critical reflection on the purpose and values of internationalisation. 

Knight (2012, p. 17) points out that “the importance of the international dimension of higher 
education in the last two or three decades has led to ‘internationalisation’ becoming a catch-all 
phrase, currently used to describe anything and everything remotely linked to worldwide, 
intercultural, global or international. Consequently, the notion of internationalisation is at risk 
of losing its meaning and direction”. Knight suggests that internationalisation is the process of 
integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and 
delivery of post-secondary education. Accordingly, her typology positions various features 
linked to transboundary engagement on an administrative continuum, as summarised in Table 
1. 

De Wit and Altbach’s (2021) Model of internationalisation emphasises the multidimensional 
and contextual nature of institutional policies, developed in collaboration with state agencies 
over the last 80 years. Across Europe, traditional aid and cooperation initially funded by post-
war scholarship schemes aimed to support reconstruction and low-income countries, for 
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example, DAAD/Germany and British Council/United Kingdom. The strengthening of EU 
partnerships and exchange since the late 1980s via Erasmus supports Joint Master’s Degrees, 
integrated joint curricula, and staff and student mobility. The 2000s saw a marked increase in 
market-oriented competition, with institutions in Europe, North America and Australia 
strategically recruiting international students to support their incomes. More recently, a more 
comprehensive and integrative approach is developing where internationalisation is embedded 
across teaching through projects and Problem-Based Learning with global case studies, as well 
as multinational research projects (see Table 2). 

Table 1: Typology of internationalisations 

Rationale Institutional approach 

Political {Nation-building & foreign 
policy} 

Student and staff mobility, joint programs, 
partnerships. 

Economic: {Global labour/institutional 
income 

Graduate employability, international rankings, 
reputation 

Academic {Enhancing teaching quality 
& research collaboration} 

Embedding internationalisation across teaching, 
research and services 

Socio-cultural {Promoting intercultural 
understanding & global citizenship 

“Internationalisation at home” such as intercultural 
campus activities) vs “cross-border education” such 
as TNE 

Table 2: Exemplars of types of internationalisations based on de Wit and Altbach’s typology 

 
Traditional 

Cooperation/Aid 
Partnership-

Based 
Market-Oriented 

Comprehensive/ 
Integrative 

Latin 
America 

Brazilian CAPES 
Programme – 
Historically funded 
postgraduate students 
to study abroad (e.g., 
in Europe/US) to 
strengthen Brazil’s 
higher education 
capacity. 

Universidad de los 
Andes (Colombia) – 
Strategic alliances 
with US and 
European 
universities for dual 
degrees and 
research. 
 

Fundación 
Universitaria 
Empresarial de la 
Cámara de Comercio 
de Bogotá 
(UNIEMPRESARIAL) 
in Colombia uses 
international 
partnerships to enhance 
student competitiveness 
in global markets, 
focusing on internships, 
dual degrees, and 
applied research 

Universidad de 
Costa Rica – Focus 
on curriculum 
internationalisation, 
South-South 
cooperation (with 
other Latin 
American 
universities), and 
regional leadership 
in sustainability 
studies. 
 

Africa Several countries 
depend on 
scholarships and 

University of Cape 
Town (South 
Africa) – Extensive 

South Africa attracts a 
significant number of 
students from across 

University of 
Ghana – Embeds 
global citizenship 
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Traditional 

Cooperation/Aid 
Partnership-

Based 
Market-Oriented 

Comprehensive/ 
Integrative 

external funding. The 
Soviet Union, Cuba 
and Western 
Europe/USA/Canada 
funded scholarships 
during the Cold War. 
Several of these 
programmes are still 
supported by 
countries such as the 
UK, Finland and 
Japan. 

collaborations with 
European/American 
universities in 
climate change, 
medicine, and 
social sciences. 
 

Africa, especially the 
SADC. 

into curriculum, 
while maintaining 
international 
research 
partnerships and 
diaspora 
engagement. 
 

Asia India’s National 
Education Policy 
(NEP) 
2020 encourages 
foreign universities 
to establish 
campuses in India 
and promotes Indian 
institutions abroad 

Tohoku University, 
Japan, has 
developed a 
comprehensive 
International 
Strategy under its 
“Vision 2030” 
framework, which 
emphasises 
strategic 
partnerships 

Malaysia’s Monash 
University Campus – 
Education as a 
commodity, hosting 
thousands of fee-
paying international 
students. 

Singapore’s 
National University 
of Singapore 
embeds global 
perspectives across 
all disciplines and 
forms strategic 
partnerships that 
support an 
integrative 
internationalisation 
strategy 

BACKGROUND 

Internationalisation of universities has become part of the agenda of academic leaders, major 
funding agencies, and representative entities of public and private HEIs in Brazil (Neves & 
Barbosa, 2020). Neves & Barbosa (2020) acknowledged that universities’ movement towards 
broad institutional goals around internationalisation in the global south is being developed 
along Western models. This is viewed as short-sighted due to regional obstacles, such as 
language barriers for students and staff involved in exchange programs, and economic 
challenges that complicate the implementation of the goals. Notably, while traditional host 
countries continue to attract significant numbers of students and academics, there is a growing 
trend of reverse mobility toward emerging destinations such as China, Poland and Turkey 
(Kurek-Ochmańska & Luczaj, 2021; Seggie & Calikoglu, 2021; Xu et al., 2022). These shifts 
highlight the need to understand international academic mobility not only as a global 
phenomenon but also as deeply contextual and shaped by diverse national realities. In Brazil, 
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however, there remains a limited body of literature addressing inbound mobility in higher 
education from a national perspective (Robles & Bhandari, 2017; França & Padilha, 2021). 

Carlson et al. (2025) highlight the emergence of a dynamic and multi-scalar landscape of 
academic mobility, where students increasingly move not only from the Global South to the 
Global North, but also in reverse—from North to South—as well as across South–South and 
East–West axes. Despite these evolving patterns, the overall scale of such multidirectional 
mobility remains limited (Yessenbekova et al., 2025). The global nature of international student 
mobility also renders it highly sensitive to geopolitical and socioeconomic disruptions. Events 
such as the United Kingdom’s (UK) withdrawal from the European Union (Brexit), restrictive 
immigration policies in the United States (US) (Ritter & Roth, 2021), the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and ongoing conflicts in Ukraine and Palestine have significantly influenced cross-border 
academic flows (Carlson et al., 2025). 

In general, internationalisation policies are facilitated by central government agencies; HEIs 
implement plans aligned with local strategies at institutional levels through specific activities. 
In Brazil, HEIs are not often proactive; few take advantage of the opportunities to develop 
internationalisation processes” (Neves & Barbosa, 2020). There is also a distinct lack of funds 
to support the internationalisation process, which further reduces the potential to address 
internationalisation. The current federal government of Brazil has significantly scaled back 
resources allocated to internationalisation; in 2021, the total CAPES (Coordination for the 
Improvement of Higher Education Personnel) budget was 73.4% lower than in 2015. In a survey 
about student mobility, Robles & Bhandari (2017) reported a lack of financial resources for 
international initiatives. In addition, Tumenas (2021) highlighted that Brazilian universities are 
suffering a steady decrease in budget allocation and greater pressure to increase international 
research, foreign student and staff exchange, and their positions in international rankings. This 
combination has led to limited successful developments in internationalisation in Brazilian 
HEIs. 

The development of internationalisation policies, however, is of significant importance to 
Brazilian Higher Education; they have been shown to have a demonstrable effect on entry, 
access, and enrolment rates in HEIs in Brazil (Amorim & Finardi, 2022). National mandatory 
tests for university entry are standardised in Brazil, but this is not the case in many countries 
with high inbound student mobility, such as Australia, Canada, Mexico, the UK and the US 
(Nusche, 2008). The Brazilian national exam for the assessment of undergraduate student 
performance (called ENADE in Portuguese) started in 2004 and assesses student performance 
against the syllabus of evaluated courses (Verhine et al., 2006). Internalisation policies, 
therefore, provide an alternative accessible route to entry for non-Brazilian undergraduate 
applicants, thereby increasing international student access and success. 

A similar picture emerges for graduate programs in Brazil, which are overseen by a national 
assessment process (established by CAPES), where there is no evident assessment focusing 
specifically on international students who come to study in Brazil. The lack of evaluation is a 
prominent issue because it involves understanding diverse cultural, economic and social 
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dynamics linked to students’ experiences and focuses on a specific type of international 
mobility. As Dorovolomo et al. (2022) argued, supporting international students to develop 
their social capital increases satisfaction and retention. Support services, therefore, inbound 
student mobility, enabling institutions to meet volume targets of internalisation plans. This 
approach favours commercialisation of HE as part of internationalisation, but it fails to account 
for several complications involving students, faculty and other stakeholders, as highlighted by 
Finn et al. (2021). 

The Brazilian Internationalisation programmes have largely been characterised by inbound 
mobility. Accordingly, issues such as active and passive internationalisation, curriculum 
decolonisation, and academic and staff mobility have been placed on universities’ agendas. 
According to Lima and Maranhão (2009), active internationalisation is characterised by the 
flow of programs and actions aimed at, for example, receiving international students and 
offering educational services abroad (Luce et al., 2016). This active mobility requires HEIs to 
respond to the educational needs of the globalised world, which includes the language barrier. 

This paper reports on the perspectives of international students at Brazilian universities using a 
survey adapted from a UK questionnaire. The survey set out to: 

1. Examine the profile of international students who study in Brazilian HEIs 

2. Investigate the experience of the international students 

3. Evaluate the support mechanisms provided to international students  

The next section will focus on student mobility and the challenges associated with evaluating 
inbound mobility in Brazil.  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Evaluating Inbound Mobility in Brazil: Challenges and Prospects  

In a survey on student mobility in Brazil, Robles & Bhandari (2017) indicated that research 
should examine factors that attract international students to Brazilian HEIs. The authors 
concluded that “not enough is known about the student populations that enrol in Brazilian 
universities” (p. 13). As part of understanding this gap, universities in Brazil are investing in 
organising international offices.  

The current structure of international offices in Brazilian universities is heterogeneous: from a 
single staff member facilitating all activities, to well-structured offices with highly qualified 
staff coordinating different services linked to a specific local agenda. 

Most Latin American graduate students come to Brazil through the Partnerships for Education 
and Training Program (PAEC), which is the result of a cooperation between the International 
Cooperation Group of Brazilian Universities (GCUB) and the Organization of American States 
(OAS), with the support from the Educational Themes and Portuguese Language Division of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Brazil (DELP/MRE) and the Pan American Health 
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Organization (PAHO/WHO). Launched in 2011, the PAEC Scholarship Program is one of the 
most important regional cooperation initiatives for the development of higher education in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (GCUB, 2022). Its objective is to contribute to the integration and 
strengthening of the Americas region by granting scholarships for complete graduate courses 
(Masters and Doctorates) offered by the Brazilian universities associated with the GCUB to 
students from the 34 OAS member countries (except for Brazil itself). 

Most undergraduate students come to Brazil through the Exchange Program for Undergraduate 
Students (Programa de Estudantes-Convênio de Graduação, PEC-G). PEC-G provides students 
from developing countries with which Brazil maintains educational, cultural, or scientific and 
technological agreements with the opportunity to pursue studies in Brazilian HEIs. PEC-G is 
managed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MRE) through the Division of Educational 
Themes (DCE) and the Ministry of Education (MEC), and in partnership with HEIs throughout 
Brazil and other countries in South America, Central America and Africa. Students from Latin 
America and the Caribbean (LAC) and Africa often receive scholarships from either Brazil or 
their home countries. Governmental programs, such as the PEC-G, have been ongoing for more 
than 50 years and have brought more than 9,000 foreign students to Brazil since 2000 (MRE, 
2022).  

The Brazilian MEC is responsible for administering PEC-G stipends. The scholarships honour 
the famous black geographer and educator Milton Santos, who advocated for Access to Higher 
Education (Promisaes). Developed by the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Education in 
partnership with public and private universities, PEC-G selects foreigners aged 18 or older, 
preferably up to 23, who have completed secondary education and have been admitted to 
undergraduate studies in Brazil. A selected foreign student attends the undergraduate course 
free of charge. In return, the candidate must meet criteria, such as a commitment to return to 
their home country and contribute to its development upon graduation. The grant is R$622,00 
(around US$113 per month or US$3.70 per day) for undergraduate students. PEC-G still attracts 
the largest number of inbound international students. 

International students are offered language support, including the opportunity to speak, study 
and conduct research in Portuguese. The Brazilian systems also offer opportunities for a rich 
array of research perspectives and regional epistemologies that are often not accessible outside 
Latin America. In addition, the Brazilian educational system offers opportunities to study the 
technical and practical aspects of a discipline, providing students with real-world experience. 

Students’ International Mobility  

Over the last 15 years, research on students’ experiences abroad has shown that personal 
development is a key feature of international academic mobility for students and staff 
(Amendola & Restaino, 2017; Knight, 2012). International Student Mobility (ISM) is defined 
in this paper as any form of international mobility that takes place within a student’s program 
of study in higher education (HE) (King et al., 2010). ISM places are highly competitive, with 
recruitment processes becoming increasingly competitive and complex (Knight, 2012). 
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The internationalisation of HEIs is beneficial for students––both home and international, 
universities (Costa & Canen, 2022). For home students and HEIs, international students 
contribute to the higher education landscape through their wealth of experience, knowledge and 
insights to the classroom and wider university. The benefit for international students is that they 
can cross boundaries to study in programs that enhance their skills and opportunities. Such 
students tend to learn a new language or specific methodologies that are unavailable in their 
home country and/or seek to study in countries and institutions that are better resourced. 

“Internationalisation at home” refers to activities aimed at internationalisation for home 
students. The concept refers to campus-based strategies, including the intercultural and 
international dimensions in the teaching, learning process, research, extracurricular activities, 
relationships with local cultural and ethnic community groups, as well as the integration of 
foreign students and scholars into campus life and activities (Knight, 2012). We agree with 
Knight (2012) that universities have the responsibility to integrate international, intercultural, 
and comparative perspectives into the student experience through campus-based activities. The 
Brazilian context involves cooperation between countries of the southern hemisphere, the so-
called South-South cooperation, which is challenging because students in these partnerships do 
not have disposable income and need a stipend to live in Brazil. 

When national students participate in internationalisation at home, Institutions gain valuable 
income and the rich epistemologies, knowledge and insights that international students bring. 
In addition, society benefits from the global exchange of ideas and experiences. However, as a 
group of mobile people, international students have been under-studied (Findlay, 2010). 

As part of the Capacity Building & internationalization for HE––a Universities for the World 
Programme promoted by the British Council––we conducted a study on the experiences of 
international students studying in Brazilian universities. The study included policy analysis and 
a survey of international students across the country. International students are categorised as 
those whose primary residence is outside Brazil. 

According to the Ministry of Education, Brazilian universities attracted 17,539 foreign students 
from 177 different countries in 2019. This number of students represents only 0.2% of the total 
enrolment in HE in the country (INEP, 2020). In other words, though there are no specific 
targets, the public funds spent on attracting international students to the country lead to very 
limited success. As such, it is first necessary to understand how international students evaluate 
their experience in Brazilian HEIs, with a view to identifying new strategies for attracting 
students based on what works. 

When international students pursue a double degree in Brazil, their study plan includes an 
internship in a company or industry anywhere in the world. Most students prefer taking the 
internship in Brazil, particularly close to the city where they studied. In these cases, the 
international office also supports them through various approaches, mechanisms, and activities, 
such as preparing them for interviews, guiding them through clinical exams, and setting up 
travel plans to the company site.  
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The students in the survey responded positively to questions about the core educational 
components of their programme. The majority reported being satisfied with the learning 
materials (software, equipment, facilities) and indicated that they felt they were part of the 
learning community. Over 75% reported being satisfied with the quality of the courses they 
were on. Overall, the analysis of the modes of support and their inconsistency with respect to 
the provision indicates the need to evaluate and standardise interventions and support 
mechanisms. 

In this paper, we evaluate the experience of international students in HEIs in Brazil. Data is 
collated from international undergraduate and graduate students. 

MATERIALS, METHODS AND RESULTS  

To examine the profile of international students coming to Brazil, the team conducted desk 
research, cross-examining the national census of HEIs in Brazil (INEP 2022), international 
students’ offices, and MEC data. 

To interrogate the international students’ perspectives, the project team piloted a survey. The 
international student survey used by Coventry University, UK, was adapted for use by 
international students at Brazilian public universities. Three international students and three 
members of the UFES international team supported the adaptation and piloted the Brazilian 
version with six students. A few more changes were made before the national rollout. Then, we 
contacted the Association of the International Relations Representatives of the Brazilian 
Federal Higher Education Institutions (CGRIFES, in Portuguese) to expand our survey to 
students from other institutions. After presenting a summary of the results to the Colégio de 
Gestores de Relações Internacionais das IFES (CGRIFES), all public institutions with 
international offices were provided with the forms and guidance on how to support students in 
completing them. Created in 2011, CGRIFES, which is a strategic collegiate body within 
Brazil’s federal higher education system, supports and coordinates internationalisation efforts 
across 50 federal universities in Brazil. We collated feedback and adjusted the form, resulting 
in eighteen multiple-choice and eight short-answer questions (see Appendix 1). 

We agreed that each institution would collate data from its own students and alumni, while 
UFES would have the right to use the whole dataset for research purposes. Institutions were 
required to provide institutional consent. (Form available at https://linktr.ee/ufesinternational    
developed in three languages (English, Portuguese and Spanish) and sent to each institution. 
The international offices from each participating university then forwarded the link to their 
students and alumni. Officers reported students requiring support to complete the forms. This 
could be due to the novelty of the evaluation and their limited experience completing such 
forms. It is unlikely that there was any survey fatigue. Students’ responses were 
overwhelmingly positive. 

Before filling out the questionnaire, participants provided informed consent, which included 
information that the project had been registered with the Human Research Ethics Committee 
(Certificate #33365920.3.0000.5542) and that the data would be used exclusively for the 



Insights from international students studying in Brazil 

 46 

purposes outlined in the project. The forms were sent on the 30th of March 2021 and remained 
open until the 31st of May 2021. 

We use the Evidencing Value Framework (EVP) developed by Smart, Cleaver, & Robertson 
(2020 to analyse survey results, integrating it with evidence from a census on students’ 
behaviour and attitudes to studying in Brazilian HEIs. The EVP is designed to identify, map 
and evaluate intangible assets in higher education, such as personal development, sense of 
belonging in an institution and engagement with activities provided by HE within and beyond 
the classroom, with a view to supporting strategic planning that can improve outcomes for 
students. 

The framework focuses on four domains: systems and structures––policies, procedures and 
organisational frameworks; resources––physical and digital resources available to students; 
core educational and support components––teaching quality, curriculum design and student 
support services; and ethos, cultures and Identities––institutional culture, values and 
community spirit. 

We received 293 responses: 162 in Portuguese, 103 in Spanish, and 28 in English. This low 
return rate meant that only 2 to 5 students completed the form in many institutions. A majority 
of the students did not complete the demographic section. The data was consolidated into a 
single spreadsheet in English, where inconsistencies were adjusted (for example, upper versus 
lowercase letters, typos, alternate spellings, etc.) and answers in different languages were 
standardised to English. Sixteen responses were excluded because the respondents identified 
themselves as Brazilian citizens. 

The Evidencing Value Framework was used to analyse the responses from the survey, 
interrogating the support mechanisms provided to students and how student feedback is 
processed and evaluated to enhance international students’ experiences. 
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Figure 1: Profile of international students 

 

International student respondents to the survey came from 45 different countries (Figure 1): 
42.9% from South America (24.5% were Colombian). When considering the North and South 
American continents, 61% of the respondents came from 17 countries in this region.  

Fourteen per cent of the respondents came from 12 countries in Africa, while 17.4% came from 
eight countries in Europe, generating a diversity of 23 distinct native languages. 

The mean age among undergraduate students was 27.5 years, and the median was 27. Among 
graduate students, the mean was 28.8 years, and the median was 33.5. In Brazil, the mean age 
of undergraduate students was 24.4 years (Andifes, 2018). For graduate students, the mean age 
for students on masters’ programmes was 32.82 years and 36.97 years for PhD students (CGEE, 
2020).  

Regarding the overall evaluation (Figure 2), more than 82% of the international students 
reported being satisfied with the course (“definitely agree” or “mostly agree”), and almost 90% 
reported being satisfied with the support received from the international office. Moreover, 
73.7% of the international students surveyed reported that they would actively recommend the 
university to others interested in applying, and 22.9% would recommend it if asked. 

Figure 2: The perspectives of international students studying in Brazilian HEIs 
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Overall satisfaction with HE experience in Brazil 
The majority of responses indicate that students are generally satisfied with their academic 
experience. For example, when combining the categories “definitely agree” and “mostly agree” 
(see Figure 3), 82.9% of students are satisfied with the course they are on, and 89.95% are 
content with the support received from the international office. In addition, 96.6% of the 
respondents would recommend the university to others, either actively or if asked. This high 
proportion of positive views raised concerns about the homogeneity of the responses. 
Homogeneity of results in surveys evaluating students’ teaching experience is common; 
responses are often clustered (Kayas et al., 2022). Participants rarely respond about the entirety 
of their experience; often, the response is focused on a snapshot of the programme or module 
they are providing feedback on (Costa & Canen, 2022). In some countries, researchers argue 
that students are over-surveyed and thus respond passively, leading to random responses 
(Boring et al. 2016). There are also biases (MacNell et al., 2015) linked to gender, the mean 
age of participants, sample size, ethnicity/race, and perceptions of class or status, which 
generally contribute to homogeneity. However, our dataset did not allow for such comparisons.  

French (2020) critiques the validity of student evaluations, arguing that student perceptions of 
teachers’ teaching excellence, or otherwise, correlate across different gender and age groups, 
as well as with the social class of the lecturers. French proposes that it is important to consider 
how students perceive and respond to evaluative processes within the context of local 
institutional practices and support mechanisms. Students do not invest in responding to surveys 
for other reasons. First, they do not feel invested in the survey's goals, and second, they do not 
trust that the processes or mechanisms will lead to improvement (Winstone et al., 2021). 
Students are also concerned that survey results may influence their university's reputation, and 
can become increasingly fatigued by continuous surveying (Fosnacht et al., 2017). It is, 
therefore, important to ensure that surveys enhance international students' experiences in 



Adefila, Reis Leite, Teixeira Garcia & Alcantara Cardoso 

 49 

tangible ways without eroding their confidence or fostering cynicism or fatigue (Murray Brux 
& Fry, 2010). 

The value and effectiveness of international students’ support mechanisms. 
The internationalisation of Brazilian HEIs needs to be effectively evaluated to ensure the goals 
and objectives of the programmes are adequately tracking with the needs of the sector and are 
effectively aligned to local policies and strategic aims. It appears there is scope to utilise the 
limited funds and to align the internationalisation strategy in a more comprehensive and 
integrated manner. In the next section, the paper examines key elements of the 
internationalisation programme using an Evidencing Value Framework. 

DISCUSSION 

Though the Brazilian government has made notable investments in both inward and outward 
mobility, the structural and systemic underpinnings of its internationalisation agenda reveal 
critical limitations that constrain its effectiveness and scalability. Brazil’s approach to 
internationalisation does not centre on enriching students’ experiences. 

Systems and structures 

Brazil’s model of international student mobility, particularly from Latin America, is shaped by 
bilateral agreements such as the PAEC Program. Unlike European mobility schemes that often 
emphasise reciprocal exchange and institutional partnerships, Brazil’s approach is more 
selective and academically merit-based. Students are typically chosen while still in their home 
countries, with academic excellence as a primary criterion. This model, while effective in 
attracting high-performing students, limits the diversity of international student profiles and 
may inadvertently exclude those with non-traditional academic trajectories or from less-
resourced educational systems. 

Furthermore, international students have access to the Política Nacional de Assistência 
Estudantil (PNAES), designed to democratise access to federal public education and reduce 
inequalities. However, students have a limited understanding of how to access these funds. 
Financial support (R$622 monthly) is available to subsidise meals, public health services and 
discounted transportation. Students from vulnerable backgrounds (including refugees) may also 
qualify for broader social welfare programs, such as Bolsa Família or Auxílio Brasil, provided 
they meet income thresholds and complete the CadÚnico registration process. 

The complex, highly bureaucratic process for accessing these benefits creates frustration and 
apprehension. Students require a Social Identification Number (NIS) and often require the 
support of university social workers to navigate eligibility and documentation requirements. 
This creates a dependency on institutional actors and may delay or deter access to essential 
services, particularly for students unfamiliar with Brazilian administrative systems. 
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Linguistic isolation and limited inward mobility 
Brazil’s status as the sole Portuguese-speaking country in Latin America presents a unique 
linguistic barrier that significantly curtails inward student mobility. Unlike countries that 
benefit from English or Spanish as lingua francas in international education, Brazil’s linguistic 
distinctiveness limits its attractiveness to a broader international student base. Although student 
satisfaction seems to indicate high levels of contentment due to accessible scholarships and 
tuition-free education, the language of instruction remains a persistent barrier to both academic 
integration and social inclusion (93.5% of respondents were from three regions: Latin America 
and the Caribbean (LAC, 59.9%), Europe (18.8%), and Africa (14.8%). More than 40% of 
respondents come from just three Latin American countries: Colombia (24.5%), Mexico 
(9.7%), and Argentina (7.9%). 

Absence of standardised admission pathways 
Brazilian HEIs predominantly rely on national entrance examinations (e.g., ENEM) for student 
admissions, a system that is largely inaccessible or irrelevant to international applicants. The 
absence of alternative, standardised pathways for international admissions results in a 
fragmented and opaque recruitment process. Consequently, the demographic and academic 
profiles of international students in Brazil remain poorly understood. 

The interplay between cost-efficiency and quality assurance increasingly shapes international 
student mobility. As de Wit and Altbach (2021) observe, students globally seek the highest 
educational value at the lowest financial cost. In this context, Brazil’s public universities 
consistently rank among the country’s top institutions in global rankings, such as the Times 
Higher Education (THE) and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), offering a compelling proposition. 
With tuition-free access for both domestic and international students, these institutions attract 
a diverse cohort seeking high-quality education without the financial burden typical of many 
global systems. However, this affordability masks deeper structural disparities in resource 
access and preparedness among international students, particularly when comparing European 
and Latin American cohorts. 

European students, particularly those enrolled in accredited engineering programs, benefit from 
a highly structured and resource-rich mobility framework. Verbyla et al. (2023) show that the 
global competencies of European STEM students improve in Latin America through field-
based placements and the development of intercultural capabilities. These programs, governed 
by bodies such as the European Network for Accreditation in Engineering Education (ENAEE), 
embed international mobility as a core requirement. Students must complete at least one 
academic period abroad, typically 17 to 20 weeks, through study, internships, or research 
placements. This requirement is not merely aspirational but institutionalised through 
agreements with top-ranked global universities. 

Moreover, European engineering education integrates the bachelor’s and master’s levels, with 
the final two years of undergraduate study classified as graduate-level education. This creates 
a misalignment in classification when these students enrol in Brazilian institutions, where they 
are treated as undergraduates despite their advanced academic standing. 
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Data deficiency and weak institutional coordination 
Perhaps the most critical gap is the lack of a national database or monitoring system for 
international students. Without reliable data on student numbers, demographics, academic 
progression or post-study outcomes, Brazilian HEIs and policymakers are ill-equipped to 
evaluate the impact of internationalisation or to design responsive support services. Figure 3 
shows students' satisfaction with mechanisms of support.  

Figure 3: Effective mechanisms identified by students 

 

CONCLUSION 

Brazil’s internationalisation agenda is at a pivotal juncture. While its commitment to 
educational equity and mobility is commendable, the current model lacks the structural 
coherence and strategic foresight seen in more mature systems. Addressing linguistic barriers, 
incentivising institutional engagement, standardising admissions and building robust data 
systems are not merely operational improvements; they are foundational to positioning Brazil 
as a competitive and inclusive player in the global higher education landscape. Strategically, 
government policies need to continuously align with context-sensitive approaches, which are 
reviewed within the broader educational and social mission of the only Portuguese-speaking 
country in Latin America (Spanish-speaking region). To avoid instrumentalising 
internationalisation, all global engagement ought to align with Brazilian local missions and 
societal needs (Labraña et al., 2024. 

The findings reveal how understanding the profile of international students choosing Brazil as 
a destination for international mobility yields insights that can be used to tailor support 
mechanisms and services for the inbound student population. The novelty of the survey in 
Brazil and the lack of baseline data required to construct more evaluative studies of the 
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internationalisation programmes highlight the limited prioritisation of the student experience. 
Park (2022) highlighted that international students rely on support services at Australian 
universities, where there is an increasing focus on their significance. It is important to research 
what degree-seeking in-bound students need and expect from support services (Perez-Encinas 
& Rodriguez-Pomeda, 2017; Xu et al., 2025). In Brazil, in particular, the imperatives to use 
limited resources wisely should be underpinned by good evidence. Though there are many 
challenges in relation to the culture of evaluating programmes and giving feedback, the 
necessity of collating data and demonstrating value for money with respect to Brazilian 
taxpayers’ limited resources is poignant. 

To enhance its global appeal, Brazil must invest in multilingual academic offerings, including 
English-taught programs, and provide robust language support services. This would not only 
broaden its recruitment pool but also improve the academic and social experiences of 
international students. Holistic processes are needed to support the evaluation of 
internationalisation, as this paper has argued, to capture both tangible and intangible assets. 

Developing a comprehensive national database is essential for evidence-based policymaking, 
and should be accompanied by institutional mechanisms for onboarding, ongoing support and 
post-study debriefing to ensure a holistic and high-quality international student experience. 
Such developments require cultural change that moves away from one-sided evaluation to one 
that enhances shared responsibility between educators and students (Nash & Winstone, 2017). 
Furthermore, establishing a centralised admissions framework for international students, 
complemented by clear and transparent criteria and recognition of foreign qualifications, would 
streamline recruitment and enable more strategic planning at both institutional and national 
levels. 

Universities need to be proactive to enhance multilingual outreach and onboarding processes 
that demystify access to social benefits. Embedding social workers within international offices 
and developing pre-arrival guidance materials could significantly improve uptake and reduce 
administrative burdens on students. Such support mechanisms also require strengthening 
communication between Brazil and other Portuguese-speaking countries to support language 
development. Increasing contributions from The African Fund the Organization of American 
States to be earmarked for internationalisation activities will also improve pre-registration 
guidance and the overall student experience. 

Limitations 

Surveys offer integral insight into the priorities and perspectives of respondents. (Boring et al., 
2016) because they gather participants' varied experiences within their perceived context, 
however, survey results can be biased due to survey fatigue and self-reported prejudices. While 
we can draw preliminary conclusions from this data, subsequent work should explore the extent 
to which these results remain valid after accounting for extraneous variables. The survey tool 
is an important starting point for enhancing systems and provision; however, they should not 
be the sole instigation for systemic or structural changes (Elliott & Shin. 2002). 
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APPENDIX 

Free and Informed Consent Form 

You are invited to participate in the research “Evaluation of the experience of foreign students 
in university education offered in Brazil.” The work aims to "Evaluate the training offered by 
public universities in Brazil at the undergraduate and graduate levels". Filling out the online 
questionnaire takes between 20 and 25 minutes. The reason for this invitation is that you meet 
the inclusion criteria of the research - to be a foreign student in academic mobility in Brazil. To 
participate in this study, you will have no cost, nor will you receive any financial advantage.   

The predicted risk is the possible embarrassment or discomfort for sharing the difficulties faced 
during the pandemic. If you feel uncomfortable with a question, we ask you not to answer it. 
We are available for any clarifications you need, at any time.   

You are assured: a) Secrecy - you will not be identified in any publication that may result from 
this study; b) Guarantee of privacy; c) You can withdraw consent at any stage of the survey. 
Participation is voluntary and the refusal to participate will not entail any penalty or change in 
the way you can be addresses by the researcher; d) No cost to participate in this research; e) 
Right to seek indemnity in the event of any damage resulting from it.   

We commit to: 1) Use the data available exclusively for the purposes contained in the project; 
2) Not allow, for any reason, unauthorized persons or institutions to have access to data or 
individuals; 3) Not disclosure - by any means of communication - of data or information that 
identifies the research subjects and other variables in the databases that allow the identification 
of individuals; and 4) Not practice and not allow any action that compromises the integrity of 
the individuals or the available databases.   

We inform that the project has been registered at UFES Human Research Ethics Committee 
(via Plataforma Brazil) and has the Certificate of Presentation of Ethical Appreciation (CAAE) 
number 33365920.3.0000.5542 and we commit to forward it (if necessary).   

Any questions or information about this research, you can contact Prof. Dr. Arinola Adefila. 
The Research Ethics Committee should be contacted in case of denunciation and/or 
complications in the research. The contact can be made by telephone (27) 3145-9820, email or 
mail by the address: Av. Fernando Ferrari, 514, Campus Universitário, sala 07 do Prédio 
Administrativo do CCHN, Goiabeiras, Vitória - ES, CEP 29.075-910. Considering this 
information, we ask you to indicate below whether you agree or not to participate in this 
research. *Obrigatório  

1. Do you agree to participate in this research by answering the following online questionnaire?  
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Yes or No. 

____________________________ 

Questionnaire: assessment of the international experience at a Federal University  

Please, assess your international experience at a Brazilian Federal University regarding its 
professors, classes, and the International Office. Your information will be used for statistical 
purposes only.   

1. About the Federal University where you study or have studied at   

1.1. Which region in Brazil is the federal university located at?   

AC AL AP AM BA CE DF ES GO MA MT MS MG PA PB PR PE PI RJ RN RS RO RR SC 
SP SE TO   

1.2. Which state in Brazil is the federal university located at?   

1.3. Acronym of the federal university   

1.5. Program you are/were enrolled at the federal university Undergraduate Postgraduate   

1.6. Degree level you are/were enrolled at the federal university:   

1.7. Year you first enrolled at the federal university:  

1.8. Year of entry 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021   

Year you left the federal university: 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021, Still enrolled. 

2. Information about yourself   

2.1. Year of birth:   

2.2. Country of birth  

2.3. Country of nationality  

2.4. Country where you studied before arriving in Brazil. 

2.5. First language  

Questions 3 - 12  

* Definitely agree  *Mostly agree *Neither agree nor disagree  *Mostly  disagree 
*Definitely disagree  *Not applicable  

3. Evaluation of teaching during my experience Professors are good at explaining subjects.   

Professors made the subjects interesting.   

The course is intellectually exciting.   
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My course has challenged me to achieve my best performance.  

4. Evaluation of Learning Opportunities  

My course has provided me with opportunities to explore ideas or concepts in depth.   

My course has provided me with opportunities to bring information and ideas together from 
different areas. 

My course has provided me with opportunities to apply what I have learnt.   

5. Evaluation of Grading System and Feedback   

Criteria used in grading have been presented since the beginning of my experience. Grading 
and assessment have been fair. 

Feedback on my works has been timely.   

I have received helpful comments on my work.  

6. Evaluation of Academic Support   

I have been able to contact the International Office staff when needed.   

I have received sufficient advice and guidance in relation to my course.   

Good advice was available when I needed to make study choices about my course I have been 
able to contact the International Office staff when needed.  

7. Evaluation of Organization and Management  

The course is well organized and runs smoothly.  

The timetable works efficiently for me.   

Any changes in the course or teaching have been communicated effectively. 

8. Evaluation of Learning Resources   

Provided IT resources and facilities have supported my learning well enough.  

Library resources (e.g., books, online services and learning spaces) have supported my learning 
well enough. 

I have been able to access course specific resources (e.g., equipment, facilities, software, 
collections) when needed.   

9. Evaluation of the Learning Community   

I feel part of a community of staff and students.   

I have had the right opportunities to work with other students as part of my course.   

10. Evaluation of Student Opinion   
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I have had opportunities to provide feedback on my course.   

Professors value students’ views and opinions about the course  

It is clear how students’ feedback on the course has been implemented.   

The students’ union (association) effectively represents students’ academic interests.   

11. Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of the course  

12. Overall, I am satisfied with the support of the International Office.   

13. Would you recommend the Federal University where you study/studied to other people 
interested in applying to this university?   

*I would actively encourage people to apply If asked  

*I would encourage people to apply   

*I would neither encourage nor discourage people to apply If asked   

*I would discourage people from applying   

*I would actively discourage people from applying 

 

________________________________________________________ 
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As study abroad activities regain their popularity in a post-pandemic world, 
questions and debates continue regarding the value of a study abroad experience. 
Focusing on the development of global mindedness, understood as a desirable goal 
of global education that encompasses qualities such as intercultural sensitivity, 
sense of global connectivity and responsibility, this qualitative meta-analysis 
explores university students’ experiences of study abroad. Drawing on data from 
22 primary qualitative studies, the findings reveal that while many participants 
demonstrated enhanced self-awareness, expanded worldviews and renewed 
perspectives, others showed limited growth, underscoring the nuanced and complex 
nature of global mindedness. Commonly reported experiences influencing its 
development include navigating emotional distress, confronting discrimination, 
overcoming language barriers and engaging in immersive learning and 
intercultural interactions. While confirming the valuable learning opportunities 
that study abroad can offer, this study also raises concerns about the limitations 
and problematic assumptions associated with these experiences, highlighting the 
need for a deeper examination of study abroad practices. These findings offer 
valuable insights for educators involved in designing, coordinating and evaluating 
study abroad programs, as well as for researchers who are interested in the values, 
potential and impacts of study abroad on students. 

Keywords: study abroad; global mindedness; student experience; higher education; 
meta-analysis 

INTRODUCTION 

Travelling and staying overseas for educational purposes has a long history that goes far beyond 
modern times (Bufmack, 2013). Over the past decades, the rise of globalisation has fuelled 
steady growth in study abroad interest and activities (Dietrich, 2018; Goel et al., 2010). This 
growing trend was interrupted by the global COVID outbreak in 2020, as universities 
worldwide were forced to suspend study abroad programs (Gibbs, 2022) and replace them with 
online learning activities (Liu & Shirley, 2021). As education resumes in a post-pandemic world 
and interest in study abroad resurges, questions have been raised concerning the future of study 

 
1 This paper is adopted from a chapter in a doctoral dissertation (Tang, 2023). Substantial revisions and updates 
have been made to the original text. 
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abroad (Glass & Gesing, 2021; di Giovine & de Uriarte, 2020; Xiao & Nie, 2023), prompting 
a re-examination of the learning outcomes of such programs and activities.  

Widely used in literature and often without being clearly defined, ‘study abroad’ has become a 
rather generic term that may cause confusion. In this study, I am in favour of using the broader 
term ‘study abroad experiences’ over the narrow sense of study abroad as a form of 
(institutionalised) activities that lead to obtaining a degree or gaining credits (The Forum of 
Education Abroad, 2011). It refers to any learning experience through educational endeavour 
“that occurs outside the participant’s home country” (p. 12). While this article focuses on 
student experiences of study abroad within the higher education domain, a more inclusive 
definition could allow for examining a wider range of study abroad experiences from a more 
diverse student population.  

While high educational institutions praise the value of study abroad, questions and concerns 
also abound. Some critiques focus on the ideological level, pointing out the neoliberal zeitgeist 
and market-driven nature of the popular study abroad or international mobility discourse 
(Courtois, 2020; Tarc, 2013). As far as the value of experience is concerned, a most notable 
challenge comes from Gaudelli and Laverty (2015). Drawing on Dewey’s conceptualisation of 
experience, they contend that despite the widely held belief that study abroad experience can 
“increase awareness and cross-cultural competence . . . such beliefs are not yet empirically 
supported” (p. 15). In a similar critical note, Doerr (2019) calls for more “rigorous analytical 
frameworks” (p. 4) to understand the learning in a study abroad experience. 

Considering the lingering questions and debates over the value and benefits of study abroad 
experiences, I conduct this study to deepen the understanding of the processes and impacts on 
university and college students. However, instead of interviewing yet another group of study 
abroad participants, I take a step back to (re)examine the existing evidence in recent literature 
(from the past 10 years) by employing a qualitative meta-analysis approach. The following 
questions guided the inquiry: 

• How do the student narratives in the selected primary studies characterise and explain 
the notion of global mindedness? 

• What significant experiences, factors and processes reported in these narratives impact 
the development of global mindedness among study abroad participants? 

GLOBAL MINDEDNESS 

The central analytical lens for this study is global mindedness, a term frequently invoked in 
international education discourse but often under-theorised in empirical research. In this study, 
global mindedness is approached as both a pedagogical aspiration and a culturally situated 
process, shaped by the lived experiences of learners in diverse transnational contexts. 

Earlier efforts to define global mindedness include Hett’s (1993) Global-Mindedness Scale, 
which conceptualises it as a combination of three key aspects: intercultural sensitivity, personal 
responsibility and global interconnectedness. While influential, this measurement-oriented 
framework reflects one particular conceptualisation rather than a settled consensus. Prior to 
Hett (1993), Schmidt (1975) and Hanvey (1982) articulated related ideas, highlighting 
attributes such as open-mindedness, perspective consciousness and awareness of global 
dynamics. Building on these foundations, more recent work situates global mindedness within 
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broader constructs such as global citizenship education (OECD, 2018), cosmopolitan learning 
(Rizvi, 2009), and international mindedness (IBO, 2017). 

Rather than adopting a rigid definition, this study treats global mindedness as an emergent, 
contested and flexible category, shaped by the voices and reflections of study abroad 
participants themselves. This approach is informed by naturalistic, qualitative meta-synthesis 
methodologies (Timulak, 2014), which prioritise allowing conceptual categories to emerge 
inductively from qualitative data rather than imposing predefined frameworks. Meanwhile, I 
take a slightly critical stance in my interpretation. In alignment with scholars such as Tarc 
(2013) and Doerr (2019), this study is attentive to how discourses of personal transformation, 
global citizenship, internationalisation and becoming global may obscure persistent inequalities 
and unexamined assumptions within study abroad programs. 

Importantly, this study also positions students not merely as recipients of global education but 
also as meaning-makers who negotiate the tensions between personal, institutional and 
ideological framings of their international experiences. Global mindedness here is thus treated 
not as a static trait but as a processual and relational development, situated in context and often 
marked by ambivalence, contradiction or even regression. 

To deepen this inquiry, the following sections draw upon 22 primary qualitative studies, 
highlighting how global mindedness is interpreted, challenged or reimagined by students 
navigating linguistic, emotional and cultural transitions abroad. 

METHODS OF INQUIRY 

This study employs a qualitative meta-analysis, which refers to the secondary analysis of 
findings from original qualitative studies to generate new interpretive insights. The term meta-
analysis is more commonly associated with quantitative research synthesis (Dixon-Woods et 
al., 2005). In qualitative research, it denotes a form of thematic and conceptual integration 
across studies. As defined by Timulak (2014), qualitative meta-analysis involves “a secondary 
analysis . . . of the primary, original, studies addressing the same research questions” (p. 481), 
with the aim of generating broader conceptual understanding. The term meta-analysis is often 
distinguished from meta-synthesis. Typically, meta-synthesis emphasises the reinterpretation 
of study findings at a higher level of abstraction. 

In contrast, qualitative meta-analysis often retains closer alignment to the original study’s aim 
and purpose (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007). In this study, I adopt Timulak’s usage of 
qualitative meta-analysis, which offers a systematic yet interpretive lens suited to exploring 
participant voice, contextual nuance and meaning-making across cases. Timulak’s view aligns 
with Irwin’s (2013), who defines “qualitative secondary analysis” as “the use of already 
produced data to develop new social scientific and/or methodological understandings” (p. 295). 
Given the study’s focus on identity, reflection, and the construct of global-mindedness, meta-
analysis provides a robust and appropriate framework. 

DATA SELECTION 

To ensure the quality and relevance of data, the following criteria were used in the literature 
search and screening process. First, only primary qualitative research studies were considered. 
Studies based on qualitative interviews, focus groups, reflection papers or journal entries were 
included if the data foregrounded participants’ lived experiences. Second, as an additional 
validity-ensuring feature (Creswell & Miller, 2000), eligible studies needed to contain first-
person, thick description of personal experiences from study abroad participants, with studies 
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required to present direct quotes from participants and rich narrative excerpts. Third, the 
selection was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles indexed in reputable academic databases 
such as EBSCO, ERIC and ProQuest Education. As Major and Savin-Baden (2010) noted, the 
credibility of a meta-analysis depends on the integrity of its included studies. Applying a peer-
reviewed, database-indexed filter served as a practical and consistent quality-assurance 
mechanism. Fourth, to ensure relevance of topic, selected studies must have addressed 
international student mobility in higher education contexts, with a focus on participants’ lived 
experiences. Finally, data selection focused on literature from the past 10 years (2014–2024) to 
ensure contemporary relevance. 

 

Figure 1: Flow diagram for study selection. 

Identifying suitable data began with the most common strategy of keyword search (Swift & 
Wampold, 2018). Using terms, including study abroad, student experience, higher education, 
and qualitative as keywords. The initial search yielded over 50 results. These results were then 
expanded using backward and forward searching (Finfgeld-Connett, 2018) and hand-searched 
key journals for more recent publications not yet included in the databases. 

During the screening process, repetitive results were dropped, as were the research papers that 
did not meet the quality-control criteria listed above. 

At the end of the screening process (Figure 1), 22 studies were chosen for the analysis (Table 
1). 

Initial	records	through	multi-database	search	(n=52)

Additional	records	identified	through	manual	search	
(n=7)

Records	after	duplicates	removed	(n=38)

Records	after	initial	content	(titles	and	abstracts)	
screening	(n=25)

Studies	included	after	full-text	eligibility	assessment	
(n=22)
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Table 1. Selected literature 

Selected	papers Number	of	
participants Student	origins Study	abroad	

destinations 
Vatalaro	et	al.,	2015 5 USA Italy 
Dai & Garcia,	2019 7 China Australia 
Sato & Hodge,	2015 8 Japan USA 
Yang,	2020 13 USA China 
Lee	&	Green,	2016 4 USA South	Africa 
Onosu,	2021 15 USA Multiple	countries 

Jaeger	&	Gram,	2016 18 China	&	
Denmark Denmark	&China 

Oh	&	Nussli,	2014,	(2021) 5 USA South	Korea 
Young	&	Snead,	2017 11 Saudi	Arabia USA 
Lickteig	et	al.,	2019 2 USA Finland	&	Indonesia 
Fukuda	&	Nishikawa	
Chávez,	2021 6 USA Japan 

Huffman	et	al.,	2020 50 Japan Multiple	countries 
Hsiao	et	al.,	2021 14 Taiwan Australia 
Conceição	et	al.,	2021 33 Brazil USA 
Rybo-LoPresti	&	Rhein,	
2021 22 USA Thailand 

Sobkowiak,	2019 12 Poland Multiple	European	
countries 

Prieto-Arranz	et	al.,	2021 8 Spain Multiple	European	
countries 

Moon	et	al.,	2020 6 China &	South	
Korea USA 

Medina	et	al.,	2015 16 USA Germany 
Baker	et	al.,	2022 14 Thailand Multiple	countries 
Chang,	2024 1 Vietnam Taiwan 
Witt,	2024 12 USA Multiple	countries 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The analysis followed the qualitative meta-analysis procedures outlined by Timulak (2014) and 
Levitt (2018), using an inductive, interpretive approach to extract, compare and synthesise 
meaning across studies. The process involved four main stages: 

1) Data extraction: From each study, narrative findings and verbatim participant quotes 
were compiled into a central dataset. Where available, data were drawn from results 
sections, appendices and illustrative vignettes. Both first-order (participants’ voices) 
and second-order data (researcher summaries) were collected to ensure 
comprehensiveness. 

2) Initial coding: Each unit of text was examined line-by-line using open coding informed 
by grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). Codes were created inductively, capturing 
emotional tones, cognitive shifts, metaphors and intercultural experiences. This process 
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was conducted iteratively and documented in analytic memos to preserve emergent 
patterns.  

3) Thematic synthesis: Codes were grouped into preliminary thematic categories using 
axial coding techniques. These categories were refined through constant comparison 
across studies, attending to both recurring patterns and outlier cases. Redundant or 
overlapping codes were collapsed, and categories were merged or split as needed to 
enhance conceptual clarity. 

4) Critical alignment: Emergent themes were aligned with the study’s two research 
questions, particularly focusing on how participant narratives articulated or challenged 
key dimensions of global mindedness. Themes were tested for coherence, relevance, 
and analytic saturation, ensuring they captured variation across cultural, institutional 
and geographic contexts. 

Throughout this process, the voice of participants was prioritised over researcher commentary 
wherever possible. This emphasis was critical to capturing authentic reflections of global 
engagement and identity negotiation. Longitudinal data were used where available (Oh & 
Nussli, 2021) to identify sustained impacts and deferred meaning-making over time. Coding 
and synthesis were managed manually and were reviewed through multiple iterations to 
maintain transparency and reflexivity in interpretation (Finfgeld-Connett, 2018; Levitt, 2018). 

NOTABLE FINDINGS 

Global mindedness unpacked: Nuanced change in participants 

While study abroad is often celebrated for fostering global mindedness through broadened 
perspectives and cross-cultural immersion (Paige et al., 2009), the qualitative evidence analysed 
in this study suggests a far more complex and uneven process. Participant narratives reflect a 
spectrum of outcomes, from increased openness and reflexivity to persistent cultural biases and 
discomfort. This section presents three interrelated themes, demonstrating how students engage 
with, resist or reinterpret global mindedness in practice. 

Reflexive self-awareness and intercultural perception  

A key facet of global mindedness involves the capacity to view oneself through the eyes of 
others (Skolnick et al., 2004) – developing reflexive self-awareness within unfamiliar 
sociocultural contexts. Across several studies, participants reported newfound understandings 
of how their national, racial or religious identities were perceived abroad. 

Some participants reflected on how collective identity labels such as “American” (Medina et 
al., 2015), “white woman” (Onosu, 2021), “Spaniard” (Prieto-Arranz et al., 2021) and 
“Muslim” (Young & Snead, 2017) were perceived in study abroad contexts. The study abroad 
experience heightened their self-awareness and provided insight into how their identities were 
understood in different cultural settings, fostering a renewed understanding of themselves and 
their social labels. A participant in Lee and Green (2016) observed, “Biologically there’s no 
reality of race, but there is a political reason to be Black” (p. 71). These reflections frequently 
emerged through moments of intercultural comparison, as a student in Lickteig et al. (2019) 
noted, “Through those differences [I experienced in Indonesia,] I learn more about the system 
I am familiar with” (p. 12). 
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Others articulated an emerging reflexivity about their cultural positioning. One participant in 
Witt (2024) acknowledged, “I kind of forgot other countries and [their] histories” (“Role of 
global experience in understanding global leadership,” para. 1). A student in Onosu (2021) 
remarked, “We talk about American issues as if they are worldwide issues”; and through the 
experience abroad, “[you] can now look at things from an outsider’s perspective, and you see 
yourself and the bubble you grew up in from a different lens” (p. 8). Similarly, a student in 
Huffman et al. (2020) noted, “This program exposed me to foreign cultures and made me aware 
that I had previously lived in such a narrow world” (p. 58). 

In these cases, participants could also be said to have acquired “perspective consciousness” 
(Hanvey, 1982) and enhanced “intercultural awareness” (Baker, 2015; Dasli, 2011), 
foundational elements of global mindedness. 

Open-mindedness and new perspectives 

Global mindedness also entails an evolving openness to alternative worldviews, cultures and 
systems of meaning. Many participants expressed significant shifts in how they perceived 
cultural others and questioned the biased and limited views they had formed in their home 
environments. 

One participant in Baker et al. (2022) stated, “I used to be quite conservative and quite 
nationalist, but now . . . my mind has opened, and I learned a lot of things from that” (p. 10). In 
Medina et al. (2015), a student who had previously judged minority groups in the US 
acknowledged, “It’s a lot harder to fit into a society than Americans think it is” (p. 85). 

Participants described a growing attentiveness to nuance and a recognition of shared humanity 
across cultural divides. One student in Sobkowiak (2019) reflected, “I used to judge people in 
a very shallow and superficial way, [but now] I try to pay attention to nuances concerning what 
people are doing and saying” (p. 701). This growing awareness was often accompanied by a 
deeper sense of global interconnectedness. As one student in Baker et al. (2022) observed, 
“Nationalities and languages are just a shell of who we are” (p. 10). Similarly, a participant in 
Yang (2020) noted, “At the deepest level . . . we are really not all that different after all” (p. 
116). 

Other students recognised common emotional and social concerns as transcending national 
boundaries. A participant in Huffman et al. (2020) shared, “I used to think that foreigners and 
foreign countries were very different from Japan . . . [A]fter the experience, I realized that they 
worry about things and cry about things just like me” (p. 58). Echoing this insight, a Brazilian 
student in Conceição et al. (2021) commented, “Formerly I thought that just Brazil had 
problems. But now I [can] see that all places have problems” (p. 138). 

These narratives reflect a shift toward what Byram (1997) calls intercultural empathy––the 
ability to suspend judgment and seek deeper understanding across cultural lines. 

Counter examples of global mindedness 

Despite the prevalence of positive shifts, the data also revealed ambivalent or regressive 
trajectories. Some participants retained or reinforced cultural stereotypes even after immersive 
experiences, complicating the assumption that study abroad inherently leads to global 
mindedness. 

In Prieto-Arranz et al. (2021), a participant stated, “I had the perception prior to departure . . . 
that Spaniards showed no respect for language issues and Catalan. And going to Venice helped 
me check it out for myself” (p. 10). 
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Others expressed discomfort or intolerance. In Young and Snead (2017), a Saudi student 
remarked, “I don’t like when women wear [shorts] and short dresses . . . A university should be 
a place to learn [and] not to show your body off” (p. 43). In Medina et al. (2015), a US student 
studying in Germany described that when she “received a new roommate from a Middle Eastern 
country,” her initial thought was, “Could he be like a terrorist?” (p. 83). 

National stereotypes also persisted in Sobkowiak (2019), where Spaniards were described as 
“spending a lot of time in cafes” (p. 693), Portuguese as “often late and very loud”, and Belgians 
as “quite reserved and withdrawn” (p. 694). One Danish student in Jaeger and Gram (2016) 
commented, “it is very Chinese that things change every other minute” (p. 41). Similar 
generalisations appeared in Fukuda and Nishikawa Chávez (2021), where a student noted, 
“Japanese people would stand by themselves quietly, they would not want to sit next to me” (p. 
836). 

These examples illustrate that global mindedness is not a guaranteed outcome, but a contingent 
process shaped by personal readiness and sociocultural context. 

The journey to global mindedness: Significant experiences, processes and factors  

While internal reflection and openness are central to the development of global mindedness, 
participants’ narratives also reveal that external experiences, emotional responses and 
contextual dynamics profoundly shape this process. These encounters are often disorienting, 
complex and emotionally charged, underscoring global mindedness as a negotiated process and 
context-bound journey rather than a linear development. The following themes illustrate the 
pathways and obstacles participants encountered. 

Emotional disruption as a catalyst for critical reflection  

Emotional discomfort was frequently the first rupture in participants’ expectations. Initial 
encounters with cultural unfamiliarity often triggered anxiety, awkwardness, self-doubt and 
inner insecurity––what Mezirow (2008) calls “disorienting dilemmas” and Jarvis (2012) 
describes as “disjunctures”. These moments, though unsettling, often opened spaces for deeper 
and critical reflection. 

A participant in Rybo-LoPresti and Rhein (2021) shared, “I was kinda freaked out in the 
beginning,” while another in Sobkowiak (2019) expressed discomfort at being kissed on both 
cheeks by “a complete stranger” (p. 696). Feelings of alienation were also common. As one 
student in Prieto-Arranz et al. (2021) put it, “[Y]ou are not German . . . you’re a Spaniard 
studying in Germany. No, no, you’re not one of them” (p. 8). Similar feelings were reported in 
other studies, such as in Fukuda and Nishikawa Chávez (2021), where a participant “felt so out 
of place” (p. 837) and a student teacher in Oh and Nussli (2014) who “truly felt like an outsider” 
(p. 80). 

Though distressing, some students reframed these emotions as learning moments. A participant 
in Onosu (2021) reflected on her shift “from the feeling of anger and discomfort” to the 
realisation that she could “learn from the situation” (p. 8). These narratives suggest that 
emotional disruption, when coupled with reflexivity, can support the development of global 
mindedness. 
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Discrimination and marginalisation 

Several students encountered exclusion, racism or Islamophobia during their time abroad, 
highlighting the structural inequalities embedded in global mobility. These experiences 
challenge the assumption that cross-cultural encounters are inherently positive or 
transformative. 

One participant in Sato and Hodge (2015) reported, “There was no way to join in the discussion. 
Group members did not care about me,” adding, “This type of experience made me feel lonely 
and I do not think my study abroad is a success” (p. 217). Similar experiences were reported in 
Moon et al. (2020), where some Chinese and Korean students felt their native English-speaking 
classmates questioned their intelligence: “They might not think I am the same level” (p. 38). 

Some participants recalled incidents of racism and Islamophobia, such as in Young and Snead 
(2017): “Some people don’t like me because I wear hijab,” said one female Saudi student (p. 
42), while another recounted, “A white male spit at my wife” (p. 42). In Prieto-Arranz et al. 
(2021), a student described feeling hyper-visible due to her skin colour: “Every time I went to 
class . . . everyone [was] staring at me, even the teachers” (p. 8). 

These accounts highlight how the pursuit of global mindedness often occurs within unequal and 
exclusionary systems, requiring not only empathy but also critical consciousness. 

Language as both a barrier and a bridge 

Language emerged as a major axis of both limitation and growth. For many, linguistic barriers 
disrupted academic engagement and social integration. A student in Moon et al. (2020) 
confessed, “My biggest difficulty in the U.S. is language” (p. 35), while students in Hsiao et al. 
(2021) found that limitations in English fluency impeded their learning. 

Such challenges often produced feelings of inadequacy or frustration. In Sato and Hodge 
(2015), a Japanese student spoke of losing linguistic confidence after becoming a minority 
speaker (p. 213), while a participant in Huffman et al. (2020) shared the emotional strain of 
“trying to speak but not getting the words right” (p. 59). A Saudi student in Young and Snead 
(2017) remarked, “Before I came here, I understood some words, but I was surprised when I 
started learning academic English” (p. 42), highlighting the inadequacy of pre-departure 
preparation and the gap between conversational and academic language demands. 

On the other hand, many students described proactive strategies for language learning. A Saudi 
student in Young and Snead (2017) stated, “I listen to the radio and read in English as much as 
I can” (p. 41), while a Brazilian student in Conceição et al. (2021) reflected, “Speaking in 
English obliged me to rethink my first language in order to speak correctly” (p. 135). Many 
participants also took the opportunity to interact with English speakers through questioning and 
frequent communication practice, as highlighted by students in Sato and Hodge (2015, p. 213) 
and Huffman et al. (2020, p. 58). 

Overcoming language barriers not only enhanced participants’ linguistic proficiency but also 
fostered greater self-confidence and intercultural understanding. One participant in Chang 
(2024) proudly remarked, “I started to think, maybe I’m able to learn English or maybe any 
foreign language faster than others” (p. 816). Such narratives illustrate how the process of 
confronting and navigating language challenges can cultivate intercultural resilience and 
linguistic self-efficacy, both of which are key dimensions of global mindedness. 



Living out global mindedness? A meta-analysis of qualitative empirical accounts of study 
abroad experiences 

 70 

Interacting with people from diverse backgrounds 

Study abroad provided opportunities for intercultural contact, but students varied in their 
willingness or ability to engage beyond familiar circles. Some participants intentionally sought 
diverse interactions. One student in Baker et al. (2022) described “spending time . . . with 
students and lecturers who have different cultural backgrounds and speak different first 
languages” (p. 9). 

Others spoke of the value of stepping outside their comfort zones. As an American student in 
Yang (2020) noted, “I was able to ask [my Chinese peers] questions and not feel awkward or 
ashamed not knowing . . . They really provided the support I needed” (p. 117). 

At the same time, many reported gravitating toward linguistic or cultural peers. A participant 
in Medina et al. (2015) recalled, “We just sorta self-segregated so most American students sit 
with each other” (p. 5). In Sato and Hodge (2015), a Japanese student said, “There are many 
benefits when I hang out with Japanese students” (p. 216). Similarly, one participant in Prieto-
Arranz et al. (2021) noted the tendency for Spanish students to stick together so they can 
“always speak Spanish among themselves” (p. 8). 

These patterns illustrate that intercultural learning is not automatic. Instead, it requires 
deliberate effort from the learner, as well as careful preparation, guidance and institutional 
support. As Onosu (2021) observed, “Transformative learning during cultural immersion 
depends on the willingness and the intensity with which the participants engage” (p. 7). 

Immersion and homestay as transformative contexts 

Immersive settings, such as a homestay, offered participants vivid, embodied insights into 
cultural life. A student in Lee and Green (2016) emphasised the power of “being in that space 
and learning” (p. 71), while another in Onosu (2021) noted, “once your [host] family accepts 
you, the community accepts you” (p. 7). 

Two telling examples come from essays written by two students in Fukuda and Nishikawa 
Chávez (2021). In one instance, a student recounted a moment when her host mother confided 
that she worried her son would struggle in adulthood due to his emotional challenges. Initially, 
the student found this perspective extreme, but later understood it as a reflection of a broader 
cultural concern in Japan. Eventually, as the authors explain, the student "learned the hidden 
meaning of her host mother’s comments [by] connecting them to the concept of ‘giri’” (p. 838), 
or social obligation, as opposed to ‘ninjo’ (human feelings): “According to conventional 
Japanese thought, when giri declines and ninjo escalates, social harmony is threatened” (pp. 
838–839). Another student from the same study shared a critical moment when his host father 
played an old guitar with visible damage. When the student asked about it, the father explained 
that despite its imperfections, it was irreplaceable. “This moment”, the student reflected, “was 
a breakthrough in my understanding of how the Japanese mind works in relation to my own 
Western views” (p. 839). Through this incident, he “discovered the exact sensation of how the 
Japanese appreciated beauty in imperfection” (p. 838). 

However, not all homestay experiences were positive. In Oh and Nussli (2014), three out of 
five participants reported rewarding relationships with their host families, but the other two 
described significant discomfort stemming from cultural misunderstandings, language barriers, 
and mismatched expectations. One participant shared, “I just felt like such an inconvenience to 
them” (p. 74), even though she acknowledged that her host family “was really nice”. This 
tension reveals how feelings of burden and alienation can persist despite outward hospitality, 
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especially in the absence of effective communication. Similarly, in Yang (2020), a student 
described feeling repeatedly pressured by her host family to eat unfamiliar food: “Sometimes I 
would sit with the host dad and he would make me eat all this food that I just didn’t want to eat 
. . . but I just was horrible at communicating” (p. 114). These experiences suggest that the 
quality of intercultural engagement during homestays depends not only on the host context but 
also on students’ communicative readiness and cultural sensitivity. Without adequate pre-
departure preparation, even well-intentioned immersion can result in frustration and missed 
learning opportunities. 

Yet even these challenging moments, when reflected upon, contributed to intercultural 
awareness. As Onosu (2021) observed, participants who engaged more openly tended to report 
more transformative outcomes. A typical example comes from a student who initially expressed 
deep frustration with her Colombian host family’s early morning routines, but through guided 
reflection, “was able to understand the reason” behind the household dynamic and ultimately 
shifted her perspective (p. 6). Homestay, then, can serve as a powerful context for fostering 
global mindedness, but only when accompanied by careful preparation, ongoing support, 
guided reflection, as well as the student’s willingness to learn and to adapt. 

DISCUSSION 

This section revisits the two research questions that guided the study and addresses them in 
light of the findings from the qualitative meta-analysis. It also explores the study’s contributions 
to the field, outlines its limitations and discusses implications for both educational practice and 
future research on global learning. 

Reframing global mindedness through student narratives 

In this section, I return to the first research question: How do the student narratives in the 
selected primary studies characterise and explain the notion of global mindedness? This study 
contributes to a more situated, participant-centred understanding of global mindedness by 
examining how students articulate their evolving sense of self and others in intercultural 
settings. Across the included studies, participants described becoming more reflexive, critically 
aware of their own cultural lenses and empathetic toward other ways of being. These processes 
align with dimensions emphasised in adjacent constructs such as perspective consciousness 
(Hanvey, 1982), intercultural competence (Byram, 1997), and the “epistemic virtues” of 
cosmopolitan learning (Rizvi, 2009). However, as clarified earlier, none of these concepts and 
similar theoretical frameworks can be treated as synonymous with global mindedness. Rather, 
global mindedness in this study is defined as an integrative, reflexive disposition and a learning 
journey, rooted in meaning-making, critical awareness of global interdependence and openness 
to complexity. 

The findings affirm that global mindedness is not a pre-designed or automatic outcome of 
studying abroad, but an ongoing, negotiated process. Student narratives revealed dynamic, 
diverging and sometimes contradictory learning trajectories, shaped by experiences of 
dissonance, marginalisation, and critical self-reflection. These accounts highlight the non-linear 
and context-dependent nature of global mindedness, and they complicate narratives that frame 
study abroad as inherently transformative. 

The study underscores the value of centring student voices in global education research. 
Through their own words, participants conveyed moments of cognitive, emotional, and ethical 
shift, offering insights into how global mindedness is lived, resisted or gradually formed. In 
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contrast to standardised outcome measures, these qualitative accounts illustrate how global 
mindedness and its various aspects are embedded in daily life, lived tensions and emergent 
understanding. 

Recent studies on international-mindedness and global citizenship education reinforce this 
view. Hacking et al. (2018), for instance, argue that international-mindedness should not be 
reduced to Western-centric ideals, but instead be constructed through inclusive school cultures, 
sustained reflection and context-sensitive pedagogy. They emphasise the importance of school-
wide ethos and leadership in promoting global understanding. Similarly, Metli (2021) found 
that while International Baccalaureate (IB) programs aim to cultivate international-
mindedness, students’ growth is mediated by institutional context and opportunities for 
authentic intercultural engagement. These studies reinforce the idea that global mindedness is 
best developed not through prescriptive curricula but through environments that allow for plural 
perspectives and self-inquiry. 

This meta-analysis thus contributes to a deeper conceptualisation of global mindedness, 
grounded not in pre-defined indicators but in students’ evolving narratives and the tensions they 
navigate. It also strengthens the case for qualitative approaches to global education research, 
where meaning-making and lived experience remain central to understanding complex learning 
outcomes (Gaudelli & Laverty, 2014; Young, 2010). 

Conditions, contradictions and the “discourse of experience” 

The second research question asked: What significant experiences, factors and processes 
reported in these narratives impact the development of global mindedness among study abroad 
participants? The analysis identified five recurring influences: emotional disruption, 
marginalisation and discrimination, language and communication challenges, intercultural 
interaction, and immersive settings such as homestays. These factors do not act in isolation, and 
their impact depends heavily on how students interpret and respond to them, as well as the 
support they receive from their host institutions and communities. 

One of the study’s key insights is the discrepancy between students’ actual experiences abroad 
on the one hand, and the expectations they carried into study abroad on the other, which are 
often shaped by idealised institutional or popular cultural narratives. I refer to these narratives 
as the discourse of experience. It constitutes a set of popularised tropes that frame the study 
abroad experience, often packaged and decorated for sale, as inherently “life-changing,” 
“authentic” or “transformative”. While not a term drawn from previous literature, it resonates 
with critiques by scholars such as Doerr (2019) and Moreno (2021), who highlighted the 
neoliberal packaging of international experiences and the problematic assumptions embedded 
in such representations. 

Participant narratives show how this discourse influences perceptions and leads to 
disillusionment when reality falls short. For instance, in Baker et al. (2022), a Thai student 
expressed disappointment that people in Malaysia “didn’t speak proper English” and that it was 
not the “purer English-speaking community” they had expected (p. 9). Similarly, in Rybo-
LoPresti and Rhein (2021), a participant lamented the absence of a homestay option, imagining 
that staying with a local family would offer a more authentic or “real” Thai experience (p. 5). 
These examples reveal how students’ expectations, shaped by institutional or cultural 
narratives, can limit openness to actual intercultural encounters if left unexamined. 
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Even well-intentioned programmatic framings can inadvertently reinforce shallow or uncritical 
understandings of global concepts. In Baker et al. (2022), for example, a participant was asked, 
“Do you now see yourself as a global citizen?” Reflecting on activities such as tree-planting 
with people from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, the student responded, 
“Therefore, I am quite certain that I am now one of the global citizens” (p. 9). While this 
suggests a sense of personal growth, the global citizenship discourse encompasses much more 
than participation in multicultural activities. Simply self-identifying as a global citizen without 
articulating a deeper understanding of the term may reflect a superficial engagement rather than 
a meaningful transformation. 

Educators can play a critical role in addressing these patterns. Structured reflection and critical 
questioning can help students surface and interrogate unexamined beliefs. For example, “What 
do you mean by a ‘real’ Thai life?”, “What would a ‘pure English-speaking’ environment be 
like?”, “What assumptions are embedded in your notion of fluency?”, or “What does being a 
global citizen mean to you?” Without such guidance and support, study abroad risks reinforcing 
stereotypes or (re)producing uncritical, surface-level learning. 

Institutional context, strategy and coordinated support also matter. As Zhang and Chan (2023) 
argue in their study of Australian schools, meaningful intercultural learning requires not just 
student openness, but institutional readiness to support cultural, linguistic and emotional 
adaptation. While their work focuses on international students in the K–12 sector, the 
principles, such as culturally responsive pedagogy and relational care, are equally relevant to 
higher education. As findings in Section 4 show, global mindedness is fostered by more than 
mere exposure. This process of learning is shaped by, and can equally be constrained by, not 
only student agency but also the programs and environments into which students are placed. 

Limitations and implications 

This study offers a grounded rethinking of global mindedness through the lens of qualitative 
meta-analysis. By centring the voices of study abroad participants across 22 peer-reviewed 
articles published between 2014 and 2024, the analysis highlights how global mindedness is 
constructed through student experiences in situated contexts. While this focus ensures 
analytical rigour, data quality and contemporality, it also limits the scope by excluding grey 
literature, older publications and potentially valuable perspectives from underrepresented 
sources or underreported contexts. Additionally, the variation in methodological designs and 
reporting styles among the selected studies introduces challenges for consistent cross-study 
comparison. 

Despite these limitations, the study makes several important contributions to the field of global 
education. First, it affirms that global mindedness is not a fixed or inevitable outcome of 
international mobility but an emergent, ongoing process––a journey shaped by emotional 
disruption, contextual complexity and critical reflection. Second, it demonstrates the value of 
placing student voice at the centre of inquiry, revealing aspects of critical understanding, 
resistance, transformation and negotiation of identity that might otherwise remain invisible. 
Third, it underscores the importance of comparing and contrasting the various perspectives and 
expectations students carry into study abroad, which are often shaped by idealised narratives 
and popular (yet misleading) discourses rather than focusing solely on the experiences 
themselves. 

These insights have significant implications for educational practice. Pre-departure preparation 
should move beyond procedural orientation and information sessions to include opportunities 
for students to critically examine and question their assumptions about “authentic” experiences, 
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linguistic fluency or cultural norms. Post-return programming also deserves greater attention. 
Rather than overly relying on informal conversations or reflective essays, institutions can 
develop more structured, dialogic frameworks that support students in processing their 
experiences abroad, unpacking dissonance, disappointment and discomfort in a safe 
environment, and facilitating reintegration and long-term meaning-making. 

In line with the insights of Zhang and Chan (2023) and Porter and Porter (2020), I argue that 
the success of international education depends not only on where students go or how far they 
travel from home but also on how well institutions are prepared to recognise and support the 
psychological, cultural and relational dimensions of their experience. Similarly, Beckwith’s 
(2022) discussion of global citizenship education reminds us that conceptual ambiguity can 
weaken educational coherence. Education for global mindedness must be grounded in clear, 
context-sensitive practices rather than abstract ideals. Echoing the concerns of earlier scholars 
about popular and market-oriented study abroad discourses (Doerr, 2019; Tarc, 2013), the 
findings of this study suggest that meaningful global learning is most effectively supported not 
by decontextualised ideological standards but by practices rooted in the complexities of lived 
experience. 

Beyond practice, this study also has implications for future research on study abroad and global 
learning. Most notably, it reveals a critical gap in long-term engagement with returned study-
abroad participants. Oh and Nussli (2021) provide a rare example of longitudinal inquiry, 
revisiting preservice teachers nearly a decade after their overseas practicum (Oh & Nussli, 
2014). Their follow-up study demonstrates how early study abroad experiences continued to 
shape participants’ teaching practices and educational worldviews. Similarly, by adopting a 
longitudinal design, Kiely (2004) found that while students often experienced significant 
perspective transformation through international service-learning, they also struggled to 
translate this awareness into sustained action after returning to the US. Future research could 
build on these models by tracking students at multiple points over time to better understand 
how global mindedness is sustained, reinterpreted or disrupted. 

In cases where longitudinal research is not feasible, alternative approaches such as life story 
analysis (see Tang, 2023) could offer valuable insights into how students retrospectively 
interpret and narrate their study abroad experiences. This could shed light on both the 
persistence and re-interpretation of global learning across different life stages. 

CONCLUSION 

In this study, I employed a qualitative meta-analysis to investigate how students in existing 
empirical research articulate and make sense of their study abroad experiences, with particular 
attention to the construct of global mindedness. This approach allowed for a re-examination of 
diverse qualitative accounts across 22 peer-reviewed studies published between 2014 and 2024. 
Methodologically, qualitative meta-analysis offers a rapid and cost-effective means of engaging 
with existing data without compromising analytic depth or interpretive rigour. While limited 
by what is available in published reports, it provides a valuable avenue for theory-building and 
comparative insight. As a relatively underused methodology in higher education research 
(Major & Savin-Baden, 2010), its potential for expanding the understanding of student 
experience remains significant. 

The meta-analysis produced several key findings. First, global mindedness was revealed as a 
dynamic and negotiated process shaped by emotional complexity, cultural dissonance and 
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critical reflection. Second, the findings suggest that student expectations and assumptions, often 
influenced by institutional or cultural (including mainstream or social media) narratives, play 
as important a role as lived experiences in shaping learning outcomes. Third, the study 
identified a series of significant factors that contribute to or constrain the development of global 
mindedness, including emotional vulnerability, societal pressures, language and 
communication, immersion and homestay, as well as the availability of relational and 
institutional support. 

Taken together, these findings challenge simplistic narratives of transformation and call for a 
more student-centred and critically informed approach to global learning. They also point to 
several areas for future research, particularly the need for longitudinal or life story 
methodologies that can capture how students sustain (or struggle to sustain) their intercultural 
learning and awareness over time. 

Global mindedness is not something students simply “gain” through travel or study abroad. It 
is a never-ending process of becoming, a capacity that learners continually construct, negotiate, 
and reconfigure in response to disorientation, unmet expectations and complex encounters. It 
involves learning to hold multiple perspectives, to question one’s own identity and sense of 
place in the world, and to navigate uncertainty with humility and care. This “journey” is where 
education meets learners––not by offering easy answers or predefined outcomes, but by 
providing the conditions, tools, and reflective spaces they need to engage, interpret, integrate 
and grow from the complexity of their experiences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Maslach et al. (1996) define burnout as a psychological syndrome characterised by 
emotional exhaustion (being emotionally overextended and drained), depersonalisation 
(being cynical and detached from work and other people) and reduced personal 
accomplishment (decreased sense of competence, efficacy and achievement). Other 
studies suggest that burnout is a pervasive issue among teachers worldwide, with 
detrimental consequences for teachers’ well-being (Madigan et al., 2023), instructional 
quality and student outcomes (Madigan & Kim, 2021). To find effective strategies to 
prevent burnout, education researchers have investigated its antecedents (Agyapong et 
al., 2023). Among the antecedents is external accountability, defined as formal systems 
and measures that pressure individuals to explain and justify their decisions and actions 
to others (Tsang, et al., 2023). Wright (2020) identified this antecedent as a key 
contributor to teacher burnout, particularly through its deskilling effects.  

Labour process theory is often used in studies to examine the relationship between 
external accountability and teacher burnout because it explains how external 
accountability results in deskilling, work intensification, and the erosion of professional 
autonomy regarding the technical aspects of teaching (Li & Tsang, 2023; Tsang, 2018; 
Wright, 2020). However, the theory does not factor in the emotional dimension of 
teaching. Education researchers (e.g., Benesch & Prior, 2023; Horner et al., 2020; 
Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006) argued that teaching is an inherently emotional labour, 
positioning emotion management as a fundamental aspect of teachers’ work. Therefore, 
Labour Process Theory may provide an incomplete framework for studying the impact 
of external accountability on teacher burnout. 

Moreover, existing studies have predominantly treated teachers as a homogenous 
group, potentially obscuring contextual differences. For instance, although regular and 
vocational high schools constitute distinct contexts that shape teachers’ lived 
experiences and well-being (Barnová et al., 2023), the differential effects of such 
settings are underexplored. In numerous societies, including mainland China, 
vocational high schools predominantly serve academically underperforming students 
who have lower self-efficacy and weaker learning motivation (Chu et al., 2015; Hansen 
& Woronov, 2013). This student population can create more challenging teaching 
conditions for vocational high school teachers than those encountered by regular high 
school teachers. In addition to equipping students with occupation-specific knowledge, 
skills, and competence for direct workforce entry, vocational high school teachers need 
to prepare students for pursuing higher education at universities in mainland China 
(Hansen & Woronov, 2013). However, they may receive insufficient support to achieve 
such educational goals and are subjected to evaluation and inspection of their work 
(Agyapong et al., 2023). These conditions potentially create different patterns in how 
external accountability relates to burnout between regular and vocational high school 
teachers. Examining the difference between regular and vocational high school teachers 
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will deepen our understanding of how external accountability influences teacher 
burnout across diverse school settings. 

This research examines the difference by first extending Labour Process Theory to 
include emotional labour as a mediating factor in teacher burnout. Secondly, it conducts 
a comparative analysis using school type (regular versus vocational) as a moderator to 
determine whether school setting is a significant factor. The study aims to provide a 
more nuanced understanding of teacher burnout under external accountability pressure 
across diverse school settings. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

External accountability and teacher burnout 

Teacher burnout has been widely investigated in the context of external accountability 
(Wright, 2020). In these studies, Labour Process Theory is widely used to explain the 
relationship between external accountability and teacher burnout (Wang, 2025). The 
theory states that external accountability implies institutional mistrust of teacher 
professionalism, leading to the imposition of external measures, such as key 
performance indicators and report cards to monitor and control teachers’ work 
(Dworkin & Tobe, 2014; Hardy et al., 2019). Thus, in the context of external 
accountability, teachers are likely to lose professional autonomy and authority when 
deciding what, when, why and how to do their work, leading to a sense of deskilling or 
deprofessionalisation (Wright, 2020). Deskilled teachers tend to be restricted to 
executing tasks assigned by external authorities, such as policy-makers and school 
administrators. Even when they perceive these tasks or work procedures as 
meaningless, they tend to be powerless to challenge or refuse them, resulting in work 
intensification (Thompson et al., 2021; Tsang & Kwong, 2016; Ji et al., 2024). This 
condition tends to make teachers prone to stress, exhaustion and depersonalisation and, 
ultimately, to burnout (Dworkin & Tobe, 2014). 

As in other education systems, mainland China has adopted external accountability 
structures to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of school education, increasing 
the system’s formalisation and bureaucratisation (Green, 2023), including educational 
inspections and teacher performance evaluations (Rasmussen & Zou, 2014). Teachers 
are held accountable for student test scores, with their salaries often tied to standardised 
assessment outcomes (Zhang & Liu, 2021). This system tends to constrain teachers’ 
professional autonomy, narrowing their focus to test-aligned instruction and 
encouraging teaching to the test, as pedagogies are primarily driven by their efficiency 
in boosting scores (Wang, 2025). Thus, teachers in mainland China often face deskilling 
and work intensification (Wong, 2006), which generate negative emotional experiences 
and lead to burnout (Yang et al., 2019). 

The following hypothesis is derived from this review: 
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). External accountability is positively related to teacher burnout. 

Emotional labour as a mediator 

Labour process theory is typically concerned with the impacts of social structures on 
the technical dimension of teachers’ work; that is, the power to exercise control over 
the definition and design of assigned tasks. But it ignores the emotional dimension. 
Hargreaves (2001) noted that teachers often engage in intensive emotion management 
for instructional purposes. For example, to maintain classroom order and ensure 
effective teaching, teachers may stop students’ misbehaviours by displaying anger even 
if they do not genuinely feel it, or they may strive to be humorous with students in an 
effort to create a positive classroom climate that motivates them and engages them in 
learning, even if they are not naturally funny (Horner et al., 2020). Thus, researchers 
have integrated such emotion management performed for work goals into the theory, 
referring to it as emotional labour (e.g., Hu & Du, 2022; Wang & Bian, 2022). 

From the perspective of Labour Process Theory, emotional labour involves forced 
emotion management because occupational or professional rules prescribe teachers’ 
feelings and their display in teaching (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). Hochschild 
(1983) states that numerous occupations, especially service-oriented professions, 
commodify employees’ emotions, imposing rules and regulations on their emotional 
expressions to maximise profits in post-industrial societies. Although school education 
is a public enterprise, not driven by profit, teachers' working conditions are increasingly 
mirroring those of service-sector professions due to the imposition of external 
accountability measures in the education system (Whitty, 2002). In mainland China, for 
example, teachers increasingly feel under surveillance by students, parents, and the 
community in the context of external accountability (Lo et al., 2015). Stakeholders, 
including students, parents and the community, often make requests of teachers, 
intervene in their work, and criticise them, especially when they perceive that teachers 
fail to meet their needs or expectations (Guo & Kilderry, 2018). Under these conditions, 
teachers are positioned as frontline service workers and are expected to cater 
unconditionally to stakeholders, who are perceived as consumers, to maintain 
satisfaction, minimise discontent and pre-empt conflicts or complaints (Lo et al., 2015). 
As a result, teachers in mainland China are held responsible for expressing their 
emotions professionally in interactions with stakeholders, such as showing passion for 
teaching, avoiding negative emotions, maintaining positive emotions and using 
emotions instrumentally (Yin & Lee, 2012). In other words, external accountability can 
be a structural driver, compelling teachers to perform emotional labour (Tsang at el., 
2023; Tsang & Wu, 2025; Hu & Du, 2022; Wang & Bian, 2022). 

To respond to external accountability demands, teachers may manage their emotions 
via various emotional labour strategies, including surface acting, deep acting and the 
expression of naturally felt emotions. Surface acting involves simulating unfelt 
emotions or suppressing inappropriate emotions. Deep acting involves cognitive 
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reframing to align emotional displays with professional expectations. By contrast, the 
expression of naturally felt emotions is the spontaneous display of genuine emotions 
(Yin, 2012). Horner et al. (2020) noted that the expression of naturally felt emotions 
does not imply that teachers can display emotions spontaneously; however, it involves 
significant effort to modulate these genuine emotions in a controlled and professional 
manner. According to Labour Process Theory, efforts of forced emotion management 
can lead to emotive dissonance; that is, the separation of feelings and displays, which 
is positively associated with burnout (Na¨ring et al., 2006). 

Therefore, emotional labour may be affected by external accountability and can, in turn, 
influence teacher burnout. In this sense, emotional labour—including surface acting, 
deep acting, and the expression of naturally felt emotions—should mediate the 
relationship between external accountability and teacher burnout. Thus, the following 
hypotheses are proposed: 

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Surface acting plays a mediating role between external 
accountability and teacher burnout. 

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Deep acting plays a mediating role between external accountability 
and teacher burnout. 

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The expression of naturally felt emotions plays a mediating role 
between external accountability and teacher burnout. 

School type as a moderator 

Teaching contexts in regular and vocational high schools can differ in mainland China. 
The public considers vocational education to be inferior to general education (Xiong, 
2010). This is because they generally believe that vocational education is used to 
prepare students for low-skilled and manual labour, whereas general education aims to 
foster students’ intellects for high-skilled and mental labour (Stewart, 2015). This lower 
social status has resulted in vocational high schools in mainland China enrolling a 
greater proportion of underperforming students who exhibit low learning motivation, 
confidence and self-efficacy (Chu et al., 2015; Hansen & Woronov, 2013). These 
students are also more likely to engage in disruptive, antisocial and other high-risk 
behaviours at schools (Yi et al., 2018). Teaching this population can be challenging for 
vocational high school teachers as most do not receive sufficient teacher training, 
leading to insufficient pedagogical knowledge, skills and competence (Gao & Yu, 
2020). Owing to the lack of effective and efficient teaching strategies, they are more 
likely to rely more heavily on emotion management than teachers in regular high 
schools to maintain classroom order and student motivation in accordance with 
stakeholder expectations, such as by demonstrating passion and enthusiasm while 
carefully controlling expressions of anger and frustration (Yilmaz et al., 2015). 
According to Xue and Li (2022), student and teacher quality issues pose greater 
administrative challenges in vocational high schools in mainland China than in regular 
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high schools in achieving high-quality education. Therefore, there is a growing societal 
demand for enhanced supervision, regulation, evaluation and guidance in vocational 
high schools in mainland China (Li, 2004). For this reason, vocational high school 
teachers may also experience increasing demand for external accountability for their 
work. 

This literature review suggests that school type (regular versus vocational high schools) 
may moderate the relationship between external accountability and teachers’ emotional 
labour. In mainland China, due to the disadvantaged student population and inadequate 
teacher training, vocational high school teachers appear to rely more heavily on 
emotional labour to compensate for their pedagogical limitations while simultaneously 
confronting heightened external accountability demands than regular high school 
teachers do. Therefore, the relationship between external accountability and teachers’ 
emotional labour is likely stronger in vocational high schools than in regular high 
schools. As a result, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

Hypothesis 5 (H5). School type moderates the relationship between external 
accountability and surface acting, indicating a school type difference in that 
relationship. 

Hypothesis 6 (H6). School type moderates the relationship between external 
accountability and deep acting, indicating a school type difference in that relationship. 

Hypothesis 7 (H7). School type moderates the relationship between external 
accountability and the expression of naturally felt emotions, indicating a school type 
difference in that relationship. 

Figure 1 provides a conceptual framework of the hypotheses to be tested in this study. 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework: proposed moderated mediation model. 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Participants 

The participants in this study were high school teachers recruited from the Chinese 
mainland via http://wjx.com and invited to complete a questionnaire. A total of 435 
teachers participated in the study. After incomplete questionnaires and those that did 
not meet the necessary criteria were excluded, 395 valid responses were retained, 
resulting in a valid response rate of 90.80%. 

Among the respondents, 229 (57.97%) were female; he mean age and teaching years 
were 38.66 (SD=9.71) and 14.48 (SD=10.67), respectively; 156 (39.49%) teachers held 
a bachelor’s degree; 152 (38.48%) held a master’s degree; 84 (21.27%) held a 
doctorate; 66 (16.71%) teachers had no professional titles; 126 (31.90%) teachers had 
intermediate professional titles; 107 (27.09%) teachers had senior or higher 
professional titles; 185 (46.84%) teachers worked in regular high schools; and 210 
teachers (53.16%) worked in vocational high schools, with 165 teachers serving as 
banzhuren (homeroom teachers). 

Measures 

External accountability 

External accountability was measured using the Chinese version of the Personal 
Accountability Measure (PAM-Ch) (Tsang et al., 2023). Six items were used to 
measure teachers’ perceptions of external accountability, for example, “Give school 
management a report on the extent to which you reached your goals at work”. All the 
items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 
(completely agree). The external accountability scale showed good reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha=0.921). 

Teacher emotional labour 

Teacher emotional labour was measured using the 13-item Teacher Emotional Labour 
Strategy Scale (TELSS) (Yin, 2012). This scale contains three subscales assessing 
different emotional labour strategies: surface acting (6 items), deep acting (4 items), 
and the expression of naturally felt emotions (3 items). Each item was answered on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). 
Sample items included, “I put on an act in order to deal with students or their parents 
in an appropriate way” (surface acting), “I make an effort to actually feel the emotions 
that I need to display towards students or their parents” (deep acting), and “the emotions 
I express to students or their parents are genuine” (expression of naturally felt 
emotions). In this study, the Cronbach’s alphas for surface acting, deep acting, and 
expressing naturally felt emotions were 0.949, 0.880 and 0.917, respectively, indicating 
good reliability. 
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Teacher burnout 

Teacher burnout was measured using the 15-item Chinese version of the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (Li & Wang, 2009). This scale had 15 items 
assessing three dimensions of teacher burnout: emotional exhaustion (5 items), 
depersonalisation (4 items), and reduced personal accomplishment (6 items). 
Participants responded on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 
(completely agree). Sample items for each dimension were “I feel emotionally drained 
from my work” (emotional exhaustion), “I doubt the significance of my work” 
(depersonalisation), and “I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job” 
(reduced personal accomplishment). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.842, 
indicating good reliability. 

Demographic variables 

Previous research shows that several individual factors (such as teaching years, gender 
and teacher educational level) influence teachers’ emotional labour outcomes (e.g., 
Wang et al., 2023) and burnout (e.g., Lau et al., 2005). In addition, studies in the 
Chinese context examined the impact of being a homeroom teacher on teachers’ job 
burnout (e.g., Zhao & Bi, 2003). Therefore, in the present study, gender, educational 
level, teaching years and homeroom teachers were controlled for in the data analysis. 
School type (regular high schools vs. vocational high schools) was treated as a 
moderator variable. 

Data analysis 

In this study, SPSS 26.0 was used to analyse the data. First, Harman’s single-factor test 
and variance inflation factor (VIF) values were examined to ensure that there was no 
serious common method deviation or multicollinearity concern. Descriptive statistics 
and Pearson correlation analysis were subsequently conducted to provide a preliminary 
analysis. Moreover, three steps were performed to test our hypotheses: (1) linear 
regression analysis was conducted to examine the effect of external accountability on 
teacher burnout; (2) PROCESS Model 4 was performed to test the mediating effect of 
emotional labour between external accountability and teacher burnout; and (3) 
PROCESS Model 7 was used to further examine the moderating effect of school type 
on the aforementioned indirect relationships. 

RESULTS 

First, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to assess common method variance. 
The results suggested that six characteristic roots were greater than 1, and the first factor 
explained only 29%, which is below the common threshold of 40%, indicating no 
serious common-method bias (Harman, 1967). In addition, the variance inflation factor 
(VIF) for the study variables was below 4, indicating that collinearity was not a problem 
in this study. 
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Descriptions and correlations 

The mean values, standard deviations, and correlation results among all study variables 
are shown in Table 1. The results revealed that external accountability was significantly 
and positively associated with deep acting, the expression of naturally felt emotions, 
and teacher burnout, but was not associated with surface acting (p>0.05). Surface acting 
was significantly and positively correlated with deep acting, the expression of naturally 
felt emotions and teacher burnout. In addition, both deep acting and the expression of 
naturally felt emotions were significantly and positively related to teacher burnout (see 
Table 1).  

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables. 

Variable Mean SD EA SA DA NF TB 

EA 3.808 0.708 1     

SA 2.755 1.018 0.093 1    

DA 3.408 0.835 0.323*** 0.581*** 1   

NF 3.654 0.822 0.364*** 0.108* 0.530*** 1  

TB 4.420 0.716 0.130** 0.447*** 0.286*** 0.189*** 1 
Note: EA represents external accountability; SA represents surface acting; DA represents deep 
acting; NF represents the expression of naturally felt emotions; and TB represents teacher burnout. 
*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. 

Mediating effect of emotional labour 

First, taking demographic information as a control variable, external accountability as 
an independent variable and teacher burnout as the dependent variable, a linear 
regression analysis was conducted. The results showed that the overall model fit was 
adequate (F = 2.17, R² = 0.03). External accountability had a significant effect on 
teacher burnout (β = 0.120, t = 2.347, p < 0.05), supporting H1. 

The mediating effect of emotional labour was subsequently examined using SPSS. 
After controlling for demographic variables, the mediating effects of surface acting, 
deep acting, and the expression of naturally felt emotions on the relationship between 
external accountability and teacher burnout were examined. Specifically, as shown in 
Table 2, the expression of naturally felt emotions mediated the effect of external 
accountability on teacher burnout (β=0.063, 95% CI = [0.020, 0.114] range did not 
include 0). However, surface acting and deep acting did not mediate the effect of 
external accountability on teacher burnout (β=0.025, -0.030, 95% CI = [-0.033, 0.082] 
and [-0.072, 0.002] range included 0). In addition, the mediation model revealed that 
the direct effect of external accountability on teacher burnout was not significant 
(β=0.062, t=1.255, p>0.05). Therefore, H4 was supported, whereas H2 and H3 were 
not supported (see Figure 2). 
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Table 2. The mediating effect of emotional labour. 

 Effect SE 
95%CI 

Lower Upper 

Total Effect 0.120 0.051 0.019 0.220 

Direct Effect 0.062 0.049 -0.035 0.159 

Indirect Effect     

EA-SA-TB 0.025 0.029 -0.033 0.082 

EA-DA-TB -0.030 0.019 -0.072 0.002 

EA-NF-TB 0.063 0.024 0.020 0.114 

Figure 2. The mediation model 

 

Moderating effect of school type 

Model 7 of PROCESS was further used to test the moderation effect of school type. 
The results revealed that the interaction effect of external accountability and school 
type was significantly related to surface acting (β=0.413, SE=0.133, p=0.002<0.01) and 
the expression of naturally felt emotions (β=0.264, SE=0.110, p=0.017<0.05) but was 
not significantly related to deep acting (β=0.119, SE=0.111, p>0.05). The difference 
between the two regression coefficients derived from two separate samples (teachers 
from regular high schools and those from vocational high schools) was subsequently 
examined. As shown in Figure 3, in the regular high school group, the effect of external 
accountability on surface acting was -0.145, SE=0.092, p=0.118>0.05, 95% CI = [-
0.327, 0.037]. In the vocational school group, the effect of external accountability on 
surface acting was 0.269, SE = 0.095, p<0.01, 95% CI = [0.081, 0.456]. For the 
expression of naturally felt emotions, as shown in Figure 4, in the regular high school 
group, the effect was 0.285, SE=0.076, p<0.001, 95% CI = [0.135, 0.435]. In the 
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vocational school group, the effect was 0.549, SE = 0.079, p<0.001, 95% CI = [0.394, 
0.703]. Overall, the results indicated a significant difference between the two samples. 

 

Figure 3. Moderating effect of school type on the relationship between 
external accountability and surface acting. 

 

Figure 4. Moderating effect of school type on the relationship between 
external accountability and the expression of naturally felt emotions. 

The moderated mediation effect was tested, showing that the mediating effect of surface 
acting was moderated by school type, suggesting a significant difference in the indirect 
effect from external accountability to teacher burnout via surface acting in the regular 
high school and vocational high school groups. Specifically, in regular high schools, 
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surface acting did not mediate the relationship between external accountability and 
teacher burnout (β=-0.053, 95% CI = [-0.133, 0.021]). In contrast, the indirect effect 
was significant in the vocational high school group (β=0.098, 95% CI = [0.006, 0.184]). 

In addition, the results also suggested that school type did not moderate the mediating 
effect of the expression of naturally felt emotions; that is, there was no significant 
difference in the indirect effect from external accountability to teacher burnout via 
surface acting in the regular high school (β=0.044) and vocational high school groups 
(β=0.084), 95% CI = [-0.004, 0.097]. Therefore, H5 was supported, whereas H6 and 
H7 were not supported. 

DISCUSSION 

Teaching is considered one of the most stressful occupations in the world, making 
teachers prone to burnout (Agyapong et al., 2023). Labour Process Theory proposed 
that external accountability can lead to teacher burnout because of its deskilling effects 
(Dworkin & Tobe, 2014), which not only disempower teachers to do their work 
(Wright, 2020) but also restricts their autonomy to feel and display emotions 
spontaneously (Tsang et al., 2025). While extended to the emotional dimension of 
teaching, this logic would suggest that external accountability forces teachers into 
inauthentic emotional displays by performing surface and/or deep acting, generating 
emotive dissonance and, in turn, burnout (Hu & Du, 2022; Wang & Bian, 2022). 

The research findings confirm, to a certain extent, the overall positive relationship 
between external accountability and teacher burnout, providing support for the premise 
of Labour Process Theory and refining its application to emotional labour. Contrary to 
what a straightforward extension of the theory might predict, the study indicates that 
when both regular and vocational high school teachers are considered as a whole, 
external accountability can contribute to teacher burnout by encouraging the expression 
of naturally felt emotions rather than surface acting and deep acting. 

These findings are similar to those of the study conducted by Tsang et al. (2025), which 
showed that surface acting and deep acting do not significantly mediate the relationship 
between external accountability and teacher burnout, but the expression of naturally felt 
emotions does. However, the previous studies found that external accountability can 
reduce teacher burnout by encouraging the expression of naturally felt emotions. 
Indeed, numerous studies suggest that the expression of naturally felt emotions should 
be negatively associated with teacher burnout (Yin et al., 2019). Therefore, the positive 
effects of expressing naturally felt emotions on teacher burnout may remain an open 
question. As Kariou et al.’s (2021) systematic review suggests, some studies have 
reported a positive association between the expression of naturally felt emotions and 
teacher burnout. According to these studies, the expression of naturally felt emotions 
does not mean displaying genuine emotions spontaneously; rather, it is about the 
modulated expression of authentic emotions (Horner et al., 2020). In other words, 
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teachers still intentionally regulate and adjust their emotional displays in a controllable 
and professional manner rather than allowing their emotions to flow freely. Therefore, 
as Zhang et al.’s (2020) study implies, this emotional labour strategy may also create 
emotive dissonance that can significantly lead to burnout (Na¨ring et al., 2006). 
Accordingly, when teachers feel the demands of external accountability, they may 
become more aware of modulating their genuine emotional displays to demonstrate 
their professionalism as prescribed by stakeholders (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006; Yin 
& Lee, 2012), thereby increasing their level of burnout. 

A further analysis indicates that the mediating effect of surface acting is more 
significant in vocational high schools than in regular high schools. This suggests that 
teachers in vocational settings may face greater pressure to regulate their emotions 
while also encountering high external demands for accountability. Their reliance on 
surface acting, that is, pretending to have prescribed emotions, may stem from 
insufficient instructional skills and competence. As other studies suggest, vocational 
high school teachers receive sufficient teacher training (Gao & Yu, 2020), but they need 
to face a large proportion of low-performing students with behavioural problems (Chu 
et al., 2015; Hansen & Woronov, 2013) while also being held accountable for 
improving academic outcomes (Li, 2004). In this context, they might resort to surface 
acting, that is, superficially displaying prescribed emotions, in an attempt to motivate 
or engage students in learning, because they may lack sufficient pedagogical skills and 
knowledge to achieve these instructional goals. Teachers in regular high schools in 
mainland China face similar student populations but likely possess better pedagogical 
knowledge and the ability to employ diverse strategies (Ke et al., 2019), including 
different emotional labour strategies, to manage and guide students towards their 
instructional goals effectively (Yilmaz et al., 2015). These findings may explain why 
vocational high schools have a significant moderating effect on the relationship 
between external accountability and surface acting, whereas regular high schools do 
not. 

This study has several limitations that warrant consideration. First, the use of 
nonprobability sampling may restrict the generalizability of the results, as the 
participant pool may not fully represent the broader population of regular and 
vocational high school teachers in mainland China. Future studies should adopt 
probability sampling methods to strengthen the external validity of the findings. 
Second, its cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences regarding the 
relationships among external accountability, emotional labour, teacher burnout, and 
school type. Longitudinal research could help clarify the temporal and directional 
dynamics, for instance, between external accountability, emotional labour, and teacher 
burnout across school contexts. Finally, the study focuses exclusively on mainland 
China's educational context, limiting the applicability of the findings to other 
sociocultural settings, where differing societal expectations, educational policies, and 
teacher‒student dynamics could yield distinct emotional labour patterns and burnout 
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outcomes. Therefore, researchers can consider conducting comparative research to 
identify sociocultural differences in the relationships among these variables. 

CONCLUSION 

This study investigated the relationship between external accountability and teacher 
burnout through the mechanism of emotional labour and tested whether this 
relationship differs between regular and vocational high schools in mainland China. 
The research findings show a complex picture. Although the study confirms a positive 
overall association between external accountability and teacher burnout, it indicates 
that expression of naturally felt emotions serves as a significant mediator rather than 
surface acting and deep acting. In addition, the findings indicate that the path through 
surface acting is significant only for vocational high school teachers, not for regular 
high school teachers, suggesting their distinct vulnerability under external 
accountability. 

The results both align with and refine existing findings. On the one hand, they support 
the premise of Labour Process Theory that external accountability is a control 
mechanism negatively associated with teacher well-being (Benesch & Prior, 2023; 
Wright, 2020). On the other hand, the findings challenge a simplistic extension of 
Labour Process Theory to emotions by demonstrating that the primary emotional 
pathway to teacher burnout involves the managed performance of authenticity, rather 
than inauthenticity. These findings represent a significant contribution to the literature 
by suggesting that teacher burnout arises not from faking emotions but from the 
exhaustion of modulating genuine emotions in response to external accountability. 
Furthermore, by demonstrating the moderating role of school type (regular vs. 
vocational) in the relationship between external accountability and surface acting, the 
study challenges the notion of a homogeneous teaching force and identifies specific 
school contexts in which emotional labour processes are critical.  

Therefore, the findings underscore several actionable steps to alleviate teacher burnout 
in mainland China. For vocational high schools, where teachers often rely on surface 
acting due to limited pedagogical skills, targeted professional development is critical. 
Training programs should focus on evidence-based classroom management strategies, 
differentiated instruction for low-performing students, and adaptive emotional 
regulation techniques. This would reduce dependence on superficial emotional displays 
while equipping teachers with tools to address behavioural and academic challenges 
effectively. For all teachers, emotional labour training should distinguish between 
harmful suppression and constructive emotional modulation. Schools may implement 
mentorship programs or peer support networks to help teachers navigate accountability 
pressures without resorting to emotive dissonance. At the policy level, accountability 
frameworks should be redesigned to avoid incentivising authentic emotional 
performance. Instead, evaluations could incorporate measures of pedagogical 



The International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives Vol. 24, No 2, 2025 
http://iejcomparative.org 

 95 

adaptability and student engagement, allowing teachers greater autonomy in 
determining appropriate emotional responses. 
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