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ABSTRACT 

 

Many higher education institutions (HEIs) in the United States have developed what is called 

post-entry language assessment (PELA) policies. The stated goal of PELA policies is to help 

admitted international students succeed academically by identifying those who are likely to 

struggle to meet the language demands of their degree programs and providing them with 

preparatory training to improve their academic English skills (Read, 2015a). Building on wider 

calls for socially conscious agenda for applied linguistics (Douglas Fir Group, 2016; Ortega, 

2019) and language assessment (Deygers, 2019; Shohamy, 2017), this dissertation research 

examines an underexplored aspect in the study of PELA, namely, the value and social 

implication of stated PELA policies and the variety of actions and practices that shape them as de 

facto policies and further generate unintended consequences for multilingual international 

students. Amid the searing national conversation about social justice that our pandemic times 

have put on the spotlight, this dissertation contributes to the advancement of knowledge about 

critical questions such as: What social/cultural values underlie PELA? What happens in our 

education systems and the larger social contexts as a result of using PELA?  

The dissertation consists of three interrelated studies. In study 1, I conducted a document 

analysis and provided a bird’s eye view of official PELA policies in 50 postgraduate education 

institutions in the U.S. The findings from study 1 allow me to offer an in-depth discussion of 

values, assumptions, and ideological underpinning of the stated policies as well as the ways in 

which PELA policies function in elevating or undermining the diversity, equity, and inclusion 
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(DEI) efforts embraced by higher education systems. In study 2, I analyzed interviews with 9 

policy actors – content faculty and ELI directors, and explored their policy interpretation and 

appropriation processes. The findings from study 2 reveal a wide spectrum of perspectives, 

beliefs, and language ideologies held by these stakeholders. Finally, in Study 3, I adopted a blend 

of critical discourse analysis and thematic analysis and analyzed 129 threaded posts from an 

online forum for Korean international graduate students. The findings from study 3 afford a 

window into the lived experiences of international graduate students seen through their own 

eyes, with particular emphasis on factors that interfere with their academic pursuits and well-

being. 

Four main findings can be gleaned from the combined insights of the three studies. First, 

while PELA policies may bring instrumental benefits to students and HEIs, they can 

simultaneously help perpetuate deficit thinking and yield harmful material effects on 

multilingual international students’ educational experiences. Second, policy actors utilize their 

agency and constantly draw on norms, their life experiences, and their expertise/knowledge, and 

engage a range of subject positions and identities to make sense of PELA policies imposed upon 

them, although their impact is often confined to their own spheres of influence (e.g., classroom) 

without more broadly challenging, much less transforming, the institutional sphere. Third, 

international students’ perceived experiences and sense of vulnerabilities, intertwined with 

structural issues that permeate the host community (e.g., discrimination), shape their classroom 

and educational behaviors in stigmatizing ways. Fourth and lastly, stated policy rhetoric and felt 

realities reported by international students were often at odds with DEI values proclaimed by 

HEIs. Together, the dissertation research leads to the conclusion that in order to cultivate an 

inclusive environment, HEIs must take two steps: (1) engage in critical reflection about the 
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assumptions and norms that drive many high-level decisions (e.g., policy formation, budget 

allocation) and (2) generate long-term, actionable plans to dismantle the systemic issues facing 

multilingual international students. I further discuss the study’s implications for research, policy, 

and practice in the broader field of applied linguistics. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Fueled by globalization and technological advancement, we have witnessed the world’s rapid 

transition into a society, where multilingual realities, transnational sensibilities, and 

intersectional identities are no longer at odds with the contemporary realities of the twenty-first 

century. They are very much part of our lives today. That is, the traditional notions such as 

monolingualism and “one nation and one language” have become an unrealistic assumption. 

Instead, linguistic diversity/multilingualism is often celebrated, and sometimes even branded as a 

ticket to social mobility and a societal asset (Lo Bianco, 2014). Moreover, openness to cultural 

and linguistic diversity has become an enrichment project in many places and communities 

around the globe. They have put forth agendas and taken initiatives to promote language, culture, 

and diverse knowledge that derive from multilingualism and multiculturalism. To that end, many 

countries, institutions, or communities worldwide are experiencing a paradigmatic shift in 

understanding the changing demographics and responding to social injustices that 

disproportionately, or even exclusively, afflict certain groups more than others.  

Higher education institutions (HEI) are one of the focal sites where these changes have 

become starkly apparent (e.g., student demographics, needs, expectations) in recent decades. 

Notably, the social responsibility agendas of many HEIs have become heavily concerned with 

advancing diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) and promoting internationalization. These two 

initiatives inherently go hand in hand in that DEI initiatives take into account the need to 

embrace different aspects of human differences that may surface from local/national and also 

global contexts (Özturgut, 2017). Through focusing on these interrelated sets of educational 

values, HEIs have shown their commitments to create a diverse and inclusive learning 

environment for all students and encouraged the mobility of knowledge, values, and ideas 
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between and among countries, thereby joining the contemporary thrust for social justice. Some 

of the strategies HEIs in the United States have adopted to achieve these goals include hosting 

more students from underrepresented backgrounds, promoting cross-border education exchanges 

(e.g., study abroad, branch campuses overseas), offering trainings to build cultural awareness, 

and providing increased support for students experiencing bias.  

The turn toward neoliberalism has added another layer of complexity to the global trend 

toward DEI and internationalization initiatives. To begin with, the global dominance of English 

has made English language proficiency a symbol of progress and success (in pursuit of profit) in 

the globalized world economy (Park, 2016). This, in turn, has appropriated many language 

policies at HEIs around the globe. For example, in Anglophone countries, such as the United 

States, English language proficiency of international students has been used as one of the gate 

keeping devices in admission processes, although such language policies are often implicit in 

English-speaking countries in the sense that English is without question assumed to be the one 

and only medium of instruction and interaction (Bonacina-Pugh, Barakos, & Chen, 2020). As a 

result, students around the globe have been encouraged to attend to matters of language – 

learning English will enable you to work and study abroad, English is an investment for your 

future, being able to interact across linguistic and cultural boundaries will broaden your horizons, 

and so on. (Park, 2016). In this light, earning a U.S. degree is often seen as a prestige alongside 

an implicit promise of job security and better socioeconomic conditions in the future. The sense 

of competition that lies at the heart of neoliberalism has incentivized more individuals to study in 

the United States, which explains, at least partly, the exponential increase in the number of 

international applicants in U.S. institutions in the last decades (See Figure 1 in Section 1.1). 

From the perspectives of HEIs, recruiting more international students increases diversity in the 
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composition of the student body, which serves as a promotional factor to advertise an institution 

as a global institution. In addition, international students have become an important source of 

revenue for higher education institutions (Bound, Braga, Khanna, & Turner, 2021).  

With a large number of international students on their campuses, higher education 

institutions offer a broad range of programs and services that are designed to support 

international students. The present research focuses on one of these efforts in U.S. higher 

education contexts – a language assessment/testing policy, often referred to as post-entry 

language assessment (PELA) policies in the research literature. According to Read (2015a), 

A PELA is administered to students after they have been admitted to a tertiary institution, 

with a view to identifying those who are likely to struggle to meet the language demands 

of their degree programme and who should be encouraged or required to enhance their 

academic language skills. (p. 217) 

PELA policies can be understood as institutions’ attempt to promote academic success of 

international students and at the same time to effect inclusion, as acquiring English – the 

language of instruction – may increase opportunities for international students to better integrate 

into the host communities. The laudable benefits of this effort are many and varied; so are 

potential risks and consequences. In that light, it is important to examine the extent to which the 

stated policy and its rhetoric (mis)align with the goal of supporting international students that 

they are claimed to benefit. It is also important to examine the policy realities by understanding 

how these policies are understood and enacted by the policy actors (e.g., faculty, administrators) 

and also by listening to the voices of those whom the policies are supposed to benefit (i.e., 

international students). It is my hope that by addressing these important direction, the current 
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research will pave the way for future research that engages in multilingualism and address social 

justice concerns. 

1.1. Background and context of the study 

Over the last few decades, the number of international applicants in the North American 

universities has skyrocketed. Figure 1 shows the number of international students enrolled in 

institutions of higher education in the U.S between 1950 and 2020. In response to the rapidly 

growing pool of international applicants in the late 1950s, universities in the United States began 

to require English proficiency tests for admissions purposes, such as the Test of English as a 

Foreign Language (TOEFL) or International English Language Testing System (IELTS) in the 

early 1960s (Schissel, 2019; Spolsky, 1990; Taylor & Angelis, 2008). It was assumed that 

maintaining high standards of English language proficiency in universities’ agendas would 

ensure the academic success of foreign students. Since the operationalization of proficiency 

testing as an entry requirement, issues concerning the validity of these English language 

proficiency tests have been investigated by language testing experts (e.g., Schissel, 2019), 

demanding continuous revisions and refinement of the tests. To date, these standardized English 

language proficiency tests are used by universities in many countries as a gatekeeping device for 

screening their international applicants.  
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Source: Institute of International Education. (2020). “International Student Enrollment Trends, 1948/49-2019/20.” 

 

Figure 1. Total number of international students in the U.S. higher education 

 

One might expect that once an international student is admitted to an academic program, 

having met the expected level of English proficiency, they would follow an ordinary path that 

leads them into taking degree classes. Often, however, the demand for English language 

proficiency heightens at this point and onward. At the postgraduate level, there is an even higher 

demand for language production skills because many students are expected to engage directly in 

research, and those at the doctoral level are often expected to teach (Owens, 2006; Read & Von 

Randow, 2016) . The heightened emphasis on English, then, has led to various testing and 

assessment practices. At some institutions, international graduate students are tested on their 

academic literacy or writing abilities, sometimes specific to their discipline. Another testing 

practice common to HEIs in the US focuses on international teaching assistants – international 
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testing requirements, with the assumption that their writing, teaching, and communication skills 

are already adequate. In the current research, I refer to these sorting mechanisms and educational 

practices as post-entry language assessments policies (PELA hereafter).  

The goal of PELA is understood as higher education institutions’ efforts to help their 

admitted students improve their academic English skills through additional requirements and 

preparatory training (Read, 2015a). Because PELA is administered to admitted students, it is 

believed that they will not be excluded in the system on the basis of their test results (Read, 

2015b). In short, it is framed as a support system. In dissonance with its good intent, however, 

the enactment of PELA policies in reality has often produced the opposite effect. Anecdotal 

evidence attests to the potential consequences of PELA policies. Below is a personal email I 

received from a student who successfully navigated her postgraduate education in the United 

States: 

When I got admitted to MA study in [institutional name], they recommend me to take 

extra courses on writing since my IELTS writing score is not high. The course costs 

about 6k US dollars, which is extremely high. I wrote an letter to say I don’t think I 

should take this course by give reasons like: IELTS test cannot represent my true 

academic writing skill; My university in China is an English medium instruction 

university. ….. They finally accept my request (email personal communication, February 

26, 2019). 

Most students conform to the rules and recommendations made, unlike the student introduced in 

the example above. Although the decisions cannot revoke admission to the school, the fear of 

remedial status and financial burden cause a great deal of stress for international students, as 
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PELA research conducted in Australian and New Zealander contexts suggest (e.g., Dunworth, 

2009, Elder & Von Randow, 2008).  

Unfortunately, there is the tendency to rationalize the use of PELA and overlook the 

value implications and social consequences of PELA policies despite the evidence that these 

institutional practices may shape inequitable realities for international students in higher 

education contexts. Questions as to what social/cultural values underlie PELA (e.g., 

monolingualism), or what happens in our education systems and the larger social contexts (e.g., 

enhancing/curtailing equity) as a result of using PELA still remain largely unanswered. These 

questions are critical in understanding social/political dimensions of PELA policies, and are 

central to the current research. To that end, in the current research, PELA policies are situated 

within the ethos of social justice and in relation to the emerging body of scholarship on 

multilingualism.  

1.2. Definitions of key terms 

A number of terms that are used in the current research are defined in this section. I also 

introduce frequent acronyms or abbreviations used throughout the study, enclosed in parentheses 

following each term. 

Language policy. Language policy, as defined in this research, is concerned with the 

statements, laws/rules, and regulations disseminated by authorities in a top-down manner (i.e., de 

jure policy) and also unofficial rules and informal practices that emerge from the bottom (e.g., 

community, grassroots organizations) (i.e., de facto policy) (Johnson, 2013). It is more than what 

is overtly expressed and documented in policy texts, but includes what is unsaid yet mutually 

understood. The current research also draws on some aspects of language policy proposed by 

Johnson (2013) and Spolsky (2004) in that language policy is understood as a process (rather 
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than a product) which constantly evolves through surrounding beliefs and ideologies. Adopting 

this view, it is assumed that language policy has the potential to (re)create systems of inequality 

by giving rise to and driving policy planning and implementation (Shohamy, 2006). 

Post-entry language assessment (PELA). PELA, also referred to as post-enrollment or 

post-admission assessment in the language assessment/testing literature, is often understood as 

higher education institutions’ efforts to support their admitted students’ efforts to improve their 

academic English skills through additional requirement and preparatory training (Read, 2015a). 

Although the term in its literal sense refers to “assessments” after admission has been granted, I 

use the term to refer to any mechanisms that impact academic trajectories of certain groups of 

students in ways that differentiate and separate them from others on the basis of language after 

admission has been granted. This includes the contexts in which language assessments are used 

for screening and level assignment purposes, as well as subsequent training activities such as 

language courses. It is worth noting that mechanisms associated with international teaching 

assistants (ITAs) were beyond the scope of this research (see Subtirelu, 2016 for work on ITAs), 

and therefore, were excluded.  

International students. International students are typically defined and categorized by 

higher education institutions based on nationality (i.e., foreign nationals, non-US citizens), 

sometimes in combination with immigration status (i.e., non- permanent residents). Within the 

PELA policy contexts, the term comes with the implication that this group of students speak 

English as an additional, and/or non-dominant language. Therefore, in this research, I use the 

term more broadly to refer to students who speak English as an additional and/or non-dominant 

language and are at various stages of learning and using the language. This means that 

international students I reference in the research may include simultaneous or sequential learners 
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of English (e.g., immigrants with U.S. citizenship), learners who have spent extensive time 

speaking English at school (e.g., international school, university with an English as a medium of 

instruction program) or at home (e.g., bilingual home), or traditional English as a foreign 

language students. All students are considered multilingual students, with English being part of 

their linguistic repertoire. This perspective takes into account the transnational view of the 

language and the complexity of multilingual repertoire and linguistic identities constructed by its 

users. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2.1. Diversity, equity, and inclusion, and internationalization in higher education 

institutions 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, there are two major directions in which higher education institutions 

in the U.S. are headed in response to globalization and social integration. One is institutional 

efforts to address diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). The values of DEI are defined and 

understood variably in a range of different contexts. Diversity commonly refers to a broad range 

of characteristics that make a person (or a group) different from another, including gender, race, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, physical abilities, socioeconomic status, marital status, religion, and 

so on (Tamtik & Guenter, 2019; Leach, 2011). Equity is associated with fair treatment, access, 

and opportunity for all students with the recognition of systemic power and privilege that may 

contribute to experiences of oppression and discrimination (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008). Inclusion 

typically refers to educational practices where a wide range of human differences (e.g., 

dis/ability, race) are embraced and any individual (or group) can be and feel welcomed, 

respected, supported, and valued to fully participate equitably in education (Chan, 2005). As part 

of the social justice agenda, various DEI strategies to create supportive institutional climates 

have been adopted, including the development of DEI offices, increasing campus diversity, 

providing scholarship, and hiring DEI specialists – just to mention a few. 

Another notable trend in HEI communities is the notion of internationalization, which 

commonly refers to “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension 

into the purpose, functions (primarily teaching/learning, research, service) or delivery of higher 

education” (Knight, 2004, as cited in Knight, 2013, p. 85). The major intent of this initiative is to 

promote intellectual scholarship that is associated with academic and sociocultural values, such 
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as collaboration, cooperation, and exchange of good practice between and among countries 

(Altbach & Knight, 2007). Some internationalization strategies adopted by HEIs include 

increasing recruitment across diverse students and faculty groups, promoting cross-border 

education exchanges (e.g., study abroad, branch campus overseas), offering trainings to build 

cultural awareness, and providing increased support for students experiencing bias. Özturgut 

(2017) argued that the notions of DEI and internationalization inherently go hand in hand in that 

DEI initiatives take into account the need to embrace different aspects of human differences that 

surface not only from local/national, but also global contexts. To put it another way, as Özturgut 

wrote, “internationalization framework takes the DEI vision from local to global”(p. 89).   

Although what is proposed by these initiatives appears promising, they are not without 

challenges. For one, scholars have argued that the traditional educational and social values 

reflected by these efforts are seriously challenged by a neoliberal agenda that places emphasis on 

the role of education in economic competitiveness and socioeconomic mobility. In other words, 

education and social justice issues have become overshadowed by concerns about excellence, 

efficiency, and profit (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Bonacina-Pugh et al, 2020; Hoffman & Mitchell, 

2016; Knight, 2013; Özturgut, 2017). Echoing this trend, Özturgut (2017) argued that “framing 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) as a tool for doing good business results in privileging the 

economic rationale over social justice agenda” (p. 84). In terms of internationalization, Altbach 

and Knight (2007) and Knight (2013) pointed out that internationalization projects have become 

profit-driven and that institutions are facing a conflict of interest in which the educational 

missions clash with their financial interests. Reflecting this, Altbach and Knight (2007) exposed 

the view of international students in a neoliberal context: 
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Many countries recruit international students to earn profits by charging high fees—

including Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States. International 

graduate students also provide research and teaching services for modest compensation. 

International students also spend significant amounts of money in the host countries—an 

estimated $12 billion to the U.S. economy, for example (Davis, 2003) (p. 292)1 

These ideas alert us to think about the consequences of the neoliberal values and purposes 

underlying the conceptualization of DEI and internationalization. Also, they encourage us to 

think about how to ensure our educational programs and practices benefit the public and not 

simply be a profit-making enterprise. 

 Some scholars have attended to the ways in which institutional values are articulated 

(e.g., Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019). For example, Hoffman and 

Mitchell’s (2016) case study explored how administrative responses to one student activist 

movement work to create an environment that is inconsistent with stated institutional values of 

equity and diversity, and how students perceive the administrative responses. The authors 

demonstrated how the study institution deployed “non-performative language” (Ahmed, 2012) – 

statements articulated without the commitment to take any concrete actions for change – that 

ultimately served to further marginalize minoritized populations and perpetuate majority (white) 

culture. Similarly, Tamtik and Guenter (2019) explored the ways in which DEI were defined by 

15 Canadian universities in their policy documents. One of the findings that resonates with 

Hoffman and Mitchell (2016) is that while multiple meanings of DEI values existed, institutions 

that have understood equity as requiring redistribution of resources (rather than understanding of 

equity as inclusion, a less radical version) resulted in more proactive actions (e.g., developing a 

 
1 According to Altbach and De Wit (2021), the contribution of international students to the U.S. economy increased to 45 billion.   
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diversity admission policy for equity-seeking student groups) towards achieving DEI goals. 

These studies point to the importance of carefully articulating/examining DEI values, and also 

attending to not only the institutional rhetoric (e.g., mission statements) but also the material 

effects of the meanings conveyed.  

Furthermore, scholars have pointed out how narrow definitions of DEI and 

internationalization serve to undermine the context and responsiveness to global issues that may 

be readily relevant to international students. Özturgut (2017) found a significant dissonance 

between the two trends, suggesting that the current conceptualization of DEI does not take into 

account global concerns, not to mention the intersectional identities experienced by many 

students (also see Cioè-Peña, 2017). The discourse of DEI, for example, primarily centers around 

race and ethnicity, while discussions on linguistic diversity are absent. Bonacina-Pugh et al 

(2020) also demonstrated that the discourse of internationalization at University X (pseudonym 

used for the study institution) ignores the linguistic diversity brought on by international students 

and faculty. The authors wrote: 

At the same time, the linguistic diversity of international staff and students (as well as 

home students and local staff) is ignored. The University communicates a clear message 

without articulating it discursively: it excludes any language matter from its 

internationalisation agenda and global vision, with an underlying ideology of English as 

the ‘normal’ and sufficient academic lingua franca and the language of 

internationalisation. This exclusion of language matters is quite surprising in view of the 

broader celebratory discourses currently circulating on linguistic diversity and the 

marketised and commodified view of languages as key skills for employment in future 

life (p. 29). 
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These studies illuminate the need to reconceptualize DEI in higher education contexts. Calling 

for the broader conceptualization of DEI in higher education, Özturgut (2017) emphasized that 

future DEI framework should incorporate global perspectives emanated from internationalization 

efforts and encompass a wide range of human differences including language.  

2.2. Bi/multilingualism and social justice in applied linguistics 

The matters of bi/multilingualism and social justice have become central in the landscape of 

applied linguistics since the turn of the century. Bi/multilingualism and social justice go hand in 

hand in that they both deal with challenges in human conditions (e.g., multilingualism) that lead 

to equity and ethical concerns. At the heart of the emerging movement is the view that the 

traditional view is deeply unrepresentative of and irrelevant to changing sociolinguistic realities 

that are burgeoning in many places and communities around the globe, and thus they may 

counterproductively result in unfairness and injustice. Pushing the scope of the discussion even 

further, there have been ongoing efforts in educational linguistics to reorient the notion of 

academic language which has played a central role in academic trajectories of many 

international, language minoritized, multilingual students in the educational sphere in the U.S. 

Scholars studying language as a social practice have challenged the status quo, highlighting the 

importance of embracing a wide varieties of language(s), and called for more nuanced 

understanding of bi/multilingualism and academic language. In Section 2.2.1, I recapitulate the 

emerging conceptualization of multilingualism in the field of applied linguistics. In Section 

2.2.2, I focus on the sociohistorical landscape on how the notion of academic language has 

become widely accepted and also generated controversy. 
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2.2.1. New conceptualization of language(s) and bi/multilingualism 

The traditional notion of bi/multilingualism has been that the users have multiple discrete and 

non-overlapping systems, thus having clear boundaries between languages. In simple terms, 

bi/multilingualism has been conceptualized as having two or more autonomous linguistic 

systems, corresponding to the notion of two or more monolinguals in one person (Grosjean, 

1989). A common research practice, in accordance with such a fractional view of 

bi/multilingualism, has been to compare the new or additionally acquired language(s) of a 

bi/multilingual person to that of a monolingual person. Furthermore, the ultimate goal of second 

language learning for sequential bilinguals or second language learners, even when framed in a 

broad language socialization perspective, has often been the “mastery of conventions, 

pragmatics, the adoption of appropriate identities, stances (e.g., epistemic or empathetic) or 

ideologies, and other behaviors associated with the target group and its normative practices” 

(Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Schecter & Bayley, 1997; Garrett & Baquedano- López, 2002; all 

cited in Duff, 2007, p. 310).  

The orientation toward bi/multilingual persons and their language(s) from a monolingual 

viewpoint has been continuously critiqued from multiple perspectives: neurolinguistics (e.g., 

Grosjean, 1989), psycholinguistics (e.g., Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008), language education (e.g., 

García, 2009), and second language acquisition (e.g., Ortega, 2019). Of particular relevance to 

the current study are the notions of monolingual bias and nativespeakerism, challenged by many 

scholars for years (Cook, 1999; Grosjean, 2008; Holliday, 2006; Kachru, 1994; Ortega, 2013, 

2019).The former refers to the monolingual viewpoint discussed above while the latter refers to 

the belief that (idealized) native speakers have a special claim and therefore should be the model. 

This thought paradigm has been considered to lack ecological validity and ethical consideration 
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by critical assessment scholars as well (e.g., De Backer, Van Avermaet, & Slembrouck, 2017; 

Shohamy, 2011).  

There are several tenets that characterize this paradigm shift. First, the idea that only one 

language (with one shared norm) is needed in order to communicate effectively appears untrue in 

the world, where multilingualism is the reality for an ever-growing number of people. 

Multilingualism is the dominant language reality in many countries, extending far beyond the 

official language(s). This is attributed in large part to immigration and social mobility, and the 

scope is expected to rapidly grow in the future due to technological advancements and the 

changing sociopolitical landscape across the globe (e.g., refugee resettlement). It is not 

uncommon to see speakers from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds participate in 

intercultural communication. In some cases, a phenomenon of mixing languages (also called 

code-switching by some scholars, e.g., Faltis, 1989; Lin, 2013; or translanguaging by other 

scholars, e.g., Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015) is observed. It should be made clear that 

language(s) and norm(s) needed for effective communication are not monolithic. Rather, 

linguistic diversity, linguistic variation, and language integration describe the sociolinguistic 

reality we live in. 

Second, imposing an idealized native speaker norm (e.g., grammar and phonology, or 

lexis, or gestures and pragmatics, and so on) on bi/multilingual persons is unrealistic and unjust. 

Norms can mean different things to different native speakers, depending on their geographic 

origin, social group, and so on. In Canagarajah’s (2006) terms, norms are “relative, variable, 

heterogeneous, and changing” (p. 234). Likewise, the status of native speaker can be challenged 

by factors such as their dialect/accent or ethnicity. The notion of idealized native speaker norms 

is also contested by the actual language practices of monolingual speakers of the target language, 
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as the language spoken by native speakers, too, is varied. For example, the idealized English 

native speaker norm threatens the legitimacy of vernacular, native varieties of English (e.g., 

African American Vernacular English) as well as English varieties in outer- and expanding 

circles (e.g., Singaporean English, English spoken in China) (Kachru, 1986). As Kachru noted 

over 30 years ago, in the era of globalization, language – and particularly English – belongs not 

only to the mother tongue speakers, but also to those who use it.  

Lastly, with abovementioned monolingual dispositions, learners of the dominant 

language will continue to be at a disadvantage. Indeed the matter of social justice is at the center 

of all this new paradigm of thought. As Shohamy (2011) argued, asking bi/multilinguals to use 

only one language is like expecting them to see with one (weaker) eye only (p. 423). This simile 

powerfully exposes the ethical concerns associated with the traditional monolingual and native 

speaker orientation toward language(s) and language learners. Also, the justice position 

embraces the intersectionality of sociopolitical factors and the ways language(s) are 

viewed/assessed. For example, Park’s (2011) ethnographic case of how South Korea’s language 

policies are designed to improve the overall English language proficiency of the workforce 

demonstrates how one’s perceived competence in English is dependent on whether one has 

“social, institutional, and political power to reset the criteria for what counts as ‘good 

competence’ and to defend the value of her linguistic capital” (p. 454). With the ever-rising bar 

to determine ‘good English competence,’ which is understood as a tool for career advancement, 

learners are led to believe that their competence and efforts are not good enough. Sociopolitical 

factors are thus a critical aspect to highlight in describing the paradigm shift.  

In recent years, scholars have called for a more progressive approach to applied 

linguistics research by expanding the scope of applied linguistics research, considering the 
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sociopolitical context and recognizing the potential negative social justice consequences with 

which the traditional approaches are complicit. In 2016, the Douglas Fir Group advocated for a 

collaborative, transdisciplinary movement towards a more comprehensive understanding of 

language acquisition in response to today’s multilingual realities. Though narrower in scope, 

similar proposed concepts or terms include focus on multilingualism (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011), 

holistic multilingualism (Douglas Fir Group, 2016), and equitable multilingualism (Ortega, 

2019). Various conceptualizations and explorative efforts on the notion of translanguaging (e.g., 

García, 2009; including some tensions, see MacSwan, 2017) also indicate the push for a shift in 

the field.  

2.2.2. Controversiality of academic language(s) 

The notion of academic language or academic English has been central to discussions of 

academic achievement for all learners in US educational contexts. Valdés (2004) claimed that the 

term commonly refers to “the proficiency required for tertiary study in English” (p. 110) in post-

secondary contexts. 2 As this definition suggests, the discussion on academic language often 

centers on what kind of language or what proficiency level is required for academic success. 

Indeed, this question is at the heart of many educational initiatives and language policies, such as 

the one being investigated in the current research (i.e., PELA). While there is no universal 

definition of academic language, the general understanding of the notion has been heavily 

influenced by Cummins’s (1979a) conceptualization of basic interpersonal communicative skills 

(BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP also referred to as academic 

language). The former refers to “conversational fluency in a language” and the latter refers to 

 
2 Definitions of academic language or academic English abound the literature. Efforts have been made to refine and specify the 

conceptualization of academic language proficiency especially in K-12 settings, though controversies remain. For more 

information, see Bailey and Butler (2004), MacSwan (2020), and Snow and Uccelli (2009).  
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“students’ ability to understand and express, in both oral and written modes, concepts and ideas 

that are relevant to success in school” (Cummins, 2013, p. 65). Terms such as conversational 

language/academic language proficiency or home language/school language are often used 

interchangeably with BICS/CALP (Cummins, 2000; Seltzer, 2019).  

While Cummins’ (1979a) theoretical distinction of BICS/CALP brought significant 

curricular changes to bilingual programs (Valdés, 2004), it was not without criticisms. First, 

scholars cautioned against the model’s tendency to equate cognitive abilities to language 

proficiencies – as the name “cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP)” indicates. 

Concerns were raised about the positioning of CALP as the highest level of cognitive functioning 

and language development. It was deemed more specialized and complex. This particular way of 

representing CALP was susceptible to attributing student's low performance to "low CALP" or 

their low cognitive abilities which in turn diverted people’s attention from other factors, such as 

inappropriate schooling or students’ socioeconomic status (Flores, 2020). This also meant that 

the language proficiency of certain groups of students (e.g., bilingual, unschooled, or working 

class students) was seen as inferior at the outset to that of advantaged groups (MacSwan & 

Rolstad, 2010). Scholars cautioned against the danger of such linguistic dichotomies (e.g., 

academic vs. non-academic) as this conceptualization may shape polarized beliefs about 

language and lead people into internalizing such deficit views about the language of certain 

groups of students. Also pointed out was the artificial nature of these concepts (Edelsky et al., 

1983), suggesting there is no inherent definition of academic language (only assumed ones), and 

that the question of what counts as academic language is yet to be explicated. 

Another common criticism is that the BICS/CALP distinction tends to simplify the 

complexity of bi/multilingualism and thus undermines the capacities that many multilingual 
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students possess. Flores (2020), for example, claimed that academic language represents a 

raciolinguistic ideology that embodies deficit perspectives of racialized students in the context of 

bilingual education (also see Flores & Rosa, 2015). In the study of elementary school Latinx 

students in a bilingual school in Pennsylvania, Flores found that Latinx students possessed 

necessary skills demanded by the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) initiative, when viewed 

from a standpoint that accepts students’ translingual language practices as legitimate.3 Similarly, 

Menken (2013) showed how the notion of academic language – an academic language and 

literacy continuum – serves to perpetuate deficit views towards students with interrupted formal 

education (SIFE) and long-term English language learners (LTELLs) in K-12 contexts.4 In her 

critique of academic language, she employed a translanguaging perspective to highlight 

emergent bilinguals’ dynamic and complex language and literacy practices. Seltzer’s (2019) 

ethnography of 11th grade English language arts classroom in New York also shows how 

language dichotomies (BICS/CALP) fail to account for students’ dynamic language practices as 

well as their translingual sensibilities. The study had an important implication for the research 

community, as Seltzer wrote: 

Rather than use dichotomous categories like home and school/academic language, 

researchers can (re)orient their listening practices to truly hear what these students are 

doing with and saying about their own language practices. As is evident from the data 

presented in this article, when invited to discuss language students are willing and able to 

articulate the ways in which such dichotomies fail to account for the complexities of both 

 
3 The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) initiative refers to an educational framework that lays out a set of academic skills in 

English language arts and mathematics that students are expected to know and able to complete at the end of each grade level. 

The CCSS does not demand the mastery of academic language. 
4 According to Menken (2013), SIFE refers to “new arrivals who have no home language literacy skills or are at the beginning 

stages of literacy learning,” and LTELLs refers to those “primarily educated in their receiving country yet still eligible for 

language support services” (p. 438). 
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their languaging and their identities. In this way, talk of teaching students academic 

language as if it were a subject in its own right ignores the reality that integrating new 

linguistic features into their repertoire, especially when those features are indexically tied 

to power and dominance, will never be a simple or even desired outcome (p.20). 

As Flores (2020) noted, proponents of academic language often believe that provisions of 

academic language or remediation would empower the students by providing them with powerful 

tools to resist their marginalized status (Cummins, 2000; Schleppegrell, 2004, as cited in Flores, 

2020, p. 29). As shown above, this assumption has long been questioned on several grounds. 

First, there is no agreed-upon definition of academic language. This means that there are 

opportunities to expand our conceptualization of academic language by engaging with the 

emerging body of scholarship on language teaching and learning, such as translanguaging 

perspectives (Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; Leung & Valdés, 2019; Valdés, 2004). Another important 

point is that the heavy emphasis on language restricts our understanding of other matters that 

may pose threats to students’ academic success. It is important to examine the factors beyond 

language, such as sociopolitical tensions surrounding the educational contexts being studied. 

Also, it would be a worthwhile effort to gain more nuanced understanding about the ideological 

forces that intersect with language, power, and identity.  

2.3. Relevant research on educational and language planning and policy 

As Johnson (2009) put it, language policy processes – creation, interpretation, and appropriation 

– are complex which by nature involves a series of contexts and discursive events across various 

levels and layers. From a policy-maker standpoint, there are multiple facets to be consulted when 

setting a policy agenda, such as goals and priorities, scientific expertise, and matters of cost-

benefit for budget/resources distribution – just to mention a few. Also, policy processes involve 
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institutional actors (e.g., educators) who, at various levels, constantly interpret and appropriate 

the policy in the implementation process. Policy processes also embody conflicting ideologies 

(e.g., heteroglossic vs. monoglossic ideologies) and discourses (e.g., discourse of equity, 

discourse of equal opportunity) circulating in educational (e.g., educators, parents) and public 

domains (e.g., public news media, social media) which may challenge the process ranging from 

creation/design to implementation/enactment.  

In line with the broader multilingual turn in the field of applied linguistics, language 

policy research on multilingualism has proliferated and deepened in recent years, adopting 

diverse methodologies and epistemological lenses. Furthermore, the critical turn in applied 

linguistics has enriched the theoretical base for language planning and policy (LPP) research in 

ways that mirror the invisible forces of power that shape everyday reality in various policy 

contexts (Ricento & Hornberger, 1996; Tollefson, 2005). In Section 3.2.1, I provide insights into 

how social and political dimensions of language policies have been conceptualized within the 

field of language testing/assessment. Then, in Section 3.2.2, I review how LPP research has been 

advanced by taking into consideration the role of policy actors in putting the policies into 

practice. Finally, in Section 3.2.3, I consider how critical theories complement emerging work on 

educational policy or LPP research by revealing structural inequality and discrimination that 

arise on the basis of language.. 

2.3.1. Language tests as instruments of educational policy 

Historically, language tests have long been used as an arm of public policy (Fulcher, 2009; 

McNamara, 1998; McNamara & Ryan, 2011; Shohamy, 2006). They have been used to serve 

various (un)intended purposes: to screen individuals for citizenship and/or immigration purposes 

(e.g., see McNamara, 2005 about Australia’s dictation test); to select group(s) of people to be 
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included in or excluded from economic and social systems (e.g., see Park, 2017 about testing 

temporary migrant workers in South Korea); and to determine individuals’ access to education 

and/or employment (e.g., see Cheng, 2008 about the use of College English Test in the People’s 

Republic of China in higher education). Driven by meritocratic ideals, those with successful test 

performances are likely to be rewarded (e.g., acceptance to a university) by virtue of their 

abilities and skills, which in turn will help them achieve social status and economic 

advancement. A dark side of this system is that those with less successful test scores are likely to 

experience a hidden penalty (e.g., tuition for remedial education), stigma, exclusion, and loss of 

opportunities for social and economic mobility.  

An oft-cited, classic example in the language testing literature that demonstrates the 

symbolism of this practice is the use of shibboleth tests in the Bible, where a dialectal variation 

was used to identify members of the defeated enemy, who were then killed allegedly for the 

security of one group over another (McNamara, 1998, 2005; McNamara & Roever, 2006; 

McNamara, & Ryan, 2011; Spolsky, 2017). The shibboleth test was used as an engine for the 

collective or public good. However, the act of murdering a large number of people is 

unjustifiable on moral grounds whether or not the intent was to affirm the common good. As 

exemplified in this case of shibboleth tests, language testing can be viewed as a “social, value-

laden, and intrinsically political activity” (McNamara, 1998, p. 305) which serves sociopolitical 

functions in policy and can introduce new ones too. As such, language tests are a powerful 

mechanism to deliver policy goals. McNamara and Roever (2006) viewed shibboleth tests as an 

extreme case reflective of the current institutionalized practices, legitimated by scientific 

rationality, that marginalize certain groups of people and maintain the power of the dominant 

group. Their conceptual comparison of today’s institutionalized practices with the shibboleth 
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tests substantiates the importance of ethicality, values, and social consequences in studying 

language assessment/testing (e.g., Deygers, 2019; Kunnan, 2000; McNamara & Roever, 2006; 

Schissel, 2019). 

In educational contexts, language tests are used not only to measure performance, but 

also to enrich the accountability process and improve education. According to Kunnan (2001), 

tests were historically considered “beneficial to society, as they helped ensure equal opportunity 

for education and employment and attacked the prior system of privilege and patronage” (p. 27). 

In other words, it was viewed that to give an equal opportunity to display their abilities and 

skills, the rewards (e.g., admission, power ) is to fairly distribute benefits on the basis of merit 

(and not of characteristics like race or socioeconomic status). On the basis of this reasoning 

process, the field of language assessment/testing (LT hereafter) has shifted to the study of test 

validity (i.e., the extent to which test scores are interpreted and used justifiably), under the 

assumption that strong evidence for validity is neutral, fair, and dependable. Focusing on 

allegedly objective properties of language tests, legitimated by scientific rationality, however, is 

like losing sight of the forest for the trees. By and large, test scores and interpretations are used 

to achieve certain goals in a larger context (e.g., improving education).  

The rosy scenario of well-developed tests being used as an effective mechanism to 

improve education may be an overly optimistic and facile assumption. I turn to a short analysis 

of No Child Left Behind (hereafter NCLB) to illustrate how the assessment-centered educational 

practices, legitimated by scientific rationality, can serve to marginalize certain groups of people 

and in turn maintain the power of the dominant group. NCLB  was a federal mandate of the 

United States put forth in 2002 that replaced the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 with the 

English Acquisition Act (or Title III). The stated goal of the mandate was to set the standards 
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higher by demanding stringent high school (academic) English-based achievement testing, 

supporting low-performing students, and thereby closing the nation’s achievement gap. 

Identified as one of the at-risk student populations, minoritized students who were often referred 

to as English language learners (ELLs)5 were provided with test accommodations (i.e., changes 

in test and/or test administration process to improve their test performances, such as linguistic 

simplification). These institutionalized practices, however, were attached to severe 

consequences, such as schools’ push towards rapid transition to English-only instruction, 

negligence toward students’ home language(s) and/or other previously learned language(s), and 

subtle marginalization of language minoritized students (Byrnes, 2005). Furthermore, the 

mandate was proven to be ineffective (Nichol, Glass, & Berliner, 2005): A stark opportunity gap 

(or achievement gap) between ELLs and non-ELLs has persisted (Abedi & Gándara, 2006). 

These institutional practices have long received criticisms for the monoglossic ideologies 

underpinning the mandate, deficit-oriented nuances of the accommodation, oversimplification of 

the issues – just to mention a few (e.g., Caldas, 2013; Flores & Schissel, 2014; García & 

Kleifgen, 2010; Menken, 2008; Schissel, 2010; Wiley & García, 2016).  

Concerns discussed above are not new to the LT literature. Contemporary theories of 

validity in language testing research have encompassed concerns for social and political 

dimensions of tests. For example, Kane (2002), one of most current and influential scholars 

known for the argument-based approach to validation (2002, 2006, 2013) problematized test 

validation practices that focus only on measurement properties 6: 

 
5 English Language Learners (ELLs) refer to students are learning English in addition to his or her native (home, first) language 

and/or any other language(s) they may speak. They were  formally called Limited English Proficient (LEP) students. Labeling 

and categorizing the students according to their level of English has been problematized (e.g., Kibler & Valdés, 2016).  
6 Within this framework, Kane (2013) considered validation as “an evaluation of the coherence and completeness of 

interpretations/use arguments and of the plausibility of inferences and assumptions” (p.1). It suggested building an argument as a 

chain of inferences from task selection to consequences, which required identifications of the claim, grounds (data), warrants, 

backing, counterarguments, and qualifier for each inference – namely a validity argument. In simple terms, validity argument 
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… much of the practices in the validation of high-stakes testing programs is seriously 

flawed because only part of the interpretive argument is evaluated. The validity 

arguments developed to support these ambitious claims [for the success of the policy] 

seldom go beyond the initial stages in the interpretive argument… I do think it would be 

prudent to investigate the assumptions built into the interpretations assigned to the high-

school graduation tests before we subject a generation of high-school students to a 

potentially powerful treatment. (p. 40) 

Kane’s ideas about the need to go beyond the initial stages of interpretive argument and consider 

values and consequences resonate with Messick, who coined the term “consequential validity.” 

The term emerged as part of Messick’s (1989) validation framework, namely the unitary concept 

of validity. Within it, Messick (1989) emphasized the need to attend to social and cultural values 

underlying the definition of test construct, as well as the consequences in a larger context 

(McNamara & Ryan, 2011). In fact, it was through Messick’s work that the scope of thinking 

about validity has extended to consequences of test use, raising questions such as: What 

social/cultural values and assumptions underlie the definition of good academic writing ability 

and hence the way to understand the scores (i.e., value implications)? What happens in our 

education systems and the larger social context when we use this test (i.e., social consequences).  

Although Messick’s idea has propelled many LT scholars to canvas possibilities to study 

the tests and their uses in a socially responsible way, the uptake of “consequential validity” 

(Messick, 1989) within the framework of validity argument has remained low in the literature. 

Scholars have speculated that this is due to scholars’ ideological conservatism (Harding & 

McNamara, 2017), its perceived impracticality (Bachman & Palmer, 2010) and testers’ marginal 

 
refers to the series of claims used to accumulate evidence of validity in a particular setting. The set of claims are also called 

interpretive argument, which guides the validation process to make a meaningful sense of the test score and use. 
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role in influencing the policy (Harding & Elder, 2008). To my knowledge, empirical studies 

examining the tests’ value implications and their broader consequences are few. Im and 

McNamara’s (2017) mixed-method study on university admissions officers’ beliefs about the 

TOEIC Listening and Reading and its use for admissions purposes in South Korea, for example, 

showed that the (mis)use of TOEIC scores in this particular context was attributed not only to 

practical constraints (e.g., social pressure, test fee, test availability) but also to the test users’ 

(faculty involved in the admissions process, academic administrators) deep-seated beliefs that 

TOEIC scores represent students’ academic aptitude and efforts. Ginther and Elder’s (2014) case 

study explored key stakeholders’ interpretations and use of English language proficiency test 

scores (i.e., TOEFL iBT, IELTS) for admissions purposes. Based on quantitative and qualitative 

data obtained across two universities, the authors found that: language test scores contributed 

little to admissions decisions; many key stakeholders expressed dissatisfaction with enrolled 

students’ English proficiency; they held different opinions about the appropriacy of the cut 

scores; they possessed limited language assessment literacy. The authors acknowledged that tests 

can never be viewed in isolation from sociopolitical factors.  

Clearly, language assessment and educational policy cannot be viewed as neutral, value-

free science (e.g., Lynch, 1994; McNamara, 1998). Including consequences as an integral part of 

a validity framework and systematically evaluating evidence would provide more coherent and 

socially responsible exploration of the matter. On the issues of who should be responsible for test 

consequences, Ginther and Elder (2014) explained that testing agencies cannot be solely held 

accountable for negative, unintended consequences. Instead, the authors alluded to the notion of 

distributed responsibility: 
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…if we are to seriously take up with Linn’s (1997) idea of distributed responsibility 

with respect to score use and interpretation, the challenge of ensuring that decision 

makers in the local context are equipped with adequate and appropriate information 

must surely be taken up by institutional agents, given that local policies and those 

responsible for implementing them may be subject to change (p. 27). 

With ethical concerns raised in the broader field of applied linguistics and various reform 

initiatives taking place in educational contexts, socially responsible use of language tests needs 

to be further investigated. 

2.3.2. Research on educational language policy and teacher beliefs  

As Canagarajah and Stanley (2015) wrote, “the processes of implementing policy can be 

multifarious, and the outcomes of policy unpredictable. It is not uncommon to find ambiguities, 

tensions, and paradoxes in the policy-practice relationship” (p. 33). Indeed, policies are not 

translated into practice in a textbook manner, and the desired effects of macro-level policies are 

often not realized. In short, language policy processes is dynamic in nature. Mindful of this 

complexity, LPP scholars have put forth various theoretical frameworks that have enriched the 

conceptualizations of LPP processes (e.g., Ricento & Hornberger, 1996; Ruiz, 1984). Notably, 

Ricento and Hornberger (1996) used the metaphor of unpeeling the layers of LPP onion to 

highlight the importance of revealing varying local interpretations, interpretations, and resistance 

when studying a language policy. They wrote:  

We suggest that LPP is a multilayered construct, wherein essential LPP components—

agents, levels, and processes of LPP—permeate and interact with each other in multiple 

and complex ways as they enact various types, approaches, and goals of LPP… We 

suggest that, because human society is constituted of, by, and through language, all acts 
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and actions mediated by language are opportunities for the implicit (or explicit) 

expression of language policies (i.e., opportunities for language planning, macro and 

micro, overt and covert, intended and unintended). (p. 419-420) 

The framework points to the importance of taking into account a localized understanding which 

at various levels drives different practices companying a policy. This is important as the policy 

interpretation and appropriation processes create the opportunity for reinterpretation, 

manipulation, and resistance. In this light, the role of context (historical, sociopolitical, cultural) 

and beliefs held by policy actors have gained prominence in the field of LPP.  

One particularly fruitful direction in the field of LPP is the focus on how stated policies 

are put into practice within education contexts, particularly how macro-level language policies 

are recontextualized in the classroom context and shape the localized meaning of the language 

policy. Potential research questions include: How are macro-level policies negotiated and 

challenged by educators in classroom contexts? How do educators turn the interpretations into 

action? Particularly relevant to the current research are inquiries into the agentive role of teachers 

and their sensemaking processes in the enactment and implementation of a language policy (e.g., 

Babino & Stewart, 2018; De Jong, 2008; Finn & Avni, 2016; Henderson, 2017; Paredes, 2000; 

Stritikus, 2003).  

De Jong (2008), for example, demonstrated how the perspectives of 18 elementary 

teachers on the impact of Question 2 – an English-only law passed by Massachusetts voters in 

2002 – influence their policy appropriation, implementation at the district level, and classroom 

practices. The study found that while adhering to the policy constraints, teachers and district 

personnel exerted their agency through making important programmatic and instructional 

choices (e.g., maintaining bilingual education) regarding the use of the students’ native language 



 

 

30 

at local level. Attempts were made to resist the monolingual implications of the policy and to 

maintain a discourse that stressed the importance of bilingualism. By analyzing discourses at 

various levels, the study showed how policy actors negotiate multiple discourses that surround 

the implementation of the new law, and how these processes are intertwined with their ideas and 

discourses (e.g., personal beliefs, colleagues’ interpretations, discourse of Question 2) that 

surround them. The findings point to the importance of examining the processes in which top-

down policies are interpreted/appropriated at various levels and how such recontextualization 

processes play a key role in understanding their impact.  

Similarly, Finn and Avni (2016) investigated how a language policy designed to enhance 

academic literacy of English language learners at a community college interacts with writing 

instructors’ beliefs and knowledge about academic literacy, and how their differing beliefs shape 

their curricular decisions and classroom practices in diverse ways. At the heart of the language 

policy under study was the establishment of a high-stakes exam to serve as a device for 

identifying students who are in need of developmental writing instruction before undertaking for-

credit college courses. The authors found that developmental writing instructors’ construal of 

academic literacy were varied and complex, and many instructors expressed skepticism about the 

policy logic. For example, concerns were expressed about the use of test scores to determine that 

a student is prepared for mainstream classes. Others expressed a reluctance to teach to the test. 

The study captured an emerging sense of moral responsibility to facilitate critical thinking and  

prepare students for success at a deeper level (e.g., empower them to become thoughtful, literate 

individuals). This case study of micro-language planning suggested that while an institutional 

language policy shapes the ways instructors prepare their courses, their broad understanding of 
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the complexity of academic literacy and practices serves to shape classroom practices which do 

not align closely with the demands of the institutional language policy.    

Adding to this, some of the notable approaches that have gained prominence in LPP 

research are ethnography and discourse analysis (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 2009). 

The ethnographic approach provided a thick description of the complexity of policy processes by 

capturing both etic and emic perspectives of those involved, and analyzing what they do and why 

(e.g., Menken & García, 2010). Coupled with ethnography, discourse analysis was often used to 

examine how discursive practices surrounding a language policy and the recontextualization of 

top-down policies serve to perpetuate the policy values or create new opportunities for local 

initiatives. Johnson (2015), for example, conducted an ethnographic and discourse-analytic 

investigation of the federal language policy – Title III of No Child Left Behind. The study 

revealed that while a top-down policy plays a powerful role in shifting educational trajectories, 

educators exercise their agency in appropriating texts and discourses in unique ways to meet the 

needs of their students. Some tensions were manifested within and beyond the policy texts and 

discourses. For example, in the recontextualization process, the focus on additive bilingual 

education (insisting on local flexibility) and English-only (in connection with the accountability 

requirement) simultaneously emerged, demonstrating the ideological inconsistencies found in 

LPP processes. 

As shown above, empirical research on LPP processes has helped expose multiple layers 

of the LPP onion, particularly in relation to teacher beliefs and orientation, by drawing a variety 

of theoretical and methodological approaches. The findings provide insights into and 

opportunities for promoting multilingual language education policy and practice. For one, policy 

actors (e.g., teachers) are not the mere executors of policy (or rule followers, or passive receptors 
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of policy decisions), but are active agents in constructing de facto policies through interpretations 

of policies within their own context and experiences (De Jong, 2008; Finn & Avni, 2016; 

Johnson, 2015). Although their choices and the level of flexibility are often constrained by the 

top-down nature of the policies, policy actors have their own agency in enacting their beliefs into 

practice within the confines of the law. The research also point to the importance of “ideological 

and implementational space” (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007) created by the policies themselves. 

As shown in Johnson (2015), contradictory ideas often emerge simultaneously in texts and 

discourses surrounding what seemed like a monolingual policy. Bringing forth alternative ideas 

alone can open up significant ideological and implementational space for multilingual language 

education policies and practices, as they are often built on a set of prior knowledge and thoughts.   

2.3.3. Critical approaches to educational policy and language planning and policy research 

With the rise of critical movement in the field of applied linguistics, educational and LPP 

research communities have become increasingly concerned with invisible forces that were seen 

to be at play in perpetuating social inequalities. Although critical approaches can be understood 

in varied ways, it is still possible (and useful) to delineate some of the major interrelated features 

that characterize the critical paradigm. First, critical scholars acknowledge explicitly the 

sociopolitical dimensions that are inherent in language policy. Rather than viewing language 

policy as a technical undertaking that exist in a vacuum, this view recognizes the complex 

processes in which policies are enmeshed with historical and sociopolitical influences. Another 

feature has to do with engaging with plurality of ideas, knowledge, and perspectives. This 

perspective focuses on alternatives ideas and new meaning-making possibilities, both of which 

can contribute to thinking beyond what is accepted as normal and legitimate. The third 

characteristic of the critical paradigm is that it has emancipatory interests (aimed at social 
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change). Scholars are concerned with concepts of power involved in creating and reproducing 

systems of inequality, on the basis of the premise that language policy has the potential to 

(re)create systems of inequality by giving rise to and driving policy planning and implementation 

(Spolsky, 2004). According to Tollefson (2005), critical scholars are interested in inequality that 

is “largely invisible, due to ideological processes that make inequality seem to be the natural 

condition of human social systems” (p. 43). Taking these into account, critical scholarship has 

helped illuminate ideologies embodied in language policy texts/discourses and has presented a 

rich picture of language policy processes which may perpetuate social inequality (Johnson, 

2013). 

A broad constellation of critical approaches and methods rooted in various disciplines has 

been adopted and refined to contribute to the critical scholarship on language educational 

policy/LPP. Shohamy (2006), for example, stated that policies often “pay lip service to inclusive 

ideologies, but incorporate a variety of mechanisms, some overt, others covert and hidden, that 

serve as major devices that affect and create de facto language policies (p. xvii).” In this way, she 

underscored the linkage between ideology and language education policy. Ball (1990) also noted 

that “policies embody claims to speak with authority, they legitimate and initiate practices in the 

world, and they privilege certain visions and interests” (p. 22). In an attempt to deconstruct the 

power dynamics in policy processes, Bacchi (2009), in her framework of “What is the problem 

represented to be?,” proposed teasing out conceptual premises underpinning a problem 

represented in a policy, and also considering hidden factors that are often left out in discussions 

of a policy problem. The framework interrogates how a problem is represented (e.g., the ways in 

which international students are represented to be unprepared to do degree coursework) and 

tracing their genealogy (e.g., factors that may have contributed to such deficit perspectives). 
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Other critical approaches and methods include critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013), a 

historical-structural approach (Tollefson, 1991), and critical ethnography (Canagarajah, 1993) – 

just to mention a few. Drawing on a range of these theories and methods, LPP research 

communities have become increasingly concerned with “uncovering the indistinct voices, covert 

motivations, embedded ideologies, invisible instances, or unintended consequences of language 

policy emergent in context” (Hornberger, 2013, p.106).  

There is no shortage of scholarship – whether labeled as critical or not –that highlights 

the role of language policy in perpetuating or transforming pervasive ideologies, discourses, and 

system of thoughts (e.g., monolingualism). For example, Subtirelu, Borowczyk, Thorson 

Hernández, and Venezia’s (2019) study on the Seal of Biliteracy demonstrates how seemingly 

benevolent policy intentions can serve to (re)produce educational inequity for language-

minoritized students. The study was informed by a critical lens, whereby the emphasis was put 

on the promotional discourse of the Seal, the ways in which requirements and procedures 

imposed by the policy benefit language minoritized students, and a relationship between a 

school’s participation in the Seal program and the presence of marginalized groups of students 

(based on race, language, and social class).  

In addition, scholars have often explored the complex interactions between educator 

ideologies and classroom practices, and how they serve to maintain, reproduce, and disrupt the 

dominant ways of thinking. Chang-Bacon’s (2020) critical policy analysis, for example, 

investigates the role of instructors in enacting Massachusetts’s Sheltered English Immersion 

(SEI) policy, which promoted the provision of English-only instructions for emergent bilinguals 

at all levels (and was later overturned in 2018). The study demonstrated how policy framing 

(e.g., SEI as a theoretically sound model, inadequacy of teachers) serves to prioritize certain 
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issues and limit the ranges of interpretive possibilities. Also, the study showed that while SEI 

instructors are caught between multiple beliefs and language ideologies they held about the 

problem construction/solutions of the policy, they adapted and differentiated the pedagogical 

strategies in ways that deviated from the policy’s design. The findings resonate with those of De 

Jong (2008) and Finn and Avni (2016) discussed in Section 2.2.2.  

Research also revealed that despite the implicit understanding that scientific rationality is 

at the fore when planning a language policy, scientific evidence can be deliberately disregarded 

or even manipulated by people for a variety of reasons (e.g., political gains). For example, 

Yamagami’s (2012) discourse analysis of documents and public statements of Proposition 227 in 

California, an anti-bilingual education initiative which was passed in 1998 and repealed in 2016, 

revealed that much of statements during the campaign had little or no empirical support, and 

were often manipulated to condemn bilingual education. What is more, the proponents of 

Proposition 227 explicitly discredited bilingual educators and researchers by portraying them as 

self-interested groups who do not serve the interest of most Latinos in the state, thereby 

delegitimating their research-based resistance to the initiative.  

While the small number of studies presented in this section cannot cover the depth and 

breadth of critical educational policy/LPP research, the findings presented above call for a deeper 

examination of embedded values and ideologies hidden in language and representations in policy 

texts/discourse, alternative interpretations that may arise in the policy implementation process, 

and unintended consequences that may undermine the social justice efforts of language 

minoritized/multilingual populations. 
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2.4. A review of research on post-entry language assessment policies in higher education 

As introduced in Chapter 1, PELA is a term that first appeared in language assessment/testing 

literature. Although the term was first used in Australian contexts, assessments of this kind – 

whether called PELA or not – are not new in many higher education institutions around the 

globe. In this section, I provide an overview of PELA literature in three national contexts. They 

include Australia, New Zealand, and the United States – Anglophone countries where English is 

assumed to be the one and only medium of instruction and interaction. I focus on the research 

findings particularly relevant to the scope of the current research, which deals with value 

implications and consequences that ensue from PELA.  

2.4.1. Perspectives on post-entry language assessments in Australia 

Read’s (2015a, 2015b, 2016) extensive work situates the development of PELA in Australia’s 

unique sociopolitical contexts. Aspiring to attract more skilled migrants, since the mid-1980s 

Australia has used a country-wide branding strategy (the ‘export education programme’) to 

attract international students to their institutions of tertiary education. International students with 

degrees from Australian universities were granted the right to apply for permanent residency. 

Indeed, Australia witnessed a striking growth of foreign students to higher education institutions. 

Between 2002-2009, international student enrollment increased by 43% (as cited in Choudaha & 

Chang, 2012). Unfortunately, to the eyes of employers, the limited English competence of skilled 

migrants (including international students) was a major deficit. To ensure that migrant workers 

have functional English language competence, the government introduced mandatory English 

tests for migrant workers (Hawthorne, 1997), which in turn gave rise to PELA in Australia. As 

such, language tests were used as a gatekeeping device in a variety of contexts.  
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In 2006, the widespread media coverage of the work published by Birrell (2006), one of 

Australia's leading sociologists specializing in immigration research at Monash University in 

Melbourne, drew public attention to international students (e.g., Maslen, 2011; Morton, 2007). 

Birrell (2006) pointed out that a considerable portion of international students could not find 

professional-level jobs due to what he deemed to be their “English deficiencies” (p. 59). He 

investigated how students with limited English gained entry to Australian higher education 

courses and subsequently passed their examinations, and presented several findings: (1) Foreign 

students who may have entered the country through visas requiring lower scores (e.g., 

immigration, non-degree programs) were exempted from the language requirement in the 

admission process because they were considered domestic students; (2) students could meet the 

admissions’ cut-score without having balanced subskills because scores from all language 

domains averaged out; and (3) students could pass university exams easily, as universities tended 

to lower the standards for international students.  

Though Birrell’s (2006) arguments were contested by some critics as right-wing, anti-

migrant, nationalist and also xenophobic and racist (e.g., Maslen, 2011), the impact of his voice 

was strong, which can perhaps be attributed to his authority and fame as a scholar in the eyes of 

the public. Perhaps due to his expert authority, his call for the urgent need to raise the bar for 

English language proficiency among international university graduates becoming skilled 

migrants and to refine the Australian university admissions process in the first place, to prevent 

international students from failing, became the mantra of the 2007 National Symposium 

organized by the Australian Department of Education, Science and Training. There, the Good 

Practice Principles for English Language Proficiency for International Students in Australian 

Universities was developed (available at: http://www.aall.org.au/sites/default/files/Final_Report-

http://www.aall.org.au/sites/default/files/Final_Report-Good_Practice_Principles2009.pdf
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Good_Practice_Principles2009.pdf), which became the basis of initiatives that support what have 

become known as PELA. Convinced that many domestic and international students with English 

as an additional language needed to enhance their English language proficiency and/or academic 

literacy in order to participate meaningfully in various academic activities, Australian 

universities began to consider and implement post-entry language assessment. A notable 

example of PELA in the Australian context is the Diagnostic English Language Assessment 

(DELA) introduced by the University of Melbourne in 2009. Although its focus on ‘diagnostic’ 

assessment emerged post hoc (Read, 2015a), at the policy level, DELA was used to guide 

students to appropriate resources available to support their language enrichment. It was soon 

formalized that these tests, in a true diagnostic spirit, be used for understanding students’ 

strengths and weaknesses, and for offering advice to the students (e.g., directing them to campus 

resources). Users and developers of the tests in the DELA later took up some concerns about the 

tests’ potential discriminatory nature. Many universities therefore administered the DELA to all 

students instead of only targeting international ones. This is how, about ten years ago, the PELA 

movement initiated in Australia become diagnostic PELA for all students: domestic and 

international. 

By 2009, more universities used the PELA for the whole student population which 

includes both domestic and international students. Dunworth’s (2009) open-ended survey of 38 

Australian universities revealed university staffs’ perceived benefits and drawbacks of 

implementing PELA. While most respondents were broadly in support of using PELA for the 

university’s benefit, the reported drawbacks included the lack of evidence for construct validity, 

specificity of the content, and its negative impact on students. To elaborate further on this last 

drawback, respondents raised the ethical issue of “othering” students based on language 

http://www.aall.org.au/sites/default/files/Final_Report-Good_Practice_Principles2009.pdf
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background, if used to target EAL students only, and also the deficit-oriented terms used in the 

implementation of PELA that evoke “pejorative connotations” (p. A9). One respondent’s 

comment from Dunworth’s (2009) work deserves special attention: 

“What is worse - stigmatising students or failing students? What is the elephant in the 

room? Students don’t achieve their potential because they haven’t achieved language 

competence” (participant 48, Dunworth, 2009, A9).  

This quote perhaps demonstrates some of the policy makers’ tendency to rationalize PELA and 

overlook the social consequences of PELA (e.g., social stigma). Evidently, there is a deep-seated 

assumption that academic failure of admitted students is because they “haven’t achieved 

language competence” (Dunworth, 2009, A9).  

These ethical concerns also emerged in other research by Ransom (2009). He identified 

some positive impact including increased participation rates and enhanced student understanding 

of the rationale behind the DELA tests. But among some negative consequences, Ransom 

identified several recurring themes that also echo what Dunworth (2009) found, particularly 

students’ feelings of embarrassment and insecurity, and the inappropriacy of testing already 

admitted students.  Ransom’s participants reported that their anxiety and feelings of insecurity 

were associated with a concern that PELA results would appear on their record. He also  

uncovered students’ and some faculties’ strong belief that students had already met necessary 

entry requirements upon admission. He added that students also had the “fear of being branded 

linguistically inept” (p. A-22), a wording that he borrowed from Elder and Von Randow (2008, 

p. 190).  
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2.4.2. Perspectives on post-entry language assessments in New Zealand 

Similar to DELA in Australia, the Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA) is 

used widely by higher education institutions in New Zealand. Resulting from the exponentially 

growing number of Polynesian and Asian migrants in New Zealand, many universities realized 

that identifying EAL students based on citizenship is not readily feasible and therefore began to 

impose PELA tests on New Zealand citizens and permanent residents. For efficiency, DELNA 

uses a quick web-based screening procedure, followed by more thorough paper-and-pencil 

diagnostic tests. Although the test is nonmandatory, many universities, particularly those 

programs with a high number of EAL students, often use DELNA as a way to identify students 

in need of language support (Elder & Von Randow, 2008). 

Elder and Von Randow’s (2008) study focused on the development and validation 

process, and it yielded findings that supported the effectiveness and use of the screening 

procedure. The authors argued that it offered “a means by which the more proficient students can 

be spared the bother of diagnostic assessment without resorting to the unreliable and 

discriminatory practice of targeting students for assessment or intervention on the basis of their 

ethnicity or language background” (p. 190). The study heavily focused on generating the 

evidential basis for validity (e.g., utility and relevance), yet the authors acknowledged students’ 

potential concerns for “consequences of displaying their language weakness” (p. 120) and made 

suggestions for encouraging students’ uptake of DELNA, for example, by emphasizing its 

positive benefit in promotion materials. With awareness of how DELNA may be understood in 

discriminatory ways, the authors were hopeful that their efforts would serve to prevent DELNA 

being used as a sorting mechanism for some students. 
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2.4.3. Perspectives on post-entry language assessments in the United States 

Post-entry language assessments in the U.S. operate differently, perhaps due to the different 

socio-political context. Read (2015a) summarized the common practices done in the U.S. as 

follows:  

Traditionally, language testing on entry to a university has focused on international 

students, who are easy to classify according to their immigration status. American 

universities routinely require international students to take a placement test upon arrival 

on campus, to assign them to appropriate ESL or composition courses, unless the student 

is exempted on the basis of criteria such as native-speaker status, previous residence in an 

English-speaking country and/or English-medium education, or a high TOEFL score. (p. 

99)  

As noted here, institutions set criteria to determine by whom PELA is needed, usually involving 

the use of information from standardized language tests (i.e., TOEFL, IELTS) submitted in the 

application. This means that in the U.S., PELA is used only for international students. The goal 

of PELA is generally to identify those who are likely to struggle due to their (English as a 

second) language abilities and provide additional resources and academic language training for 

them. In sum, PELA adopted in the U.S. differs from the models in other countries discussed 

above, insofar as PELA is forced upon international students only and has limited diagnostic 

focus.  

One of the most researched PELA-relevant topics over the past decades in U.S. higher 

education has been the test of International Teaching Assistants (also called ITAs). In the 

language testing literature, research on the validity issues of ITA tests have concentrated on 

producing an evidential basis on which to ensure a high level of precision in understanding the 
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proficiency of prospective ITAs, with the goal of making informed decisions (e.g., determining 

international students’ readiness to teach content courses, enhancing ITA training, placing them 

into appropriate training courses). Scholars have often investigated the technical properties of 

existing ITA tests in measurement terms (e.g., Choi, 2015). More specifically, topics include  test 

design (e.g., Douglas, 2000; Farnsworth, 2004), test administration (Wagner & Krylova, 2020), 

standard setting (e.g., Xi, 2007), and rating criteria (Hsieh, 2011). Consequential evidence efforts 

are rare. 

The consequential evidence of PELA in the U.S. context remains underexplored, both in 

terms of the testing practices associated to PELA and the policy actions undertaken in the name 

of PELA. This is despite the rise of a wide array of research and development efforts for PELA 

across the country’s universities.  

2.5. A review of research on second language and academic socialization 

Higher education institutions in North America are unique educational contexts where a diverse 

mix of people, cultures, and ideas merge through various social and academic interactions. From 

the perspectives of second language/bilingual/multilingual users who are less comfortable using 

English and/or unfamiliar with Western cultural/discursive norms, building academic knowledge 

and social relationships may require tremendous amounts of effort, commitment, and resources. 

Naturally, the processes in which such language users become socialized into academic 

discourses and practices, often referred to as second language (L2) socialization (Duff & 

Anderson, 2015) and academic socialization (Jabeen, Wang, & Cheng, 2019; Seloni, 2012), have 

become one of key areas of research in applied linguistics and education.7 While definitions of 

these concepts vary, they can be broadly defined as processes by which a target language user 

 
7 Similar terms include ‘academic language and literacy socialization’ (Duff & Anderson, 2015) and ‘academic discourse 

socialization’ (Duff, 2010; Kobayashi, Zappa-Hollman, & Duff, 2017). 
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gains the communicative competence and cultural knowledge necessary to participate fully and 

appropriately in an academic institution according to local norms in their communities (Duff, 

2012).8  Research has suggested that these complex processes are mediated by a myriad of 

factors, such as target language proficiency, cultural background, motivation, self-efficacy, 

interpersonal relationships with community members (e.g., faculty), attitudes of their peers  – 

just to name a few (e.g., Jabeen, Wang, & Cheng, 2019; Jiang, 2020). This perspective gives 

insights into the interplay between students’ values, identities, and ideologies, and their 

experiences of L2 and academic socialization. In Section 2.5.1, I recapitulate some of the salient 

themes that reportedly impact L2 and academic socialization of international students in 

Anglophone countries. In Section 2.5.2, I present varieties of ways in which international 

students respond to linguistic and cultural challenges and navigate the realities of academic 

climate and culture. 

2.5.1. Lived experiences of international students in Anglophone countries  

One of the prominent ways to investigate L2 and academic socialization has been to capture the 

lived experiences of international students in academic settings as they attend higher education 

institutions. Scholars have investigated what it means for international students to experience, 

live, and study in Anglophone countries. Although success stories can be found, the general 

impression of the empirical findings is disappointing: Student experiences are often filled with 

barriers (e.g., language, discrimination) and negative emotions (e.g., feelings of alienation, 

powerlessness). In this section, I examine some of the forces that impact students’ lived realities. 

 
8 As Duff (2012) notes, L2 socialization is a “cover term that is sometimes controversial precisely because of the multiple 

language s(i.e., more than two) and varied sequences (e.g., L1  L2  L3  L1) involved in language learning for many people 

in multilingual societies” (p. 565). This means that the term is used broadly to refer to language socialization processes in a 

variety of settings (e.g., ESL in English-dominant countries, English as a medium of instruction in non-Anglophone countries, 

multilingual homes). 
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 One of the most salient themes that have emerged in the L2 and academic socialization 

literature is English language proficiency. Jabeen, Wang, and Cheng’s (2019) review of 87 

empirical studies, for example, points to the importance of English language ability for 

international students (using English as an additional language) in navigating a new academic 

culture. Central to their review of the literature is the idea that English can serve as a roadblock 

for students’ ability to meet academic demands and cope with sociocultural challenges. 

Similarly, Cho’s (2013) study of three Korean TESOL master’s degree students in the U.S. 

revealed a strong association between students’ oral language proficiency and the likelihood of 

students’ successful participation in their classroom activities and communities. English also had 

a profound effect on students’ well-being. In Maringe and Jenkins’s (2015) focus group 

interviews of L2 international doctoral students in a university in the U.S., students frequently 

reported feelings of alienation and exclusion. They felt constrained by a hostile learning 

environment that was less tolerant towards different varieties of language and non-Western 

writing style, and forced conformity to vague, undefined standards. Adding to this, Lee (2007) 

explained that “negative reactions to international students’ accents and related communication 

barriers have resulted in many international students feeling intimidated or fearful of asking for 

assistance” (p. 29). These findings chime with experiences of international students studying in 

other Anglophone countries as reported in other studies (e.g., Cheng, Myles, & Curtis, 2014;  

Guo & Chase, 2011; Lee, 2007; Quan, He, and Sloan 2016; Zappa-Hollman, 2007). Overall, the 

findings indicate two sides of the same coin: English can enrich academic experiences, but it can 

also generate devastating consequences (e.g., sense of stigma, limiting creativity and sense of 

agency in academic writing development). 
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 Adapting to a new academic environment is not just a matter of coping with linguistic 

challenges. Another recurring theme in the literature is the ways in which unfamiliarity with the 

host culture’s sociocultural values and educational practices impede international students’ 

adjustment to the host (university) culture and life. Placing academic presentation at the center of 

inquiry, Zappa-Hollman’s (2007) study on the experiences of six international graduate students 

at a Canadian university demonstrates how students’ unfamiliarity with Western academic norms 

and practices (e.g., question and answer period, talking extemporaneously) and fear of being 

misunderstood or perceived as intellectually inferior were conducive to feelings of frustration 

and anxiety. Lee (2009) also found that Korean graduate students’ silence in class discussions is  

not simply due to their lack of linguistic competencies, but rather associated with a myriad of 

other factors (e.g., sociocultural factors, individual differences). In Jiang’s (2020) recent 

ethnographic study of Chinese students’ academic experiences in a U.S. university, one of the 

participants found it difficult to talk with her colleagues in the lab as “almost all conversations 

had local cultural references.” When interacting with domestic community members, students 

experienced a high level of anxiety because they were afraid of saying something inappropriate 

and offensive to their interlocutor due to their limited cultural knowledge (also see Tardy, 2004). 

Furthermore, frequently emphasized in the literature is international students’ positioning of self 

as “invisible” (Laufer & Gorup, 2019; Yan & Pei, 2018), “foreigner” (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015), 

and “disadvantaged” (Seloni, 2012; Zappa-Hollman, 2007).  

Another challenge frequently faced by international students in Anglophone countries is 

experiences of discrimination (e.g., Amos, 2020; Jiang, 2020; Lee 2007; Lee & Rice, 2007; 

Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Mayuzumi, Motobayashi, Nagayama, & Takeuchi, 2007; Vandrick, 

2015). Drawing on the conceptual framework of neo-racism, Lee and Rice (2007) interviewed 24 
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graduate and undergraduate international students in a U.S. university to capture a range of 

perceptions of discrimination in negotiating university life.9 The study revealed that international 

students from non-Western countries (e.g., Middle East, East Asian, Latin America, and India) 

encounter a wide range of discrimination and cultural intolerance related to their race and 

culture, compared to those from Western English-speaking countries (e.g., Canada, Europe). The 

types of discrimination that were found by the study included indifference, verbal insult, and 

(in)direct harassment (e.g., excluded from employment, physical violence) from peers, faculty 

and other local community members. These experiences led to feelings of discomfort and 

exclusion, lack of support, and even financial disadvantage. The study points out how 

institutional policies at the outset undermine international students’ capacity to become fully 

participating members of the institution. Jiang’s study (2020) also points to the pervasiveness of 

whiteness and culture-based exclusion (i.e., neo-racism) in the university and its contribution to 

creating an unwelcoming environment for Chinese international students. Research on 

prejudice/stereotypes that exist in academic communities about international students abound. 

Maringe and Jenkins (2015), for example, reported that prejudice associated with being 

foreigners (e.g., “Asian students are considered to be special, the weak or the unimportant…”) 

positioned international students as deviant or less competent. Other studies found that Asian 

students are often identified as passive/receptive (e.g., Mayuzumi et al., 2007; Turner, 2006; 

Wang & Moskal, 2019) or lacking critical thinking skills (e.g., Mathias, Bruce, & Newton, 2013; 

Wang & Byram, 2011), as if these characteristics are unique to Asian students.  

The concerns raised above are closely interrelated in nature and affect students’ 

experiences in dynamic and interconnected ways. It is important to note that drawing attention to 

 
9 Lee (2007) defined neo-racism as a form of discrimination that is “attributable to skin color as well as culture, national origin, 

and relationships between countries” (p. 28).  
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these negative experiences is not meant to paint a negative picture of higher education 

institutions in Anglophone countries (as creating hostile and unwelcoming climate), nor is it to 

suggest that these international students are unable to integrate into the host communities. 

Rather, the overview of students’ experiences sheds light on how students make sense of their 

experiences. More specifically, this brief summary of the empirical findings offers a window into 

the ways in which students’ academic experiences and emotional well-being (e.g., sense of self-

worth, confidence, happiness) are constructed variably as they navigate a foreign space. The 

findings also provide food for thought and action for researchers, practitioners, and policy 

makers struggling to address social justice within higher education contexts.  

2.5.2. Coping with second language and academic socialization 

Along with the challenges delineated above, much research has been devoted to exploring the 

varieties of ways in which international students respond to these challenges and navigate the 

realities of academic climate and culture. Oftentimes, international students found themselves 

stuck between negative impressions that stem from exclusionary practices and global market 

forces that motivate them to endure the situations (e.g., economic security). At times, they were 

disappointed and angered, but at the same time they were also motivated to learn from cross-

cultural interactions about the new norm, find a sense of belonging, and seek ways to cope with a 

variety of challenges. Also, many students felt hostile towards the new surroundings, but 

nevertheless had the capacity to infuse meaning into the new norms through various coping 

strategies and overcome the challenges.  

Studies found that international students tend to accept the realities presented to them and 

carry the burden, although this process often involved blaming their own lack of language ability 

or cultural knowledge (e.g., Jiang, 2020; Laufer & Gorup, 2019; Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Yan 
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& Pei, 2018; Zappa-Hollman, 2007). For example, one of the participants in Jiang’s (2020) study 

accepted the exclusionary practices as a natural result of American students’ limited knowledge 

about international students, and blamed Chinese students for domestic students’ indifference 

toward Chinese students. She said, “because here are TOO many Chinese students! No wonder 

they lose interest in talking to us.” (p. 7). Maringe and Jenkins (2015) also found that there was a 

seeming “acceptance that as foreign students, one has to learn the art of acquiescence and go 

with the flow” (p. 620). The undertone in these student accounts is the idea of assimilation, 

which assumes international students must gain skills and knowledge from the local people but 

not vice versa. 

There are also examples of silent resistance. Amos’s (2020) study examined the 

interactions of two Japanese international students with their white native-speaker peers at a U.S. 

university. The two international students criticized the structurally unequal power relations 

observed during their studies: through their peers’ enactment of whiteness in classroom 

interactions, they were positioned as lower and subordinate (p. 10). By calling their peers 

“hypocrites,” the participants criticized their peers’ lack of intercultural understanding and 

condescending attitudes towards other cultures, while aspiring to work abroad as TEFL trainees. 

The study identified international students’ lack of symbolic capital (English language and full 

comprehension of Western cultural norms) and also the tendency to accept the power structure 

(while blaming their own English skills) that legitimizes the hierarchy. In the end, the two 

Japanese students chose to withdraw from interactions with their white peers. Similarly, some 

international students in Yan and Pei’s (2018) study decided to make friends with other 

international students rather than domestic students, which was a result of experiencing 

rejections and exclusions. 
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The literature has provided a variety of reasons that seemed to explain international 

students’ compliance or silent resistance. The first has to do with their indifferent and pessimistic 

attitudes towards activism. In Jiang’s (2020) study, one student claimed that activism is “not his 

responsibility” (p. 7). Others in the study were also pessimistic about “what one could do to 

change the hierarchy” (p. 7). Another plausible reason proposed is that students had a different 

set of goals. The two students in Amos (2020), for example, were determined to go back to Japan 

after their study. For the same reason, some students in Jiang (2020) viewed their conditions in 

the United States to be transient than permanent. Third, studies have indicated that students do 

not want to jeopardize their academic standing (e.g., Lee, 2007; Laufer & Gorup, 2019; Yan & 

Pei, 2018). Lee’s (2007) observation that students are “often fearful that if they make an issue of 

their situation, they will be deported” also support Jiang’s (2020) study. Lee (2007) also 

identified students’ vulnerable position as an important factor that discourages them from saying 

anything. Echoing this point, Laufer and Gorup (2019) explained that “struggling students often 

did not know where to turn for help or the extent of their rights which led to self-isolation or the 

normalization of mistreatment” (p. 179).  

The literature also offers a hopeful message for L2 and academic socialization 

experiences, demonstrating a wide inventory of coping strategies employed by students that 

resulted in positive effects. For example, Seloni’s (2012) study which investigated the academic 

socialization process of six multilingual students in the U.S. demonstrates how academic/social 

challenges are negotiated. Seloni observed that instead of simply adhering to the norms, 

international students actively sought to improve their conditions by seeking peer and academic 

support from various contexts (e.g., visiting the writing center, voicing their concerns within the 

support group, side conversations with peers). Through engaging in collaborative dialogue, the 
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students were able make meaning of the new academic culture even though they shared the 

negative feelings reported above (e.g., frustration, alienation, fear of being misunderstood). The 

findings are corroborated by previous studies (e.g., Kobayashi, 2003; Morita, 2000) that have 

pointed to the importance of collaborative dialogue in students’ L2 and academic socialization. 

They highlight the importance of informal interactions among peers and teachers’ commitment 

to create a comfortable environment for international students.  

So what can be done at the institutional level to empower international students? It is 

important to pay close attention to the recommendations for action put forth by scholars to date 

(e.g., Guo & Chase, 2011; Lee, 2007; Lee & Rice, 2007; Zappa-Hollman, 2007; Yan & Pei, 

2018). For example, Guo and Chase’s (2011) case study in a Canadian university exemplifies a 

program model which was successful in helping international graduate students to find a sense of 

belonging and adapt to a new environment. Zappa-Hollman’s (2017), on the other hand, 

highlights the role of instructors and more experienced peers in providing guidance to novice 

students. Another important point worth noting is the importance of keeping students informed 

of their rights (Lee, 2007). Note that there is a growing body of research indirectly dealing with 

rights of international students through examination of the lived experiences of international 

students. Marginson, Nyland, Sawir, and Forbes-Mewett’s (2010) study, for example, is based on 

extensive interviews with international students enrolled in Australian universities. It suggested 

that students are not made adequately aware of the legal protections which are available for 

them: No student had detailed knowledge of legal frameworks Australia has put forth to guide 

institutions on the handling of international student rights. Likewise, Ramia’s (2017) 

comparative study of two legal frameworks in Australia and New Zealand that were dedicated to 



 

 

51 

protecting international student rights highlight the importance of providing comprehensive 

information to students on their rights. 

2.6.  The present study   

2.6.1. Research questions 

Through a literature search, no study was identified that had considered the social and political 

dimensions of PELA policies and practices in the U.S. context. The current research is among 

the first attempts to gain a rich and nuanced understanding of PELA policies in the realm of 

postgraduate education in U.S. contexts. Furthermore, by placing social justice at the center of 

analysis, particularly the power and inequity dimensions specific to PELA polices in U.S. higher 

education contexts, the current study has wider social implications. The following research 

questions guided the current research: 

1. What are some of the most prevalent official PELA policies and their contents in 

post-graduate institutions in the USA, as reflected in a representative sample of 50 

U.S. universities? What values, ideological orientations, and assumptions underlie the 

PELA policies? 

2. How are PELA policies interpreted and appropriated by its local actors?  

3. How do international graduate students talk about their experiences in US higher 

education institutions?   

The first research question aims to estimate the prevalence and examine the content of official 

PELA policies in the postgraduate education in the U.S. I also consider values, assumptions, and 

ideological underpinning of the stated policies, and discuss the ways in which PELA policies 

function in elevating or undermining the DEI efforts in higher education systems. The 
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comprehensive and critical analysis of declared PELA policies in 50 postgraduate programs in 

the U.S. can show a bird’s eye view of PELA policies in the U.S. 

The second research question seeks to explore the policy interpretation and appropriation 

processes at a local level, and examine a wide spectrum of perspectives, beliefs, and language 

ideologies held by institutional actors (e.g., faculty, ELI directors) within PELA policy contexts. 

By taking a critical approach, I demonstrate how de jure policies unfold in realities by which 

institutional actors constantly draw on norms, their life experiences, expertise/knowledge, the 

norms, and engage a range of subject positions and identities to make sense of PELA policies 

imposed upon them.  

The third research question builds on the second language and academic socialization 

research by capturing the lived experiences of international graduate students in the U.S. This 

study is unique in that it captures students’ uncensored voices by analyzing their online forum 

discourse. The honesty and insights of the students reveal ground realities that may have 

otherwise remain hidden.   

2.6.2. Researcher positionality 

Before delving into the research in question, I provide an additional layer to the account of 

research by disclosing my positionality. The practice of articulating researcher’s positionality in 

terms of their own social identity (e.g., race, socioeconomic status, language background) within 

the study context is well-established in qualitative research, known by the terms of researcher 

positionality or researcher reflexivity (Atkinson & Sohn, 2013; Lin, 2015; Talmy, 2010). 

Following this, the current research rests on the premise that researchers’ backgrounds, 

identities, worldviews, and experiences are inevitably embedded in the process and outcomes of 

research. To put it differently, researchers are not in pursuit of objective and neutral description 
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of truth/knowledge in the practice of their inquiry, but are rather – as data collectors and/or 

analysts of the data – encouraged to embrace the values and subjectivities that may shape their 

interpretation of phenomena. This is not to suggest that anything goes, nor that qualitative 

research is more susceptible to subjectivities and biases than other forms of research. The 

ultimate goal of thoughtfully reflecting on how various aspects of who I am and how these 

personal attributes may influence my research process (e.g., interaction with participants, data 

interpretation) is to make myself and my work more accountable to individuals and communities 

with whom I conduct the current research. 

Let me offer a brief historical landscape of my social identities (e.g., racial, language) and 

life experiences that are relevant to the current research. I am racially Asian, and have a Korean 

heritage. Born in South Korea, my family and I immigrated to the United State when I was 14, 

and have been living in the U.S. since then. In terms of my language use, I speak Korean and 

English fluently and use both languages with family and friends in my day-to-day life, though to 

the eye of some people I may not be seen as a native speaker of English, and/or a fully 

assimilated Korean American. It has been not uncommon to be positioned by others as a 

nonnative speaker of English or even international student (whether I prefer it or not), and I have 

often felt reluctant to claim or refute these identities assumed by others. Ironically, because of 

my possession of citizenship status, I have never been categorized as an international student: I 

was always positioned as a “domestic” student in HEI contexts. Despite this, I relate strongly to 

international students on the basis of our shared experiences in relation to language learning, 

academic socialization, and so on. I have come to understand that identities and experiences 

faced by multilingual speakers who are in the process of crossing the boundaries in U.S. 

educational contexts are far more complicated than what the socially-constructed labels they are 
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given (e.g., international students, nonnative speakers of English) represent. I dare to claim that I 

have deeper than casual understanding of what it feels like to be an international or language 

minoritized student in the U.S.  I believe this relatively insider perspective has enhanced my 

capacity to engage with the research topic (often critically) in a way that may be different from 

that of a person from an outer group (e.g., white, and/or monolingual speakers of English).  

The research involved a series of interviews with policy actors who were responsible for 

PELA policy designs and implementations, including faculty members and administrators in US 

higher education institutions. In this process, revealing some of my identities was unavoidable 

through visible and audible cues, suggesting that I am Asian and that I may be an international 

student or a nonnative speaker of English. Alternatively, my Western first name may have led 

them to assume that I am an Asian American. In fact, some interviewees expressed desire to 

learn about my background (e.g., whether I am an international student or not) during the 

interviews. It is possible that these signs and their assumptions about my identity have invoked 

defensive behaviors over the issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion. For example, some 

interviewees (mostly non-Asian) rarely named racism or discrimination in our discussions nor 

made any comments about the power asymmetries that emerge on the basis of language. They 

may have simply avoided dealing with sensitive topics in general. In this sense, some of their 

responses are not completely free from social desirability bias. To mitigate this kind of bias, I 

reminded every interviewee at the beginning of and during each interview that all personally 

identifiable information (e.g., institution name) will be kept confidential and pseudonymized. 

In contrast, interviewees’ assumptions about my identity seemed to have yielded 

openness in some cases. Some of the Asian interviewees voluntarily revealed their academic 

experience as being a former international student to express their sympathy towards the 
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experiences faced by their international students. Some Asian interviewees exposed stereotypes 

they held about students from certain origins (e.g., “… from East Asia they tend to obey rather 

than rejecting instructors' instructions”). At times, they jokingly expressed their own experiences 

of linguistic discrimination (e.g., “undergraduate students even complain about me, some 

accent”). I felt perplexed at hearing such remarks but at the same time began to perceive these 

interviewees as complex and often contradictory beings who have full lives (not only as 

interviewees in my research). It is unclear how these participants might have engaged with the 

topic differently had I been a white researcher, but interviewees’ apparent openness and 

surprising honesty have allowed for thick description to be captured. 

Sometimes, being a scholar in applied linguistics indexed a certain positionality for those 

in the TESOL or relevant fields (e.g., professor in linguistics, administrator of English language 

institute), perhaps as a cultural insider. Many showed interest in my research, and as our 

conversations evoked common interests (e.g., concerns about the well-being of international 

students), a sense of trust and professional solidarity developed. Some of these interviewees’ 

frequent use of ‘we’ pronoun, for example, signaled that I may have been seen as an in-group 

member (e.g., “As we, as a TESOL professional, know, most international students need both 

academic language”). Another interviewee took a critical position, claiming that international 

students are often misunderstood, exploited and targeted for having nonnative-like accents. In 

summary, interviewees who were in TESOL or relevant fields seemingly engaged with my 

research with the assumption that I would have deeper understanding of the positions they are in, 

and that their critical viewpoints too will be accepted.  

Finally, it is also important to note that the definition of international students I adopted 

in this research (cf. Chapter 1) differs significantly from the common understanding of the term, 
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which is on the basis of nationality. To remind the reader, my definition of international students  

refers to students who speak English as an additional and/or non-dominant language and are at 

various stages of learning and using the language. Even though my interview questions were 

quite open-ended, I am aware that the use of the term has often limited possibilities for 

interviewees to think and talk about other linguistically marginalized groups in HEI contexts. In 

other words, asking participants to tell me about their experiences with PELA may have called 

for their reflection of their experiences with students who are categorized as international 

students at an institutional level. In order to mitigate this issue, I often followed up with 

additional comments and follow-up questions to add nuances to the type of language minoritized 

students I had in mind for this research. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Study design and data collection methods  

The research consulted various data sources, collected evidence from various informants, and 

employed different instruments/methods for data collection. Table 1 summarizes the methods, 

data sources and informants used for the current research, organized by the research questions.  

 

Table 1. Summary of data collection methods, data sources and informants for the current 

study 

Research questions Methods Data sources/informants 

1. What are the most prevalent official PELA 

policies and their content in graduate-serving 

institutions in the USA? 

Document review Publicly available 

documents and 

information  

2. How are PELA policies interpreted and 

appropriated by its local stakeholders?   

Semi-structured 

interviews  

Faculty and 

administrators 

3. How do international graduate students talk 

about their experiences in US higher education 

institutions?  

Content review Online forum  

 

What are the most prevalent official PELA policies and their content in graduate-serving 

institutions in the USA? In order to address this first research question, I selected a sample of 50 

US higher education institutions, collected policy documents and information about each 

institution, and conducted a document review. As my interest was to examine the official, stated 

policies, I relied on publicly available documents and information, which is defined in the study 

as information that is in the public record and accessible or available to anyone upon request. 

This document review provided a bird eye’s view of PELA policies and policy alternatives that 

are available to meet the complex needs of international students. Using a critical lens, the study 

also identified salient policy goals as well as values underlying PELA policies, and juxtaposed 

them against the contemporary diversity, equity, and inclusion rhetoric in the broader contexts. 

 How are PELA policies interpreted and appropriated by its local stakeholders? To 

explore this second research question, I conducted semi-structured interviews with university 
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administrators and faculty members from various higher education institutions. Their statements, 

attitudes, and description of the matter – offered either explicitly or implicitly – served to 

disclose the unofficial, de facto policies that were being practiced and were inconsistent in some 

way with the declared policy statements that arose from the document review. The interview 

questions covered broad overarching themes related to PELA policy, procedures, and practices, 

as well as international graduate students. The semi-structured interview protocols were 

developed by consulting the relevant PELA literature (e.g., Dunworth, 2009) and other language 

policy studies (e.g., Subtirelu, 2016). See Appendix A for the semi-structured interview protocol. 

How do international graduate students talk about their experiences in US higher 

education institutions? For the third research question, I documented uncensored voices of 

international graduate students, specifically that of international graduate students from South 

Korea. I analyzed threaded discussion posts from an online forum, where international graduate 

students talked among themselves about their feelings, opinions, and experiences of studying in 

the U.S. I performed a content review with some application of critical discourse analysis to find 

common themes and issues emerged from the data, attending to the discourse contexts, content 

of discourse, as well as the emotions and language (e.g., lexical choice, register, 

emoji/emoticons) used throughout the forum discourse.  

3.2. Sampling of data, recruitment sites, and data sources 

3.2.1. Sampling of data for research question 1 

The population of graduate-serving institutions in the US is too vast and near impossible to come 

by, each with unique characteristics (e.g., geography, histories, student demographics), 

circumstances, and identities. In order to investigate the first research question, a representative 

sample of higher education institutions needed to be selected. For this reason, I adopted a multi-
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stage sampling method (Collins, Onwuegbuzie, & Jiao, 2006), which refers to a sequential 

sampling procedure in which multiple sample methods (e.g., stratified, random) are used in 

combination for the purpose of choosing study setting, groups, and/or individuals from a large, 

geographically dispersed population sample. This practical sampling method is used across 

various scientific disciplines (e.g., public health, behavioral science, communication, etc.) (e.g., 

An & Lee, 2010; Arslantaş, Adana, Ergin, Kayar, & Acar, 2015). Figure 2 shows the sampling 

scheme for research question 1. 

 

 
Figure 2. Flowchart of the sampling scheme for research question 1 

 

As Figure 2 illustrates, I first consulted the Carnegie Classification of Higher Education 

(CCHE), a framework created to identify all accredited, degree-granting colleges and universities 
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in the U.S. for research and policy analysis. Among many lists the CCHE has put forth, the 

‘Research Doctoral: Comprehensive programs (no medical/veterinary school)’ had particular 

relevance to the current study, as its scope comprised U.S. postgraduate programs within the 

humanities, social sciences, and science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 

fields. Thus, this list was used in lieu of the population sample. The list consisted of 80 graduate-

serving institutions, including 55 public (69%) and 25 private not-for-profit (31%) institutions. 

Among these 80 institutions, a subsample of 50 institutions were selected using the stratified 

random sampling method. To do so, I first assigned random numbers to the 80 institutions in the 

population sample, using the random (RAND) function in Excel. Based on these Excel-generated 

numbers, I reorganized the 80 institutions in a descending order, and selected the first 50 

institutions on the list. Then, I selected the first 35 public (70%) and 15 private not-for-profit 

(30%) institutions that appeared on the list. Keeping the equal proportion based on the type of 

institution was considered particularly important in policy studies like this, as policies at public 

institutions tend to rely heavily on government appropriation (e.g., state legislatures or 

regulations), while private institutions tend to have more administrative flexibility.10 Note that 

the final study sample of 50 US institutions selected for the current study is representative of the 

population sample in terms of institutional type, degree of urbanization, and region. In Appendix 

B, I present a table comparing the percentage distribution of these variables in the research and 

population sample.  

 
10 Educational policies at public and private not-for-profit institutions can be vastly different. Public institutions rely heavily on 

government appropriation (e.g., state legislatures or regulations) as they are primarily public-funded. At private not-for-profit 

institutions, on the other hand, the nature and the extent of educational programs and activities are less sensitive to structural 

constraints and are relatively more autonomous, perhaps because they are reliant on non-public funds (e.g., endowments, tuition). 

(Volkwein & Parmley, 2000). Because of such characteristics, caution must be exercised when studying institutional polices and 

making any generalizations about them. For this reason, the proportion of public and private not-for-profit institution was 

controlled to the same as that of the population sample, with a stratified random sampling technique.   
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3.2.2. Selecting the recruitment site and participants for research question 2 

The results of the first study informed me of the prevalent PELA models commonly adopted at 

graduate-serving institutions in the US, along with enrollment profile for each institution. Based 

on these data, I refined a list of 6 target recruitment sites that adopted two common PELA 

model(s) – Pathway B and D – and had a sizable percentage of international graduate students. In 

this process, I also paid attention to other factors, such as the region and degree of urbanization, 

to ensure that I have a balanced set of target institutions for recruitment. Then, for each 

institution, I searched online to create a list of target interviewees. The target interviewees were 

various institutional actors who were involved in local policy processes (e.g., policy design, 

implementation), and those with direct contact with international students, either in their teaching 

and/or administrative roles. They were faculty members, department chairs, directors of graduate 

studies, and administrators/practitioners who were associated with PELA operating entities (e.g., 

English language institutes), such as directors, program coordinators, and/or instructors. In order 

to capture a wide range of perspectives, institutional actors from various disciplines including 

arts/humanities, business, education, and engineering were identified. In total, I obtained the 

contact information of nearly 150 potential interviewees across six institutions.  

3.2.3. Selecting the data source for research question 3 

Data source for the third research question is a South Korean website entitled Go Hackers 

(original: 고우 해커스) (www.gohackers.co.kr). The website is advertised as one of the most 

widely used websites for study abroad communities in South Korea, and has been widely 

used/cited for research purposes (e.g., Choi, 2017; Kim, 2017; Kim & Spencer-Oatley, 2021; Yi 

& Jung, 2015). Along with a wide plethora of information and resources (e.g., test preparation 

materials, employment, immigration) it offers, the website hosts multiple discussion forums that 
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cover a range of topics, including university admissions, studying English, just to mention a few. 

For this research, I selected a discussion forum entitled Graduate Student Diaries (original: 

석박사생 생생일기), as I was interested in the accounts of graduate students. Users within this 

forum were graduate students at different stages in their educational programs. They discussed a 

wide range of issues concerning their academic experiences abroad, such as how to become 

academically socialized or how to improve English, as well as personal matters, such as how to 

navigate conflicts with landlord or how to cope with a mental breakdown.  

One of the valuable features of this online platform is that it is open access, and users are 

not required to register in order to initiate a discussion or comment. This means that anyone with 

an Internet connection can read, comment, and post things. The users are asked to manually enter 

a pseudonym and assign a password for each post/comment. As the website/forum provides a 

protection for anonymity, I considered the data used for the study as publicly accessible data. 

Considering the ethical issues surrounding the use of online discussion for research purposes 

(e.g., MacKenzie, 2017; Roberts, 2015), I removed pseudonyms and titles of the posts to protect 

participants’ anonymity.  

3.3. Data collection and procedure  

3.3.1. Data collection and procedure for addressing research question 1 

The study yielded a collection of multiple data sets, including data on (1) institutional profile 

(e.g., type of institution, region, graduate student enrollment), (2) mission statements, and (3) 

PELA policies. Table 2 summarizes the data collection sources used for the three data sets. 
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Table 2. Data collection sources for different data sets used in research question 1 

Data sets Data collected/analyzed Sources/documents/techniques 

Institutional profile • Type of institutions (public vs. private) 

• Historically Black College or University 

(Y/N) 

• Hispanic Serving Institution (Y/N) 

• Minority Serving institution (Y/N) 

• Region (e.g., New England, Southeast) 

• Degree of urbanization (e.g., City large, 

City medium) 

• Number of total enrollment, Fall 2017 

• Undergraduate total enrollment, Fall 2017 

• Graduate total enrollment, Fall 2017 

• Carnegie Classification of 

Higher Education (Indiana 

University Center for 

Postsecondary Research, 

2018) 

Mission statements • Mission statements declared by 

universities 

• Mission statements declared by English 

language institutes (or equivalent) 

• University official websites 

• University’s diversity, 

equity, and inclusion (DEI) 

statements, or missions 

stated in the DEI strategic 

plans 

• Websites of English 

language institutes (or 

equivalent) 

Data on PELA policies • Existence of PELA assessment (Y/N) 

• Level of test enforcement (e.g., required, 

voluntary) 

• Possibility of retaking (Y/N) 

• Target cohort (e.g., conditionally admitted 

students) 

• Description of target cohort 

• Sources of PELA (e.g., in-house, 

standardized) 

• Name of the standardized tests used 

• Content of PELA (e.g., writing, speaking) 

• Description of the content 

• Delivery mode (e.g., online, paper-based) 

• Availability of PELA coursework 

• Level of enforcement (e.g., required, 

voluntary) 

• Enrollment type (e.g., full-time, 
concurrent) 

• Tuition (Y/N) 

• Alternatives to PELA  

• University official websites 

(e.g., admissions page) 

• University catalogue 

• Promotional materials 

disseminated by ELIs (or 

equivalent) 

• Personal communications 

with universities or English 

language institutes (or 

equivalent), when policy 

documents provide 

insufficient information 

Note. Information and documents about mission statements and PELA policies reflect the information as 

of Fall 2020. 

  

In terms of the institutional/enrollment data, I used the data obtained from the CCHE 

(Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research, 2018), for which most data are collected 
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directly from government sources, such as U.S. Department of Education and National Science 

Foundation. The CCHE provided basic information about each institution (e.g., degree of 

urbanization, type of institution, minority serving institution) and Fall 2017 enrollment data for 

each of them (e.g., total student enrollment, undergraduate/graduate enrollment). This yielded a 

collection of numerical and categorical data. All of the information was compiled in an Excel 

spreadsheet for analyses. 

I also collected institutional mission statements, as well as mission statements from 

PELA-operating entities that enforced the policies (e.g., English language institutes). 

Institutional mission statements were typically found in ‘About,’ ‘Mission, vision, values,’ or ‘At 

a Glance’ webpages (or equivalent) of the university official websites. Oftentimes, institutions 

had separate webpage(s) under them with a diversity statement that defined diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI hereafter) and elucidated their positions towards DEI and/or internationalization. 

The mission statements of PELA policies were typically found in their ‘Home,’ ‘About,’ or 

‘Mission’ (or equivalent) webpages of their operating entities. These textual data from Fall 2020 

were compiled in a word document, organized by institution. Notes were taken throughout this 

procedure and reviewed for completeness and accuracy. 

To obtain information and documents about PELA policies, I conducted a thorough web 

search, obtaining publicly available information and documents from university websites (e.g., 

pages of the admissions office, English language institutes, language training centers, 

international student and scholar services, student affairs office), university catalogs, and other 

written materials (e.g., announcement, flyer) made available for prospective/incoming 

international students in Fall 2020. Drawing on Dunworth (2009), I had an a priori coding 

scheme, which guided me to look for information, such as source of PELA (e.g., in-house vs. 
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external design), delivery mode (e.g., paper-based, online), content of PELA (e.g., reading, 

writing), and availability (e.g., at specific times vs. throughout the year/semester) (See Appendix 

C for Dunworth, 2009). Through the initial review of the websites and documents, I was able to 

remove unrelated coding categories/features (e.g., availability), and formulate additional 

categories and themes (e.g., enrollment type, tuition) that were more closely related to the 

institutional contexts in the U.S. and the scope of the current research. Using the updated version 

of the coding scheme, I compiled the data on an Excel spreadsheet. Data were primarily 

categorical in nature (e.g., for the source of PELA, I assigned 1 for in-house, 2 for standardized 

tests, and 3 for combination), but also included some texts (e.g., description of target cohort) that 

captured details and nuances. Table 2 above presents the coding categories/features included in 

the final version of the coding scheme. 

For accuracy of the content obtained, I went through the coding processes on two 

separate occasions, i.e., confirmatory coding. The initial coding took place in September 2019. I 

cross-checked the data with multiple webpages and documents (e.g., English language 

institution, admissions, university catalogue), when possible, and made updates to reflect the 

policy practices at the time of data collection. This was repeated in December 2019. This process 

of triangulating of data sources was difficult at times as information on the websites were vague 

or insufficient, or in rare cases informational discrepancies were observed across 

webpages/documents/materials. In either of such cases, I contacted the universities via telephone 

or email, inquired about the matter, and supplemented missing information. Note that intra-rater 

reliability is not reported because the coding process was confirmatory in nature. The goal was to 

fact check information available in the public sphere, and obtain the accurate data. 
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3.3.2. Data collection and procedure for addressing research question 2 

The recruitment of participants took place between February 2020 and August 2020. Based on 

the contact list compiled for recruitment (cf. Section 3.2.2), I emailed nearly 150 faculty and 

administrators working at six different institutions. The introductory email detailed the research 

objectives, procedure, (e.g., length and format of the interview), and requested actions (e.g., 

consent, sharing availabilities). If they did not respond to the introductory emails, I followed up 

with each participant twice. In the follow up email, I also offered an opportunity to send their 

responses in writing (i.e., written interview). Once a participant agreed to participate, I shared in 

advance the consent form and the list of semi-structured interview questions. Note that due to the 

coronavirus outbreak in the early stage of the data collection, several questions related to 

COVID-19 were added to the interview protocol in April 2020. The updated semi-structured 

interview protocol can be found in Appendix A.  

In sum, a total of 9 semi-structured interviews were performed. Two out of 9 participants 

opted to provide their responses in writing. The remaining 7 participants participated in the 

interview via Zoom or telephone. All interviews were conducted in English, and lasted between 

30 to 40 minutes. The audio-recordings of the interviews were transcribed through an automated 

transcription tool, called Otter. I carefully reviewed every transcribed text against the recording 

to ensure that things said were accurately captured by the automated tool and represented 

appropriately. 

3.3.3. Data collection and procedure for addressing research question 3 

The threaded forum posts published between January 2016 and January 2021 were passively 

observed over a two-month period prior to the data collection, from November to December 

2020. This observation enabled me to compile a full list of search words and create the 
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inclusion/exclusion criteria for data selection. In order to select appropriate threaded posts, data 

selection was performed at the end of January 2021, using the following key terms (or 

combinations thereof): English (영어), language (언어), U.S. (미국), admission (입학), conditional 

(조건부), study abroad (유학), discrimination (차별), and international (인터네셔널). The search 

terms were used in both English and Korean, based on title and forum content, rendering the 

multilingual repertoire of the forum users. This initial search process yielded approximately 300 

relevant threaded posts that were considered for inclusion. Each post was screened for topical 

relevance and for the refinement of the inclusion/exclusion criteria. Table 3 summarizes the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria used for data selection.  

 

Table 3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for data selection 

Inclusion • The original post was written by a prospective graduate student in the U.S.  

• The original post was written by a current student in the U.S. 

• The original post was written by a former graduate student in the U.S 

• The country where the original poster is studying was not revealed, but 

English was the general discussion topic in the context of studying abroad11 

Exclusion • The original post was written by a student who has not been accepted (e.g., 

asking for admission profile review) 

• The original post was written by a student who is studying in countries other 

than the U.S. (e.g., China, Germany, Canada) 

• The original post was a translation help request (e.g., asking for translation) 

 

Of the initial 300 discussion threads, 129 threaded posts met the inclusion/exclusion criteria and 

thus were included in the final sample. Table 4 summarizes the numerical information about the 

selected threads.  

 
11 This particular criterion was chosen because, based on my two-month observation prior to collecting the data, a large 

proportion of users of this forum (including the original posters and commenters) was studying in the U.S. This also meant that 

much of discussion around English was centered on experiences of those studying in the U.S. (as a matter of common concern) 

regardless of the country the original poster was studying. Note that U.S. is the top receiving country for international students 

(Israel & Batalova, 2021). 
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Table 4. Numerical information about the selected threads (n = 129) 

 Min Max Mean SD 

Length of the original post a  52 5188 660.46 731.41 

Number of views  240 9338 1495.85 1335.65 

Number of likes  0 87 4.78 9.78 

Number of comments  0 28 8.36 5.07 
a indicates the number of words (without space) of each original post in Korean  
 

The threaded discussions were saved in a PDF form, containing as much information as possible 

intact, such as the date and time of each entry as well as number of views and estimated number 

of discussion participants. The PDF files were saved in February 2nd, 2021, and thus reflect the 

numerical information as of that date. These files were later transferred to NVivo (QSR 

International, n.d.) for further analyses. 

3.4. Analytical frameworks and data analysis 

3.4.1. Analysis for research question 1 

With the given numerical and categorical data obtained for institutional data sets, I computed 

percentages (e.g., percentage of international graduate students), generated descriptive statistics – 

means, minimum, maximum, standard deviation, and performed frequency analysis for each 

variable, using SPSS. Sometimes, these analyses prompted additional statistical analyses. For 

example, in order to explore the relationship between/within school characteristics (e.g., whether 

public institutions tend to host more international graduate students), I performed a series of 

independent t-test and ANOVA at the p < .05 level. For analyzing how a characteristic with a 

dichotomous variable (e.g., type of institution) relates to a continuous dependent variable (e.g., 

percentage of international graduate students), I used independent t-tests. For analyzing 

independent variables with three or more categories (e.g., degree of urbanization) to a continuous 

dependent variable (e.g., percentage of international graduate students), I performed one-way 

ANOVA. All statistical tests were performed using IBM SPSS Version 27.  
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The analyses of university mission statements attempted to reveal the extent to which the 

discourses of DEI and internalization adequately respond to the needs of student populations, 

who are highly diverse not only in their race, ethnicity, and class, but also national/geographical 

origins, culture, and linguistic backgrounds. Some of the key words that were considered to be 

globally oriented and therefore helped me identify global representations include ‘intercultural’, 

‘multicultural’, ‘multilingual,’ ‘multinational’, ‘intersectional’ ‘global(-ization),’ ‘international(-

ization),’ and so on (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Bonacina-Pugh et al, 2020; Özturgut, 2017). 

Beyond the lexical level, I also attended to how each university stated their commitment to 

achieve DEI goals and internationalization, more specifically how their stated mission statements 

and strategic plans relate to issues that may be faced by international students (e.g., 

discrimination based on language) in global contexts.  

Similar to the analyses of institutional data sets, the information and documents about 

PELA policies were analyzed primarily by running frequency analyses. For example, the 

analyses enabled me to understand how many institutions within the 50 sample institutions 

enforced PELA policies on a voluntary basis, or how many institutions charged tuition for 

language support courses. Based on a thorough examination of these data, I was also able to 

model five academic trajectories that are experienced by international graduate students. More 

specifically, the five pathways present various ways in which institutions lay out and frame paths 

for international graduate students, and also what is required of them (see Figure 4 in Chapter 4). 

The document analysis, as a whole, drew on critical language policy research in its 

interpretive frameworks (e.g., Bacchi, 1999; Subtirelu et al., 2019). For example, Bacchi (1999, 

2009) was helpful in interrogating assumptions embedded in the policy problem (e.g., English 

language proficiency of international students) and hence hidden factors that are often left out in 
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discussions of the policy. Subtirelu et al. (2019) also motivated me to consider how the policies 

may lead to material effects, to question who benefits from the policies, and how the potential 

consequences relate to creating an equitable and inclusive campus environment. Drawing on 

such prior work, I carefully reviewed the data and identified salient themes in the policy texts 

and discourses. This involved unpacking policy statements in both a semantic and symbolic 

sense, focusing on values and logic embedded in the policy, as well as equity concerns they 

raise. 

3.4.2. Analysis for research question 2 

The analytical framework that served as the backbone of the interview analysis is Bacchi and 

Bonham’s (2016) framework for Poststructural Interview Analysis (PIA hereafter). As its name 

suggests, the framework is grounded in poststructural understandings of the world and reality (cf. 

Chapter 2). Several remarks are to be made about this framework. First, the framework is guided 

by the poststructural premise that what we consider as normal and natural is historically 

contingent, and open to modification and reversion. Ultimately, it encourages us to rethink the 

nature of the problem in relations to power (e.g., what is academic language?). The PIA 

framework also focuses on fluidity and inconsistency of meaning and subject positions. This is 

based on the premise that an individual forms different subject positions and meanings which can 

shift with changing (social and historical) contexts. The framework also acknowledges that 

subject positions and meanings are susceptible to variation, contradiction, and transformation. 

Third, the focus of the PIA is not only on the meanings and objectives of the “things said” but 

also the process by which certain knowledge and truth is co-constructed and reproduced through 

the interview. To put it another way, interviewees are not treated as information providers, but 
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constructors of knowledge in collaboration with interviewers. In Table 5, I share the step-by-step 

guide proposed by Bacchi and Bonham (2016) for PIA.  
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Table 5. Framework for Poststructural Interview Analysis 

  Research questions 

Process 1 Noting “what is said” What “things said” have been noted? On what 

grounds have they been noted? 

Process 2 Producing genealogies of “what 
is said” 

What meanings need to be in place for particular 

“things said” to be intelligible? Where and how has a 

specific “things said” come to be accepted as “truth”? 

Process 3 Highlighting key discursive 

practices 

Which discursive practices are relevant to the “things 

said” that are the focus of the analysis? Which subject 

positions are made available within these discursive 

practices? 

Process 4 Analyzing “what is said” Which norms do the “things said” invoke? Which 

“subjects” are produced? Which “objects” do they 

create? Which “places” are produced as legitimate? 

Process 5 Interrogating the production of 

“subjects” 

“What” does the individual relate to the self? What 

ways of moving, thinking, characterizing, and feeling 

has the interviewee excised and related to the self? In 

which discursive practices have these attributes been, 

and continue to be, formed? 

Process 6 Exploring transformative 

potential 

Does a particular interviewee comment appear 

unusual, inappropriate or out of context? Does a 

particular comment offer an alternative to a taken-for-

granted “reality”? 

Process 7 Questioning the politics of 

distribution 

Do particular interviewer comments (“things said”) 

challenge or reinforce pervasive ways of thinking? Do 

the questions asked function to reinforce or challenge 

pervasive ways of thinking? Are the sites for 

distributing research results constrained in ways that 

reinforce pervasive ways of thinking? 

Source: Bacchi & Bonham (2016) 

 

The first process is to capture the ‘things said.’ As in its literal sense, capturing what was exactly 

said is considered crucial within this framework as they reflect particular ways of 

thinking/feeling/characterizing things and carry normative implications. As mentioned in Section 

3.3.2, the interview transcripts generated by the automated translation tool were carefully 

reviewed to ensure that what was said was accurately represented. Process 2 focuses on 

genealogies of the ‘things said,’ which encourages us to consider what has given rise to the 

‘things said’ or what has made the ‘things said’ intelligible or natural. Drawing on my scholarly 

knowledge about applied linguistics research, I immersed myself in the data through reading and 

rereading, and engaged critically with the salient themes. Process 3 is about understanding the 
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key network of relations and discursive practices that are relevant to the interview topic. This 

step involved identifying a network of discourses and subject positions that were formed during 

the interviews in relation to the interview topic (e.g., immigration law, expertise). Process 4 

analyzes the ‘things said’ by ascertaining the ways in which certain discursive practices invoke, 

produce, or legitimate a certain “reality.” I focused on the way in which interviewees rationalize 

and legitimate their (seemingly fixed) positions. Process 5 examines the ways in which 

interviewees reflect, problematize, and reshape one’s position(s) in relation to others. In this step, 

the focus is on the subject positions formed by the interviewees (e.g., supporter of international 

students, former graduate student) as they engaged with the interview topic in different ways. 

Process 6 explores the transformative potential. Drawing on the poststructural notion of fluidity 

and inconsistency of meaning and subject positions, I identified alternative meanings and subject 

positions emerging from the data that is deviant from the taken-for-granted “reality.” Process 7 

highlights the power constituted within the interviewer as they are involved in producing, 

analyzing, selecting (i.e., including and excluding), and distributing research findings. This 

enabled me to reflect on my role as a distributor of research, in addition to my positionality as a 

researcher outlined in Chapter 2. This aspect was relevant for the whole research, and thus 

discussed in the final chapter. 

Keeping in mind the above framework, I thoroughly examined each interview transcript 

and made annotations using NVivo (QSR International, n.d.). For clarity, I removed false starts, 

repetition, pauses, and fillers (e.g., “you know”) when presenting them in excerpts in the current 

research. This was to best represent the narrative flow and capture, and no changes were made to 

the actual wording of statements made.  
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3.4.3. Analysis for research question 3  

The analyses for the third research question involves inductive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006), with some application of critical discourse analysis (CDA hereafter) (Fairclough, 

1995). An important perspective of CDA that relates to the study is its conceptualization of 

discourse as a form of social practice, and its relevance to the issues of power. To elaborate on 

the latter point, Fairclough and Wodak (1997) wrote: 

Since discourse is so socially consequential, it gives rise to important issues of power. 

Discursive practices may have major ideological effects; that is, they can help produce 

and reproduce unequal power relations between, for instance, social classes, women and 

men, and ethnic/cultural majorities and minorities through the ways in which they 

represent things and position people (p. 258). 

Fairclough’s (1995) dimensions of discourse and discourse analysis, shown in Figure 3, illustrate 

this theoretical perspective.   

 

 

Figure 3. Fairclough’s (1995) dimensions of discourse and discourse analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sociocultural practice (situational, institutional, societal) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Process of interpretation 

 

 

Discourse of practice 

Text 

Process of production 



 

 

75 

In this light, CDA encourages the understanding of how discourse functions and how texts are 

produced, interpreted, and reproduced within larger contexts, rather than examining the content 

and language of the texts in isolation. 

To analyze the context in which the forum discourses took place, I consulted the 

following guiding questions: What are the users’ intentions for participating in the forum 

discourse (e.g., emotional support, exchange of ideas/information)? What are the styles of 

communication/interaction? How do participants react to others and their contributions? How are 

alternative voices received? Furthermore, I examined how the online discourse reflects and feeds 

back into the existing power relations in broader contexts, ranging from the policy contexts to 

societal contexts which the users are situated in. I also attended to the extent in which the 

participants change their views/opinions based on the content of forum discourse.  

For the thematic analysis, I drew on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) process of data analysis 

for thematic analysis, shown in Table 6.  

 

Table 6. Process of data analysis for thematic analysis 

Analytic phase Descriptions 

Familiarising with data Transcribing data, reading and rereading the data, noting down 

initial ideas 

Generating initial codes Coding interesting features of the data systematically across the 

entire data set, collating data relevant to each code. 

Searching for themes Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant 

to each potential theme. 

Reviewing themes Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts 

and the entire data set, generating a thematic map. 

Defining and naming themes Ongoing analysis for refining the specifics of each theme and 

the overall story that the analysis tells, generating clear 

definitions and names for each theme. 

Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, 

compelling extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, 

relating the analysis back to the research question and literature, 

producing a report of the analysis 

Source: Braun & Clarke (2006), p. 87 
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Following this framework, the data was analyzed using NVivo (QSR International, n.d.). 

Initially, each of the 129 threaded posts were read and coded for various aspects relating to the 

study. The first step was to conduct initial open/free coding. Based on the codes generated 

through this procedure, I searched for themes, which included refining, reformulating, and 

regrouping codes under various higher-order headings while revisiting the data. Many of 

codes/themes identified in this process overlapped with those that have emerged from prior 

research (e.g., Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Jabeen, Wang, & Cheng, 2019; Jiang, 2020; Lee & 

Rice, 2007). Some of the codes include feeling “invisible,” cultural difference, and linguistic 

insecurity, for example. Broader themes generated include language, discrimination, emotions, 

cultural adjustment – just to mention a few. Through a deeper examination of the data set on the 

basis of these themes, it became clear that ideas discussed by international students were 

markedly similar and intricately interrelated. In simple terms, they fed into a bigger picture, that 

is, students’ complex interpretations of social realities. Braun and Clarke (2006) indeed 

described thematic analysis as a coherent integration of various surface-level and latent themes 

(which can be abstract). This is dissimilar to the practice by which themes are identified based on 

the frequency of their occurrences. While it is possible that the codes/themes that are mentioned 

frequently reflect the greatest concerns in some cases, using frequency counts to make inferences 

about matters of relevance or importance has the potential to overlook important patterns hidden 

in the study context. For this reason, I selected “vivid, compelling extract examples, final 

analysis of selected extracts, relating back to the analysis to the research question and literature, 

producing a report of the analysis” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87). Drawing on this analytical 

framework for thematic analysis, I present the results in a holistic, descriptive manner and not in 
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terms of quantifiable measures, e.g., frequency of occurrences. Table 7 presents an example of 

the data analytic process associated with the study. 

 

Table 7. An example of the data analytic process associated with research question 3 

Codes  Themes  Context 

I am “invisible”  Negative representation of 

oneself 

  

 

International 

students’ complex 

interpretations of 

social realities 

I am incompetent/stupid   

I feel very anxious/nervous  Felt realities   

I feel very lonely   

I cannot express myself in English  Linguistic challenges  

I cannot understand English   

They are indifferent/insensitive  Representation of others in 

the host community 

 

They don’t understand   

I’m going to do my best  Self-empowerment  

It is possible to overcome   

 

Note that for anonymity the threaded posts were assigned a number, e.g., F1 (Forum 1) 

and are referred to by these numbers in the study rather than the title. In addition to that, I use 

“OP” for “original poster” and “C” for “commenter” in place of usernames. Each excerpt in 

Chapter 5 follows this notation system, e.g., F1OP (Forum 1 original poster) and  F2C (Forum 2 

commenter).  

A majority of postings were originally in Korean and the selected excerpts have been 

translated into English by the researcher. They are a free translation to approximate the tone, 

meaning, and intent of the original. For transparency, I provide the original posts along with the 

free translation. Readers who understand Korean are encouraged to refer to the original version. 
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CHAPTER 4: UNCOVERING PREVALENCE, CONTENT, AND VALUE 

IMPLICATIONS OF POST-ENTRY LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT POLICIES IN U.S. 

POSTGRADUATE EDUCATION CONTEXTS 

What are some of the most prevalent official post-entry language assessment (PELA) policies 

and their contents in graduate-serving institutions in the USA, as reflected in a representative 

sample of 50 U.S. institutions? This chapter reports on the results from the document analysis 

conducted to address this first research question. The analysis sheds light on the prevalence and 

content of PELA policies by reviewing the mission statements (Section 4.2), various trajectories 

of PELA policies (Section 4.3), overview of the findings by characteristics (Section 4.3.1 

through 4.3.8), and alternative to PELA policies (Section 4.3.9). Following the report describing 

the findings, I unpack the layered complexity of the policies by discussing what values and 

assumptions are embedded in the structure of the policies, and how they align with and 

contradict the goal of elevating diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in postgraduate education 

in the U.S. Throughout this research, I present examples withholding identifying information so 

as not to draw undue attention to any particular institution. 

4.1. Sample characteristics 

As described in the Methodology Section (i.e., Chapter 3) the initial step of the document 

analysis involved taking a sample of 50 institutions from the Carnegie Classification of 

Institutions of Higher Education (CCHE) (https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/). The research 

sample of 50 institutions was selected by stratified random sampling among the population 

sample of 80 institutions in the Research Doctoral: Comprehensive Programs (no 

medical/veterinary school) listing. More information about the sampling procedure can be found 

in Section 3.1.  

https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/
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The selected institutions were heterogeneous with respect to various institutional 

attributes, representing a broad pool of graduate serving institutions in the United States. Table 8 

and Table 9 summarize, respectively, the background characteristics and the descriptive statistics 

for enrollment variables of the research sample, based on data from Fall 2017.12  

 

Table 8. Background characteristics of the sample (n = 50) 

 n % 

Type of institutions:   

Public 35 70.00 

Private not-for-profit 15 30.00 

Historically Black College or University 1 2.00 

Hispanic Serving Institution 7 14.00 

Minority Serving Institution 9 18.00 

Region:   

New England (CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT) 4 8.00 

Mid East (DE, DC, MD, NJ, NY, PA) 11 22.00 

Great Lakes (IL, IN, MI, OH, WI) 8 16.00 

Plains (IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, SD) 1 2.00 

Southeast (AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV) 8 16.00 

Southwest (AZ, NM, OK, TX) 10 20.00 

Rocky Mountains (CO, ID, MT, UT, WY) 2 4.00 

Far West (AK, CA, HI, NV, OR, WA) 6 12.00 

Outlying areas (AS, FM, GU, MH, MP, PR, PW, VI) 0 0.00 

Degree of urbanization (Urban-centric locale):   

City Large 17 34.00 

City Midsize 9 18.00 

City Small 9 18.00 

Suburb Large 5 10.00 

Suburb Midsize 4 8.00 

Suburb Small 3 6.00 

Town Fringe 2 4.00 

Town Distant 1 2.00 

Town Remote 0 0.00 

Rural Fringe 0 0.00 

Rural Distant 0 0.00 

Rural Remote 0 0.00 

Source: Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research (2018) 

Note: Data are from Fall 2017. 

 
12 I used the data obtained from the Carnegie Classifications of Higher Education (Indiana University Center for Postsecondary 

Research, 2018), for which most data are collected directly from government sources, such as U.S. Department of Education and 

National Science Foundation. Note that there are a number of different ways to define Minority-Serving Institutions, Hispanic-

Serving Institutions, and Historically Black Colleges and Universities. 
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Table 8 indicates that the sample was heterogeneous with respect to institutional setting, region, 

and degree of urbanization. The sample comprised 35 public (70.00%) and 15 private not-for 

profit (30.00%) institutions. Minority Serving Institutions represented 18% (9 out of 50) of the 

institutions. Also, there were 15% (7 out of 50) Hispanic-Serving Institutions and 2% (1 out of 

50) Historically Black Colleges and Universities. The institutions were geographically dispersed 

across the country: they were located in the Mid East (22.00%), Southwest (20.00%), Southeast 

(16.00%), Great Lakes (16.00%), Far West (12.00%), Rocky Mountains (4.00%), and Plains 

(2.00%). In terms of the degree of urbanization, they were concentrated particularly in large 

cities (34.00%), followed by midsize cities (18.00%) and small cities (18.00%)13.   

The sample institutions also varied widely in terms of enrollment. As Table 9 shows, 

most institutions in the sample had a lower percentage of graduate student body (with a mean of 

18.35%) than undergraduate student (with a mean of 71.37%). In other words, many sample 

institutions were primarily undergraduate-serving institutions. Nevertheless, across the board the 

proportion of international students was considerably higher in graduate programs than in 

undergraduate programs. The percentage of international students in graduate programs ranged 

from 1.92% to 83.99% with a mean of 38.41 %, while the percentage of international students in 

undergraduate programs ranged from 0.94% to 31.82% with a mean of 7.31%.  

  

 
13 Data adopted the urban-centric locale codes established by the National Center for Education Sciences (NCES). For more 

information, see https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/definitions.asp  

 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/definitions.asp
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Table 9. Descriptive statistics for enrollment (n = 50)  

 Mean Min. Max. Median SD 

Number of total enrollment 20,823 1,417 51,164 19,579 12,089 
% of undergraduate enrollment a 71.37 0.00 90.34 77.83 19.27 
% of international in undergrad programs b 7.31 0.94 31.82 5.27 6.68 
% of graduate student enrollment a 18.35 4.85 74.52 11.99 16.69 

% of international in graduate programs b 38.41 1.92 83.99 34.42 21.53 

Source: Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research (2018)  

Note: Data are from Fall 2017. International student enrollment data were not available for 5 institutions. 
a % of (under)graduate student enrollment = number of (under)graduate student enrollment/number of 

total enrollment  
b % of international students in(under)graduate programs = 100 x (number of international 

(under)graduate students/number of total (under)graduate enrollment) 

 

T-test and ANOVA were conducted at the p < .05 level between each of the background 

characteristics and enrollment variables to determine the relationship between/within them (e.g., 

whether institutions in large cities tend to host more international graduate students).14 The 

percentages of overall graduate student population were higher in private not-for-profit 

institutions (M = 31.28%, SD = 19.93%) than public institutions (M = 12.81%, SD = 11.52%), 

and the difference was statistically significant and large, t(18.15) = 3.36, p < .05, d = 1.14. 

However, the percentage of international graduate students was similar in public (M = 39.42%, 

SD = 21.75%) and private not-for-profit (M = 35.93%, SD = 21.63%) institutions, regardless of 

degree of urbanization and region. This finding suggests that it cannot be concluded, as perhaps 

is sometimes assumed, that private institutions and institutions in large cities tend to host more 

international graduate students than public institutions or institutions in small cities. Overall, 

despite the great variation in percentages of international graduate students across institutions – 

as shown in the very large range between the minimum (1.92%) and maximum (83.99%) – there 

does not seem to be a single pattern that groups certain types of institutions as more likely to 

welcome them into their student body. For example, the only Historically Black College or 

 
14 T-test was used to compare two or more variables (e.g., type of institution). ANOVA was used to run the analysis with 

independent variables with three or more categories (e.g., degree of urbanization). 
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University in the sample of 50 institutions had 34.42% of international graduate students, which 

is substantial and close to the overall mean and the mean of both public and private institutions 

in general (cf. Table 8). 

4.2. Mission statements  

Mission statements are understood as effective ways in which higher education institutions 

communicate their core values and objectives to the stakeholders, including the faculty and 

students. The mission statements may be oriented towards students (e.g., empowering them, 

creating path for economic/social mobility) or in pursuit of broader goals (e.g., advancing 

knowledge, pursuing social responsibility). Not only are the mission statements important in a 

symbolic sense, but they drive the formulation of policies and other strategic plans in order for 

the institutions to meet the stated goals. It is also common that institutional units publish their 

own mission statements to specify their own purposes within the institutions. Section 4.2.1 

demonstrates representative examples of mission statements from sample universities and 

Section 4.2.2 presents examples of mission statements from the entities through which PELA 

policies were enforced (e.g., English language institutes, English language departments). 

4.2.1. Institutional mission statements 

Mission statements of the institutions were typically found in ‘About,’ ‘Mission, vision, values,’ 

or ‘At a Glance’ webpages (or equivalent). Oftentimes, institutions had separate webpage(s) 

under them with a diversity statement that defined and elucidated their positions towards DEI. 

Similarly, some institutions had separate webpage(s) to articulate their internationalization 

agenda. A careful review of the mission statements suggests that the understanding of DEI was 

central to the missions of many American campuses. The below excerpts are snippets from 
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mission statements of sample institutions (Note that the emphases in bolds denote manifestation 

of their DEI efforts)15: 

• We are the flagship and land-grant university for [state], and diversity and inclusion are 

central to our mission and pursuit of excellence. Each person has something to gain from 

and offer to our community of learning, discovery and outreach. All are welcome here.  

• [institution] has a long-standing commitment to social progress and social justice. We 

value diversity and equity and strive for inclusive excellence in our classrooms, 

research labs, dorms, and beyond.  

• As an institution of access and excellence, [institution] embraces multicultural 

traditions and serves as a center for intellectual and creative resources as well as a 

catalyst for socioeconomic development and the commercialization of intellectual 

property – for [state], the nation and the world.  

• We seek and cultivate diverse populations and perspectives and promote equity and 

inclusion. We do so because it is paramount to our health and well-being. Diversity, 

equity and inclusion are also critical to academic excellence and innovation.  

• Equity and inclusion serve as the engine for excellence and innovation. A commitment 

to racial justice and to equity across all aspects of diversity propels our students, 

faculty, and staff to reflect upon and work to build fair, open and welcoming institutional 

structures, values, and culture.  

As shown, the concepts of DEI were at the forefront of the missions of many U.S. institutions, 

highlighting the institutional commitments and their significance in the larger society. Indeed, 

the idea of tolerating/embracing differences was commonplace. Other frequently observed ideas 

 
15 Three of the 5 examples are from public universities, and 2 are from private not-for-profit universities. 
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were the importance of having “mutual respect” and creating a “welcoming environment,” as 

well as the role of diversity as the catalyst for “enrichment” and “academic excellence.”  

Furthermore, these DEI values were inextricably linked to the notion of 

globalization/internationalization. For example, some institutions strived for preparing “citizens 

for increasingly multicultural and multinational society,” for addressing the “needs of our 

multicultural and global society,” and also for helping students become “more competitive in an 

increasingly global economy.” Oftentimes, these values took into account racial, cultural, and 

ethnic diversity within the country for community members (also global citizens) living in the 

global society, which includes though not limited to historically underrepresented groups in the 

U.S.  

While integrating global perspectives into all aspects of the teaching, research, and 

services functions of an institution is arguably a significant component of DEI, the data revealed 

that the notions of DEI and globalization/internationalization were often treated as separate 

concepts. This is evidenced by the way in which references (or commitment) to global 

perspectives or internalization was only stated in webpages that served such purposes (e.g., 

Office of global engagement). It was also observed that limited attention was devoted to the 

notion of internationalization. Furthermore, some DEI statements revolved around race and 

ethnicity (e.g., “commitment to racial justice and to equity”), an important concept, but 

seemingly pointing at the strong link between DEI and historically underrepresented groups in 

the U.S. and overlooking other aspect of human differences (e.g., language background). Table 

10 presents the additional examples of mission statements, organized by thematic component and 

data sources. 
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Table 10. Additional examples of mission statements  

Mission component Data sources Mission statement examples from data 

Diversity, equity, and 

inclusion  

Institutional mission statements 

(found in ‘About’ webpages of 

university websites) 

… we work to provide access to graduate education for diverse groups 

of highly-talented students, including those who have been 

underrepresented in higher education.  

… We appreciate that our community comes from many backgrounds 

and many parts of the world. We embrace the contributions that 

differences offer, as diversity of thought and experience allows 

excellence to flourish. 

Diversity statements (found in 

separate webpages, such as “the 

Office of Equity and Inclusion” or 

“Diversity and Inclusion”)  

…  continues to provide equal opportunities to students and employees 

without regard to age, national origin, race, sex, handicap, creed or color. 

…  has a responsibility to provide access and opportunities for all 

people, while demonstrating our commitment to inclusion of historically 

underrepresented groups. We believe that a culturally diverse campus is 

integral to academic excellence and that our students, faculty, and staff 

should reflect the diverse world in which we live. 

… recognizes that racial justice and equity are foundational values, and 

that work to achieve them is urgent as well as an ongoing priority. 

Internalization/globalization Institutional mission statements 

(found in ‘About’ webpages of 

university websites) 

…. has made a strategic commitment to enable students to explore and 

appreciate the global and international dimensions of knowledge and of 

cultures. Our faculty conduct research, which is recognized around the 

world, has created courses and academic programs with international 

dimensions in many fields. 

… The university brings international and multicultural dimensions to its 

programs through the involvement of its faculty in international 

activities, a student body that includes students from throughout the 

world, exchange agreements with other universities abroad involving 
both students and faculty, and the incorporation of international 

components in a variety of courses and curricula. 

Description of internationalization 

(found in separate webpages, such as 

“Internationalization” or “the Office 

of International Education and 

Global Initiatives”) 

… Our academic community of faculty, students, and staff is 

characterized by a culture of interdisciplinary collaboration that is 

responsive to the needs of our multicultural and global society. 

… Facilitate internationalization across teaching and research and 

support those activities through institutional processes. 
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4.2.2. Post-entry language assessment policy goals 

The purposes of PELA policies were found in the mission statements of institutional operating 

entities that serve international students, including English language institutes, English language 

departments, or equivalent, typically in their ‘Home,’ ‘About,’ or ‘Mission’ (or equivalent) 

webpages. Sometimes, the statements were found in materials considered promotional in nature 

(e.g., flyer). The excerpts below are snippets from their mission statements:16 

• The mission of the [program] is to provide the campus community academic English 

courses, programming, tutoring and general support so that all members of [institution] 

can be successful in their professional and academic endeavors. Through compassionate 

professionalism in all we do, the [program] strives to create community not only among 

students on campus but also among offices on campus so as to, together, achieve the 

goals of [institution]. Welcome to the [program] at [institution]!  

• The [program] offers courses to help [institution] international graduate students increase 

their confidence and understanding of academic English and U.S. academic culture.  

• Students enrolled in the [program] at [institution] receive individualized attention that is 

tailored to fit their academic needs. During the program, graduate students are assigned a 

conversation partner within their academic discipline. Students are also assigned 

academic and career advisors to support them with academic progress and professional 

goals.  

These excerpts demonstrate the common rationales for PELA policies. Needless to say, the idea 

surrounding the development of academic English was pervasive among the mission statements. 

 
16 Two of the 3 examples are from public universities, and 1 are from private not-for-profit universities. All of these institutions 

had PELA policies. 
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The emphasis was put on not only the linguistic abilities but also students’ level of confidence 

brought on by their increased abilities. Another prevalent idea was the role of PELA in 

promoting students’ success in their professional and academic endeavors. To further emphasize 

the point, academic English was constructed as an essential skill to access graduate courses, 

which in turn would lead to students’ active participation in graduate programs and thus 

academic success. Other mission statements asserted that PELA policies provide international 

students with individual attention and support as they pursue their graduate studies, and 

opportunities to learn more about U.S. academic culture. Note that only a small proportion of 

institutions made a direct reference to the linkage between PELA policies and the institution’s 

DEI efforts (e.g., ELI strives to create community… as to, together, achieve the goals of 

[institution]”), even though in principle the presented goals were linked to the institutional goals 

(Section 4.2.1).  

4.3. Trajectories of post-entry language assessment policies in graduate-serving institutions 

A thorough review of PELA policies affords an understanding of various ways in which 

institutions lay out and frame paths for international graduate students, and also what is required 

of them. The flowchart in Figure 4 summarizes at one glance the five major policy pathways 

identified in the analysis of the 50 institutions, followed by brief descriptions of each. 
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Figure 4. Flowchart of post-entry language assessment policy trajectories in U.S. 

postgraduate education 

 

In Pathway A, international applicants who do not meet the universities’ admissions 

English language proficiency (ELP hereafter) cut score are directed to apply to their choice of 

degree program under a special category of “pre-approval” or “pre-master’s” program. If pre-

approved to be admitted into that degree program, students are asked to take a PELA upon 

arrival on the campus and they enroll in an English for academic purposes (EAP hereafter) 

curriculum which is specifically designed for international students below the ELP cut score. The 

students then complete credit-bearing EAP coursework as part of their degree program. This 

means that the admission of the students is contingent upon the successful completion of the pre-
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enrollment EAP program, and failure to do so may directly impact students’ academic standing 

(e.g., deferred admission).  

Under Pathway B, international students apply like all students for direct admission, but 

they receive provisional admission into their degree program due to their unsatisfactory ELP 

standardized scores (e.g., TOEFL iBT), where admission is again contingent upon the successful 

completion of a pre-enrollment language program. One of the most commonly used terms is 

‘conditional admission.’ Other terms observed in the data include ‘provisional admission,’ 

‘conditional language admission,’ ‘probationary admission,’ ‘conditional bridge admission,’ and 

‘admissions with deficiencies.’ Under this pathway, admitted students are required to complete 

relevant EAP coursework after determining their appropriate placement into the EAP offerings 

based on a PELA that they take when they arrive on campus. In rare cases, institutions would 

make the EAP placement decision based on students’ ELP standardized scores. Alternatively, 

institutions may impose other language-related conditions, such as submitting an increased ELP 

standardized scores within one semester. These conditions are mandatory and are removed when 

they are fulfilled, which in turn allow students to continue their degree studies without further 

preparatory ELP activities. All conditionally admitted students must comply with the system and 

failure to meet the conditions may have direct consequences, such as deferred admission or 

extended English studies.  

If Pathways A and B are understood as imposing conditional admission upon 

international students, the three other Pathways allowed for direct admission into a regular 

graduate degree. However, results revealed that directly admitted international students were not 

completely exempt from PELA requirements. Under Pathway C, international students apply for 

direct admission and receive direct admission. Yet, they are required to take a PELA and 
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complete relevant EAP coursework. Typically, institutions administer PELAs to screen out those 

who are in need of additional EAP training. This means that exemptions are granted to those who 

pass (or succeed in) PELAs. If students are determined to be in need of additional EAP training, 

they are required to comply with the provisions. 

Pathway D is similar such that international students apply for direct admission and 

receive direct admission. The institutions provide information about PELA and/or EAP courses, 

yet do not impose any constraints, though recommendations are made on occasions. The 

admitted international students have full autonomy to decide their own methods of developing 

their academic English. To put it another way, PELAs and/or EAP courses are available but 

taken on a voluntary basis in Pathway D.  

Pathway E can be considered as having no provision of PELA policies. International 

students apply for direct admission and receive admission. The institutions do not have language 

assessments or EAP courses designed for international students. Subsequently, these institutions 

do not grant conditional admission or precluded certain international students from taking 

discipline courses in their chosen graduate degree. Under this Pathway, all students (both 

domestic and international) have equal access to resources (or services), such as tutoring sessions 

and a writing center.  

It is difficult to describe in any simple way the differences and relationships between 

these models, and the broken lines in Figure 4 indicate the fuzziness of their relationships. For 

example, Pathway B and D may coexist within the same institutions with shared EAP curriculum 

run by the same English language institute. Nevertheless, it is useful to delineate the variation 

across the policies as some of them are more salient than others. Table 11 indicates that 

approximately 42% of the sample institutions were found to adopt Pathway B, followed by 20% 
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adopting Pathway D, 18% adopting Pathway C, 14% adopting Pathway E, and 2% adopting 

Pathway A. While the majority of institutions used a centralized system to enforce the policies 

(e.g., graduate admissions offices, English language institutes), about 16% of the 50 institutions 

allowed each academic unit (e.g., School of Arts and Sciences, School of Business) to exercise 

autonomy, as shown in the category “institutions with discipline-specific PELA policy” in Table 

11. This means that, for example, an institution may be adopting Pathway B for its School of 

Arts and Sciences (e.g., linguistics), while adopting Pathway D for its School of Design (e.g., 

architecture) and School of Law.  

 

Table 11. Frequency distribution of post-entry language assessment policy formulations 

(n=50) 

 Number of institutions Percentage 

Pre-approved program (Pathway A) 1 2% 

Conditional admission (Pathway B) 21 42% 

Direct admission with PELA requirements (Pathway C) 8 16% 

Direct admission with optional PELA (Pathway D) 10 20% 

Direct admission with no PELA constraints (Pathway E) 7 14% 

Institutions with discipline-specific PELA policy  8 16% 

Note. Some institutions were double-coded; thus, the number of institutions do not sum 50 and the 

percentage nor add up to 100%. Also, it should be assumed that the numbers and percentages presented in 

each row are attenuated (lower than the reality) as information were not always available.  
 

4.3.1. Post-entry language assessment policy models implemented by type of institution 

Is there an association between the type of institution (e.g., private not-for-profit vs. public) and 

type of PELA policy model? It appears that private not-for-profit institutions tend to adopt a 

more contextualized and decentralized approach to PELA in that discipline-specific PELA model 

was salient among private not-for-profit institutions. In contrast, public institutions showed a 

tendency to adopt a more centralized approach to PELA. Table 12 illustrates this point.  
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Table 12. Post-entry language assessment policy models implemented by type of institution 

 A B C D E Discipline-specific 

Public 0 19 6 6 6 1 

Private 1 2 2 4 1 7 

Note. As discussed in Section 4.3, one institution may adopt multiple policies. 

 

As discussed in the previous section, there was only one among the 50 sample institutions that 

adopted Pathway A: This particular institution was a private not-for-profit institution. There was 

a strong tendency for public institutions to adopt Pathway B. Among the 21 institutions adopting 

Pathway B, about 90% (19 out of 21) were public and only 10% (2 out of 21) were private not-

for-profit. There were 8 institutions among the 50 sample institutions that had PELA in place for 

directly admitted international students, hence Pathway C. Of these, 75% (6 out of 8) were public 

and 25% (2 out of 8) were private not-for profit institutions. Ten institutions allowed admitted 

international students to opt-in to PELA programs (i.e., voluntary enrollment) – hence, Pathway 

D. Among them, 60% (6 out of 10) were public and 40% (4 out of 10) were private not-for-profit 

institutions. In terms of 7 institutions where PELA was nonexistent, hence Pathway E, directly 

admitted international graduate students were treated equally as their domestic peers. Among the 

7 Pathway E institutions, 86% (6 out of 7) were public and 14% (1 out of 7) were private not-for-

profit institutions. Finally, of the 8 institutions with a discipline-specific PELA policy model, 

about 88% (7 out of 8) were private not-for-profit and 12% (1 out of 8) were public institutions.  

4.3.2. Uses and purposes for post-entry language assessments  

Findings suggest that PELAs served multiple purposes (if used) in the 50 surveyed institutions. 

As explained in Section 4.3, in institutions following Pathway A and B, PELAs were primarily 

used to make placement decisions, since all admitted to students were expected to take EAP 

coursework. The purpose of the tests was to determine students’ best placement in the EAP 

curriculum. Unlike the cases for admissions under Pathways A and B, the PELAs in Pathway C 
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were used primarily for screening purposes rather than for placement purposes. That is, only 

those who underperformed in the PELAs were required to enroll in English language course(s); 

exemption was granted to those who passed the exam. It was found that in two of the institutions 

adopting Pathway C, the placement decisions were made based on students’ ELP standardized 

test scores, such as TOEFL iBT. This means that the students with unsatisfactory TOEFL scores 

were automatically required to take EAP course(s) without taking additional tests. Institutions 

adopting Pathway D, on the other hand, tended to administer PELAs for placement purposes, but 

the tests were taken on a voluntary basis. This means that the PELA tests were taken by 

volunteer students willing to be placed in one of the EAP courses. In institutions adopting 

discipline-specific PELA policies, the type of assessment used varied across academic 

units/schools. This also means that some academic units/schools (or disciplines, major) within 

those institutions adopted Pathway E, which involved no language assessment nor language 

training activities. 

4.3.3. Content and sources of post-entry language assessments 

Information as to what language skills PELA policies were concerned with, or the content of 

PELA, was not available for all institutions implementing PELA policies. One observation 

gleaned from the analysis of these descriptions was that the PELA policies in general were 

concerned heavily with the writing domain. At the majority of institutions, there was a writing 

component along with other domains (e.g., listening, speaking, reading), though the 

operationalization of what constitutes each skill varied by institutions. Approximately 13% of the 

surveyed institutions were interested exclusively in writing abilities of their incoming students. 

This includes institutions that placed students into courses based on TOEFL/IELTS writing 

scores, or writing test scores from an internally developed PELA. Another notable observation 
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was that fewer institutions included speaking component as part of PELA policies. About 20% of 

the surveyed institutions had a speaking section included in the PELA language test. This is in 

line with the survey results of Australian universities conducted by Dunworth (2009): Most of 

the PELAs consisted of writing component, the most frequently observed language skills, while 

none of the PELAs examined for the study included a speaking component. See Appendix C for 

Dunworth’s examination of PELA in Australia.  

What type of assessment tools are used in PELA contexts? Although information as to 

the type of testing instrument was limited on institutional websites and materials, a tally of the 

source of the PELAs, that is, the origin of the chosen PELA test revealed the dominant use of 

local, internally-developed tests. The majority of institutions administered locally developed tests 

instead of relying on externally developed tests (e.g., TOEFL iBT) alone. Dunworth (2009), who 

found the same pattern in Australian contexts, speculated that local, internally-developed tests, 

“may have been the most simplest and cost-effective way of managing the process, particularly 

as for most institutions the PELA was a compulsory tool” (p. 5). It was also observed that at 

some institutions, locally developed tests were used in combination with externally developed 

tests, such as the Michigan Language Assessment (also known as CaMLA). The least commonly 

reported mechanism in lieu of PELAs was ELP standardized test scores (e.g., TOEFL iBT, 

IELTS) submitted by students for admission purposes. These small minority of institutions did 

not have a separate PELA tool. Instead, they used the scores of ELP standardized tests designed 

for admissions for making placement decisions. 

4.3.4. Post-entry language assessment policies by type of enrollment 

There were three main types of enrollment: (1) the case where students were required to receive 

full-time language instruction (e.g., 20 hours a week); (2) the case where students were allowed 
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to enroll in their discipline courses concurrently with their required coursework; (3) sometimes 

both cases coexisted within one institution in such a way that those placed in higher level 

language courses were allowed to enroll in their discipline courses concurrently with their 

required coursework while those placed in lower level language courses were not allowed to do 

so.  

While EAP coursework was required of all admitted students under Pathway A and B, 

the enrollment type varied across the institutions. At the one Pathway A institution, students’ 

enrollment status was dependent on an individual’s proficiency level assessed by the placement 

test. At 13 out of 21 Pathway B institutions (61.90%), students were required to receive full-time 

language instruction (e.g., 20 hours a week) for at least one semester. At 7 Pathway B institutions 

(33.33%), it depended on proficiency level test. At only one Pathway B institution (4.55%), 

students were allowed at the outset to enroll in their discipline course(s) in their admitted 

graduate program in conjunction with EAP course(s). In terms of the enrollment status, Pathway 

C seemed to have more flexibility and leniency than Pathway A and B. For instance, 5 out of 8 

(62.50%) institutions employing Pathway C allowed the students to enroll in their degree courses 

concurrently while taking EAP course(s). Two institutions (25.00%) determined students 

enrollment status based on their EAP level assessed by the tests. Only one (12.50%) institution 

had admitted students enroll in a full-time English language curriculum. In sum, under Pathway 

C, more students were able to enroll in discipline courses concurrently with EAP course(s). All 

students studying at Pathway D institutions were allowed to take discipline courses in 

conjunction with their voluntarily-enrolled EAP coursework. For institutions following 

discipline-specific PELA policies, the type of enrollment varied across academic units/schools 
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(or disciplines, major). Table 13 summarizes the findings. More information about the discipline-

specific PELA policies can be found in Section 4.3.8. 

 

Table 13. Post-entry language assessment policies by type of enrollment 

 A B C D E Discipline-specific 

Full-time 0 13 1 N/A N/A * 

Concurrent 0 1 5 10 N/A * 

Proficiency-based 1 7 2 N/A N/A * 

* varied widely across academic units/schools (or disciplines, major) 

4.3.5. Tuition for English language support courses 

One of the significant consequences incurred as a result of PELA policies was the financial 

burden. Analyses examined whether the institutions funded any English language support 

courses for international students. It was found that a majority of the institutions implementing 

PELA policies charged tuition fee for the EAP courses. Most admitted students were charged 

additional tuition for the EAP course(s) in addition to the exorbitant tuition they are expected to 

pay for their graduate courses. This means that some students were responsible for financing 

their room and board and other living expenses for being a full-time student at English language 

institutes before pursuing their graduate degree. In addition, some institutions charged a testing 

fee for the compulsory PELA upon campus arrival, ranging from $40 to $85. In only a small 

number of institutions, tuition fee for EAP courses were paid for by the university. 

4.3.6. Inclusion/exclusion criteria  

Who were the target students of PELA policies? Contrary to the cases of Australian universities 

where PELAs were targeted at all students (rather than English as an additional language 

students) (Dunworth, 2009), PELAs in the U.S. were targeted exclusively at international and/or 

other language minoritized students. Every institution had its own set of criteria to indicate 

whether an international student is subject to PELA requirements. In the case of Pathways A, B, 
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and C, the determination was made largely based on standardized scores (e.g., TOEFL iBT) 

submitted by students for admission. More specifically, these policies targeted at students whose 

scores fall below the minimum cut scores established by each institution. The following 

examples obtained from university websites illustrate this point: 

• Typically all new international students are required to take the [PELA] upon arrival in 

[institution name] if they are not native speakers of English and their scores are below 25 

in TOEFL writing or below 100 total. Below 7 in IELTS writing or below 7.0 total.  

• Confirm your English placement, if any. If you score less than 7 (writing) on the IELTS 

or 26 (writing) on TOEFL, you will be placed in at least one English writing course for 

career and professional development purposes.  

A minority of Pathway C institutions adopted more encompassing – that is restrictive – inclusion 

criteria, targeting a broader pool of international students. Three out of the 8 institutions 

following Pathway C imposed the testing requirements on all international students, irrespective 

of their academic histories (e.g., language of instruction in previous education institutions, ELP 

standardized test scores). This included international students with satisfactory TOEFL scores, 

speakers of World Englishes, international students from English as a medium of instruction 

(EMI) institutions, or possibly domestic multilingual students for whom English is an additional 

language (e.g., immigrants). The following examples illustrate this point: 

• Even though you may have submitted an acceptable TOEFL or IELTS score, or 

graduated from a U.S. institution, most graduate-level non-native speakers of English will 

have to take the [PELA]… A small percentage of students are placed into ESL courses 

designed to help them with their studies at [institution name].  
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• Regardless of test scores submitted during the application stage, all admitted students 

whose native language is not English will be required to take the internal English 

Placement Exam prior to attending classes.  

• This requirement includes those international students who have taken the TOEFL 

exam, taken the IELTS exam, or requested and received a waiver as a consequence of 

having earned a degree from a college or university in which English is the primary 

language of instruction.  

Some institutions noted that students should discuss their placement with their department before 

enrolling in the EAP course(s). The extent to which these criteria are applied to the broader pool 

of language minoritized students in reality (e.g., speakers of World Englishes) remains unclear. 

4.3.7. Post-entry language assessment polices and consequences 

As Figure 3 shows, conditionally admitted international students – those in Pathway A or B 

institutions – are susceptible to face consequences if they fail to meet the conditions imposed by 

the institutions (e.g., successful completion of EAP courses, increased standardized scores). For 

example, one of the sample institutions claimed the following: 

• A conditionally admitted international student must complete the [program name] with a 

minimum GPA of 3.0 in the advanced levels (levels 4, 5, and 6) or earn a score of at least 

550 on the paper-based TOEFL… before he or she will be allowed to enroll in graduate 

courses, hold teaching assistantships, or hold internally funded research assistantships. 

Another institution claimed: 

• If English proficiency is not achieved within one year of conditional admission, a student 

can apply to Undergraduate Admissions or reapply to the Graduate School after 

completing additional classes at the [program name]. 
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These statements show that students admitted under Pathways A or B must enter the institutions 

with uncertainty, bearing adverse consequences (e.g., deferred admission, missed opportunities 

for teaching/research assistantship, failure to progress into graduate studies). For institutions 

following Pathway C, consequences of noncompliance were unspecified. 

4.3.8. More about discipline-specific post-entry language assessment policies 

 Again, a total of 8 institutions had discipline-specific PELA policies. This means that with a 

varying level of enforcement, PELA policies were designed for various disciplines, including 

graduate schools of arts and science, business, law, engineering, social work, and other areas of 

studies. It appeared that students were to be exposed to more pressure to demonstrate their 

English language proficiency in certain disciplines than others. For example, at all eight 

institutions following this pathway, PELA policies were enforced within the graduate school of 

Arts and Sciences or equivalent. Below are examples compiled from the admissions webpages of 

graduate schools of Arts and Sciences or equivalent: 

• Any incoming Graduate School of Arts & Sciences (GSAS) student whose admission 

letter includes an English-language diagnostic exam requirement must take the [PELA]  

in order to determine if English language coursework is necessary during the first year of 

study.  

• All international students whose TOEFL score is less than 600 must pass an [PELA] 

administered within the School of Arts Sciences.  

Additionally, there was a tendency for each academic unit to create discipline-specific EAP 

courses. For example, there were graduate schools of law where conditionally admitted LL.M 

students were required to take Legal English for one semester (i.e., Pathway B). There were also 
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some schools of engineering that provided “degree support courses” for their engineering 

students. 

4.3.9. Alternatives to post-entry language assessments: Other academic language and 

learning support 

The current study also explored alternative ways in which institutions help international students 

enrich their English skills and academic success, and address concerns related to DEI. 

Irrespective of the presence of PELA policies, each institution had resources distributed through 

multiple entities, such as an English language institute, office of student affairs, office of global 

communication, office of international student and scholar services, and other relevant offices 

and service centers. 

A common route observed was the provision of some seminar/workshop on English 

language and cross-cultural issues either during the orientation and/or throughout the academic 

year. These theme-based seminars were free, offered periodically throughout the academic year 

so that any interested students could drop in voluntarily. The themes were diverse and sometimes 

targeted at both domestic and international students (e.g., email communication with professors) 

at all levels (e.g., undergraduate, graduate). 

In a similar fashion, several institutions offered the option of taking short, zero credit 

(i.e., free) language courses, in lieu of a full-semester course, which only required a commitment 

of 1-2 hours a week in the evening to mitigate schedule conflicts with students’ discipline 

courses. Among courses offered, some were exclusive to international students while others 

(e.g., dissertation writing) were open to domestic students as well. Moreover, a range of online 

resources were made available, including annotated bibliographies of books (e.g., grammar 

guide), handouts, recorded seminars, video tutorials, online course, and virtual one-on-one 
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consultation services. Some of the books on the recommendation list were even written in 

foreign languages.  

Some institutions have adopted a more integrated approach, by providing support for a 

wider range of audiences (e.g., faculty, staff, domestic students). An exemplary case worth 

noting is that of the Global Communication Center in one of the institutions, where 

individualized support and assistance were provided to both faculty and students17. For example, 

the Global Communication Center had online resources for native English speakers on the same 

webpage where resources for nonnative English speakers were disseminated. The Center also 

provided cross-cultural training for domestic community members (e.g., domestic students, 

faculty). Through these offerings, which are made available by the Center upon request, 

domestic community members are explicitly encouraged to develop the knowledge and skills 

necessary for intercultural, two-way communication. Other institutions encouraged students’ 

active engagement with the community, and this is another approach through which two-way 

communication is to be established. One example is the language exchange circle, to which all 

participants have something to contribute. Participating in such activities could also enhance the 

interactions among students of different linguistic backgrounds. 

4.4. Summary and discussion of findings  

In this final section of Chapter 4, I discuss what can be learned from the document analysis of 

this representative sample of 50 U.S. institutions and what they say about official post-entry 

language assessment (PELA) policies they have created and uphold in order to serve their 

international graduate student populations.  

 
17 This institution also had a separate academic entity equivalent to English language institute, where international teaching 
assistants and “nonnative English speakers” were screened and supported. 
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Several caveats should be noted, however, before putting the findings reported in this 

chapter into a wider perspective. First, the findings reported in this chapter are representative of a 

pool of graduate-serving institutions in the U.S. Note that it is unwise to make broader 

generalizations about other kinds of institutions that serve international students (e.g., 

undergraduate population, community colleges). Second, it would not be productive to evaluate 

the policies in a vacuum, as each institution has unique needs and challenges (e.g., state 

mandates, financial resources). Third, it would be a mistake to imagine that the policies put forth 

by each institution are implemented and followed in a textbook manner. Rather, it should be 

fully expected that policies in reality are not implemented in the same exact sequence, and that 

there are considerable discrepancies between the declared university-level policies and actual 

enactment of the policies at a local level (Shohamy, 2006). What this chapter attempts to do is to 

unpack the layered complexities relating to PELA policies across the varied landscape of U.S. 

graduate education and explore the values that underlie the policies that are stated formally. The 

findings should be understood as illustrating the philosophies embedded in the policies as they 

reflect underlying values and help to contextualize the landscape of PELA policies in the U.S. 

postgraduate education contexts. The findings should be understood as distilling a (simpler than 

reality) ideal and rational policy accepted by the decision makers.  

4.4.1. A critical inquiry into PELA policies’ assumptions and values 

At a critical level, the analysis of policy documents yielded a number of findings contributing to 

the broader discussion of PELA policies’ assumptions and values. First, it is important to 

examine that the data suggested a prevalence of two assumptions: that international students with 

unsatisfactory test scores need to be retested and supported, and that domestic students have 

sufficient EAP skills. It is important not to take them at face value. It is instructive to appreciate 
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that, unlike the trend in Australian HEI contexts (Dunworth, 2009), where PELA was applied to 

all students, the policies reviewed in the current research applied exclusively to international 

(more broadly linguistically minoritized) students; their domestic counterparts are exempt from 

PELA requirements and have the freedom to voluntarily seek resources. It can be argued that the 

linguistic competence of admitted international students is constantly put under scrutiny in the 

discourse about international students in the majority of the institutions, even after they have met 

the minimum ELP requirements upon admission or had attended EMI institutions in the past 

(i.e., Pathway C). As previous research has described, these practices carry pejorative 

connotations for international students. For example, some experts in Dunworth’s (2009) study 

described PELA as potentially discriminatory and punitive against certain ethnic or national 

groups. Read (2008) explained that students (who had already met the entry requirements) felt 

insulted and embarrassed about such practices being imposed upon them, and the participation 

rate was low when the policies were left voluntary. Echoing this demoralizing sentiment, 

students surveyed in Elder and Von Randow (2008) expressed the “fear of being branded 

linguistically inept” (p. 190). Also, it can be inferred from the policies’ common reference to 

native- and nonnative dichotomy (e.g., “if they are not native speakers of English”) that the 

English used by international students is treated as deviation from the (monolingual) native 

speaker norm (Le Ha, 2009; Holliday, 2006; Valdés, 2004). The struggles of international 

students are constructed as an individual deficit rather than a structural equity problem, that is, a 

problem of social exclusion of international students and acceptance of monolingual norms. 

Clearly, the assumption that being an international student by definition means needing EAP 

remediation is rooted in harmful ideologies, including a deficit orientation to additional English 
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users (Bodis, 2021), nativespeakerism (Holliday, 2006), and assimilationist ideologies (Dippold, 

Bridges, Eccles, & Mullen, 2019; Lewin-Jones, 2019). 

Additionally, the prevalence of the converse assumption that all domestic students have 

sufficient EAP skills attests to the artificial, idealized nature of academic English held by 

institutions, as noted  in much recent scholarship that has raised concerns over such simplistic 

views of academic English often exacerbating already existing problems (e.g., Flores, Kleyn, & 

Menken, 2015; Jenkins, 2017; Valdés, 2004). For example, Jenkins (2017) explained: 

For once we turn to diversity in respect of language, we find little other than a focus on 

one or both of two native English varieties: ‘standard’ American and British English. 

This can be found in orientations to students’ writing, where any reference is purely to 

remedial help to bring their English into line with native academic English. There is no 

sense of any awareness of the findings of research by scholars of critical academic 

writing such as Canagarajah (2002), of the notion of ‘codemeshing’ (e.g. Canagarajah 

2013), or of the relevance of ELF research to academic writing for an international 

audience (e.g. Flowerdew and Wang 2015, Mauranen 2012). (p.11) 

This conception obscures what constitutes academic English, suggesting that it is still open to 

debate. As for the formulation of PELA, it would be worthwhile to rethink the policies in light of 

multilingualism, where more diverse, fluid, and horizontal understandings of language is the 

norm and a wider range of English varieties is accepted (Benzie, 2010; Jenkins, 2017). 

 A second finding is that PELA and its subsequent interventions are described by 

institutions as if they inevitably increased EAP skills and thus led to students’ language gains. 

However, this assumption too is worth questioning. True, PELA has been found to increase 

students’ academic motivation, sense of agency for their own learning, and their understanding 
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of language competencies up to certain extent (e.g., Elder, Bright, & Bennett, 2007; Fenton-

Smith & Humphreys, 2015; Lydster & Brown, 2017). But the extent to which language gains can 

be made through PELA remains inconclusive. For example, Lydster and Brown’s (2017) study 

on the value of PELA for undergraduate students in Australian universities found that PELA in 

combination with student consultation services had likely improved students’ PELA scores at the 

end of the semester, and that those who underperformed on PELA had a higher risk of failing 

their discipline essays. The study, however, also identified PELA as a weak predictor of 

performance on the discipline essays. On the contrary, Wong, Delante, and Wang’s study (2017) 

conducted in Singapore concluded that PELA in combination with a contextualized writing 

workshop was a good predictor of students’ writing proficiency in their discipline courses. In 

summary, it can be said that some of the intervention methods utilized under PELA policies may 

positively influence students’ language learning, yet they do not guarantee language 

development nor are they correlated consistently with students’ success in their subject area.   

Likewise, the question of whether there is a link between EAP skills and overall 

academic success remains unresolved. Although what constitutes academic success is subjective 

and can be contested, the overall grade point average (GPA) has been a common proxy measure 

in empirical studies. The findings are not encouraging. For example, Cho and Bridgeman (2012) 

found that scores on the TOEFL iBT had weak predictive validity in terms of GPA.18 Similarly, 

Wait and Gressel’s (2013) study on the relationship between engineering students’ TOEFL iBT 

score and overall GPA found a statistically positive yet weak relationship between the two 

variables. This means that EAP skills alone do not guarantee academic success, at least as 

 
18 This claim is not to suggest that the study found no meaningful relationships between TOEFL iBT and academic performance. 

When the relationships were examined in terms of probability, Cho and Bridgeman (2012) found that “students with higher 

TOEFL iBT scores tended to earn higher GPAs and that the TOEFL iBT provided information about the future academic 

performance of non-native English speaking students beyond that provided by other admissions tests” (p. 421.) 
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measured by GPA. Drawing on the scholarly work of second language socialization scholars 

(e.g., Duff, 2007), academic socialization is a complex and multilayered process for anyone, 

international and domestic students alike, mediated by a myriad of internal and external factors, 

including different learning behaviors, out-of-class interactions, and socioeconomic status – to 

mention just a few (e.g., Seloni, 2012; Tardy, 2004) 

4.4.2. Toward the goal of achieving diversity, equity, and inclusion 

Efforts to tackle the issue of DEI in higher education have been on the rise in the last decades 

(Özturgut, 2017). Indeed, the present findings suggest that DEI values were at the heart of 

institutions’ mission statements. For example, emphasis is often put on not only 

tolerating/embracing differences but also making conscious choices to practice mutual respect 

and collaboration toward academic excellence. Some institutions explicitly put forward the 

commitment to address “all forms of exclusion rooted in social and cultural identities and their 

intersections.” Along these lines, PELA was framed in most institutional websites as a safe space 

for international students’ academic enrichment and personal support. To that end, it appears that 

tremendous investments have been made by institutions to support international students (e.g., 

establishment of ELI, tutoring services, workshops). Projecting DEI efforts as institutions’ 

priority set the tone for welcoming students from various backgrounds. It can be said that the 

emphasis on DEI values may appear appealing to international students. As Chowdhury and Le 

Ha (2014) put it, higher education institutions that engage the discourse of DEI depict 

themselves as the “promised land” of international education.  

The laudable aim of achieving DEI in the larger context of internationalization is not 

materialized in some cases, however. As mentioned in Section 4.2.1, the analysis revealed that 

the mission statements made limited references to the notion of globalization and 
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internationalization, which were treated separately from DEI plans in some of the institutions, as 

if they have weak relevance to the U.S. local/national context as sources of diversity. Similar 

findings were found by Özturgut (2017), who lamented that US universities’ narrow approach to 

internationalization undermines the commitment of the higher education institutions to DEI, and 

underscored the strong connection between local and national concerns to global intersectionality 

(p. 85). A substantial overhaul of DEI plans seems to be needed for DEI agendas that represent 

not only local issues (e.g., racial justice) but also the issues of those situated in both local and 

global contexts.19. Furthermore, these messages ought to permeate the entire campus life.   

It is also worth pointing out that some aspects of PELA policies clash with the goal of 

creating a safe and inclusive environment where differences are embraced. In particular, the 

policy rhetoric was often at odds with institutional DEI agendas. Some of the words associated 

with Pathway A/B (e.g., ‘deficiency course’, ‘remedial English’, ‘provisional’, ‘conditional’) 

tend to carry pejorative connotations, demonstrating intolerance to linguistic variation (e.g., 

nonnative varieties of English) within these wider contexts. They suggest that PELA policies 

were used to legitimate certain students (e.g., domestic, non-immigrant students) as fully-

fledged, valuable members of the institution, which at the same time, reflect the uncertainty and 

distrust held by institutions in students who need PELA courses, that is, international students. 

Moreover, the institutions’ use of such rhetoric in the public sphere attests to the societal 

sentiment that PELA policies are positive policies viewed as providing rational, quintessential 

support mechanism necessary for international students.  

Furthermore, the time commitment and financial requirement incurred by the policies 

seem alarming in light of purported intentions to promote access and equity. For example, as we 

 
19 Özturgut (2017) explained that the disconnect, sometimes tension, between internationalization and DEI is due to “American 

exceptionalism (product of global dominance of the United States).” (p. 86) 
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saw, many institutions adopting Pathway A and B required students’ enrollment in full-time EAP 

programs, which limited students’ access to graduate studies (i.e., concurrent enrollment), not to 

mention opportunities for cross-cultural interactions. Some institutions even outsourced PELA to 

third-party, for-profit companies, giving students even less opportunities to explore the range of 

aspects of campus life. Moreover, EAP courses in general do not count toward degree credit and 

can be perceived as an extra hurdle that delays degree completion (Dunworth, 2009). Another 

crucial issue that emerged from the analysis was that PELA policies incurred tremendous 

financial burden. A majority of institutions that had some form of PELA policies (i.e., Pathway 

A, B, C, and D) charged tuition for EAP courses. As Elder and Randow (2002) noted, English as 

an additional language (EAL) students  “who are already hard pressed to meet mainstream 

academic demands, are reluctant to spend the time or money on additional tuition in English” (as 

cited in Elder, Bright, & Bennett, 2007, p. 28). This suggests that more flexibility and funding 

will allow students to take advantage of the EAP courses. It also challenges us to question 

whether holding students financially accountable for EAP courses can be considered ‘support’ or 

‘access.’  

The PELA policies uncovered in these 50 universities resonate with the pattern of 

remedial education for ESL students in community colleges, which have been found by other 

researchers to have prompted inequity and negative consequences (e.g., student attrition, 

underachievement) for some students (e.g., Boatman & Long, 2018; Hodara, 2015; Razfar & 

Simon, 2011). Razfar and Simon’s (2011) study, for instance, demonstrated that Latino ESL 

students who completed ESL before enrolling in content level courses were less successful than 

those who concurrently enrolled in content level courses, in terms of both course completion and 

grades. It is an irony that the policies designed to promote access and equity may create more 
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hurdles. A critical reflection on this irony – the unintended consequences and implications PELA 

policies – could help address potential blind spots, which are often based on our unquestioned 

beliefs that are instilled in the organizational ethos. Furthermore, this could help mitigate the 

prevailing challenges that hamper the efforts to achieve DEI ideals in U.S. higher education.  

The findings gleaned from the analysis reported in this chapter also offer a glimpse of 

alternative policy trajectories in which institutions support international students. Institutions 

adopting discipline-specific PELA policies are notable for their contextualized approach, yet 

their implementation of PELA policies in some of their academic units (e.g., Arts and Sciences) 

cannot evade the criticisms formulated above unless there is suitable basis to justify the 

implementation in certain disciplines over others. Other pathways, such as Pathway D and E, 

may be seen as more inclusive. Pathway E, in particular, can be described as the nonexistence of 

PELA policies as well as other services or resources specifically designed for international 

students. One may argue that not having any support mechanisms for international students may 

result in inequitable disservice to international students.20 More research is needed to investigate 

the consequences brought on by different policies patterned along the five pathways uncovered 

in the present analysis (cf. Figure 4). 

4.5. Conclusion 

The trends and patterns gleaned through the analysis of PELA-related policies stated in the 

official materials found across 50 institutions enable a more robust understanding of PELA 

policies in U.S postgraduate education contexts. Without a doubt, PELA policies have the 

potential to bring tremendous benefits to both students and institutions. At the same time, it 

 
20 Ransom (2009) reported that providing EAP courses on a voluntary basis (having no consequences for non-compliance) had 

uneven compliance rate and posed a risk to the university. Ransom claimed that “to have a policy that is not enforced can be 

perceived as meritless by both students and staff, thus further eroding possible benefits” (p. A-21).” It is also worth noting that 

some of the reasons for students’ failure to uptake EAP courses included the belief that language requirements had been already 

met, the time-consuming nature of the testing, and anxiety. 
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should be kept in mind that well-intentioned and even seemingly innocuous policies, too, can 

cause harm (e.g., Phyak, 2013; Subtirelu et al., 2019), as I have argued in the discussion of 

taken-for-granted values and ideologies that made the formulation of stringent PELA policies 

possible in the 50 institutions. Without critical reflection of the status quo, systemic changes are 

unlikely to occur. Without critical awareness, the stakeholders are susceptible to internalizing the 

imposed value systems. The consequences will carry over. International students will continue to 

remain misunderstood and marginalized, and their voices will remain unheard.  A critical 

reflection of the current policies has the power to shape future policies. It is hope that the current 

study helps facilitate this process. 
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CHAPTER 5: POLICY ACTOR PERSPECTIVES ON THE IMPLEMENTION OF 

POST-ENTRY LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT POLICIES 

The role of policy actors has been put forward as a useful orientation to the holistic investigation 

of language policies as it draws attention to the interplay between these stakeholders’ values, 

identities, and ideologies, and the policy implementation and appropriation processes. To this 

end, this chapter reports on the results from the interview analysis conducted to address the 

second research question: How are PELA policies interpreted and appropriated by its local 

stakeholders? The analytical framework that served as the backbone of the interview analysis is 

Bacchi and Bonham’s (2016) framework for Poststructural Interview Analysis (or PIA; See 

Chapter 3 for the description of the framework), which creates space for challenging pervasive 

knowledge of the world and reality (e.g.,  what constitutes academic English) by interrogating 

“things said” in ways that engage power, politics, and subjectivities of speakers (Bacchi & 

Bonham, 2016; Bonham & Bacchi, 2017). In Section 5.2, the analysis documents the common 

ways participants understood PELA policies, and considers what has led to particular utterances 

and patterns of thoughts. Section 5.3 presents participants’ legitimation process of their beliefs or 

actions in relation to existing principles, ideas, and knowledge. Section 5.4 focuses on the fluid 

nature of subject positions as well as directions/meanings of things in participants’ interpretation 

of PELA policies as constituted within different discursive practices. Section 5.5 presents 

alternative viewpoints that emerged from the interviews and have the potential to disrupt the 

pervasive way of thinking about PELA policies. The chapter ends with a discussion that explains 

research findings, considers some implications of the major findings.  
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5.1. Participant characteristics  

A total of 9 administrators and faculty members were recruited across 4 higher education 

institutions in the U.S. Three among the 9 were affiliated with on-campus English language 

institutes (ELI hereafter), while the remaining 6 participants were faculty members of academic 

departments. Table 14 summarizes the interviewees’ backgrounds. 

 

Table 14. Background information of interviewees 

Institutional context Pseudonym Affiliated academic 

unit 

Role(s), academic rank  

Public institution, located in 

midsize suburb in the Mid East, 

employing Pathway D at the 

time of data collection.  

Sara English language 

institute 

Director & EAP instructor 

Kyung-Aha Linguistics  Associate professor 

Chris Mechanical 

engineering 

DGS & Associate professor 

Gary Biomedical 

engineering 

DGS & Associate professor 

Public institution, located in 

midsize city in the Southwest, 

employing Pathway B at the 

time of data collection. 

Zhu Linguistics Assistant professor  

Chan-Won Mechanical 

engineering 

DGS, Professor, & 

Associate department chair  

Hilarya Economics Professor & Head of the 

admissions committee 

Private not-for-profit institution, 

located in midsize city in the 

Mid East, employing Pathway B 

and D at the time of data 

collection. 

Larry English language 

institute 

Director  

Public, Hispanic-serving 

institution, located in large city 

in the Southwest, employing 

Pathway B at the time of data 

collection.  

Alex English language 

institute 

Coordinator & EAP 

instructor 

a These individuals opted to participate by sending their written responses to the interview questions.  

 

The three ELI administrators – Alex, Larry, and Sara – evidently were working 

exclusively with international or language minoritized students. All of them held a Master’s 

degree in TESOL or related fields, and had relevant experiences domestic and/or abroad. Larry 

and Sara were directors of ELIs at a private not-for-profit and a public institution, respectively. 

Larry served a director role full-time while Sara simultaneously held a position of director and 
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instructor of EAP courses designed for international graduate students. Alex, on the other hand, 

was a lead coordinator of a graduate-level ELI program at a public, Hispanic-serving institution. 

He reported that he teaches ELI courses occasionally.  

  The faculty participants represented a range of institutional ranks (e.g., assistant, 

associate, and full professor), as well as other service roles (e.g., director of graduate studies). 

All of them were teaching graduate courses at the time of data collection. Chan-Won served as  

professor, director of graduate studies (DGS), and associate department chair in his mechanical 

engineering department. Chris and Gary were associate professors and the DGS of their 

respective programs in mechanical and biomedical engineering at the same institution. Hilary 

was a professor in the economics department and the head of the admissions/recruitment 

committee at her university. Other faculty participants – Zhu and Kyung-Ah – were assistant and 

associate professors of linguistics, respectively, at their institutions. All participants were 

familiar with the research topic (e.g., PELA policy, international students), and therefore 

provided insights valuable to the current research.   

The interviews also revealed that at least 4 participants were from countries other than the 

U.S. The countries of origin represented were Canada, China, South Korea, and the United 

Kingdom. Those from the United Kingdom and Canada – Gary and Chris respectively – 

identified English as their most dominant, first language. The participants from China and South 

Korea – Zhu and Chan-Won respectively – identified English as an additional language. Note 

that information on nationality and language background were not elicited deliberately, but 

emerged naturally during the interviews. 
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5.2. Key perceptions about post-entry language assessment policies, procedures, and 

practices  

As discussed in Chapter 4, at the backbone of PELA policies in many U.S. universities are 

unquestioned presumptions that the mastery of academic language is linked to international 

student success, and that PELA and its subsequent trainings lead to their increased EAP skills. 

Upon exploring what interviewees had to say about PELA policies, the analysis of the interviews 

brought into sharp relief a striking overlap (lexical, semantic) between their utterances and policy 

discourse/stance/value. For example, several comments were made about the role of “academic 

language.” Larry, a director of ELI, explained:   

(1) My institute is tasked with bringing international students whose first language is 

not English, up to a level of English proficiency, especially academic English. 

That will basically prepare them for successful experience at the university. 

(Larry) 

Similarly, Kyung-Ah, a senior faculty member in linguistics, discussed the importance of 

academic language:   

(2) Academic language is key to school success so it needs to be taught explicitly. 

(Kyung-Ah) 

As both excerpts 1 and 2 illustrate, “academic language” or “academic English” was a 

commonplace notion that emerged across interviews, especially among language experts (i.e., 

ELI administrators, applied linguists/faculty in linguistics). As one of the core tenets of PELA 

policies, the notion of academic language in this particular policy context was positioned as an 

area of assumed deficiency particular to international students. Indeed, it was predicated in some 

interviewees’ understanding of the policies, such that no definition or explanation was provided. 
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Furthermore, note that academic language was perceived in relation to success/failure in both 

excerpts (“key to school success,” “for successful experience”). This resonates with the common 

structure of thinking emanating from the discourse in official PELA policies, where language is 

identified as a “problem” and the mastery of the language is assumed to be the “solution” 

towards achieving a larger goal of academic success. The crucial point is that interviewees’ 

understanding of the policies (whether articulated consciously or not) mirrored the values 

inscribed within the policy discourse.  

The notion that the mastery of academic language would lead to academic success was 

not only conveyed on the basis of implicit assumptions about language, but also experienced by 

interviewees. Alluding to the interplay between their experiences and beliefs, interviewees’ 

anecdotes illustrated how these interactions may unfold in local reality. Chris, in the faculty of 

mechanical engineering, reflected on the positive effects EAP courses had on one of his students: 

(3) The first PhD student that I had, he's from China. Initially, his English was fine, 

but it certainly needed, I think, could be sort of upgraded in terms of what he was 

doing. He took advantage of those [EAP] classes and he did a lot of beyond that. 

He did a lot of things. He would attend TED talks, he would work at it. And by 

the end of his degree, his writing was outstanding, and he was very confident 

giving a presentation. I think it's always good [for international students to take 

EAP courses]. (Chris) 

As the excerpt shows, Chris thought of EAP courses to be “always good” as he witnessed the 

benefit through the experience of one PhD student. Some interviewees, however, found the EAP 

courses to be problematic. Excerpt 4 illustrates this point:  
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(4) I have limited experience with [ELI], but I have had students in my classes who 

do not speak English and cannot write in English. I have no idea how [ELI] lets 

them out. I’ve contacted [ELI] about this (for particular students) and they assure 

me that the particular student has passed. Unfortunately they end up failing my 

class because they cannot write a paper (last term a student who couldn’t speak or 

write English plagiarized his paper, so he failed also unfortunately – I view this as 

[ELI]’s partial responsibility for letting him enroll when clearly he does not have 

the needed proficiency to be successful). (Hilary) 

Hilary, a senior faculty in economics, reported that some of her students’ limited writing abilities 

and violation of academic integrity (i.e., plagiarism) resulted in course failure. Although she 

appears to be reporting her observation (as an outsider), note that she was in fact the one 

evaluating students’ work. In making the claim, she attributed the failure of international 

students to individual deficit (“student who couldn’t speak or write English”) and placed the 

responsibility of that failure with the ELI (“I view this as ELI’s partial responsibility”), without 

making reference to any alternatives. Underlying her utterance is the belief that language is 

something to be fixed independently by the ELI and not something to be supported by faculty in 

other academic units.  

Another observation worth noting is that interviewees tended to paint a favorable picture 

of PELA policies based on positive student feedback. Positive student feedback was understood 

as one of the indicators of policy effectiveness. Excerpt 5 and 6 illustrate this point: 

(5) So graduate students who take our classes all say it [EAP courses] helped them 

but the ones who don't take it, they just they don't know how it's gonna help. 

(Sara) 
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(6) I get students who come back to me all the time and say, well, thank you. That 

[EAP courses] was very, very helpful. I didn't know any of those things. And it's 

really fantastic. Everything else is easy now… it's part of our mission is to help 

students understand, you know, the real world benefits of these courses and how 

they can apply this information to their daily lives and how it will really help 

them. (Alex) 

In both excerpts 5 and 6, interviewees attempted to portray EAP courses as helpful based on 

student responses, thereby establishing the legitimacy of PELA policies. Sara, a director of ELI, 

did so by reporting her student responses (“all say it helped them”), in contrast with unaffiliated 

students who are presented as uninformed. Alex, another administrator at ELI, also attested to 

the positive student experiences. He also spoke of the “real world benefits” of the EAP courses, 

seemingly adopting a utilitarian perspective which sees English as linguistic capital or key to 

success under the neoliberal ideal (cf. Chapter 1).  

In the postmodern paradigm for interview analysis adopted in the present study (Bacchi 

and Bonham’s 2016 Poststructural Interview Analysis, or PIA), discourse is constituted by 

existing social formations (e.g., knowledge, discourse, practice, structure, power relations) 

(Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016; Bonham & Bacchi, 2017). In this light, it is no coincidence that the 

majority of interviewees endorsed or painted a favorable picture of PELA policies. It can be 

argued that these administrators and faculty members, as institutional actors, were caught in the 

policy process in some way and therefore were susceptible to internalizing the structure of 

thinking emanated by PELA policies. Drawing on poststructural thinking and the PIA 

framework, then, encourages us to consider the confluence of historical factors that drive a 

particular understanding of the world, that is, the genealogy of what is said. Bacchi and Bonham 
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(2017) argued that mapping out what has made interviewees’ utterances intelligible and 

meaningful would help unmask the taken-for-granted reality and its relations with structural and 

ideological forces. Among many others, several points merit special attention.  

First, in post-secondary education contexts, the term academic language commonly refers 

to “the proficiency required for tertiary study in English” (Valdés, 2004, p. 110). The notion of 

academic language is inherently abstract. There is no universal, agreed-upon definition of 

academic language, just as there is no unanimous definition of native speaker proficiency. 

However, the notion of academic language has been influenced by the work of Jim Cummins 

(1979a) in the 1970s, who characterized cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP also 

referred to as academic language)21 as fundamentally different (and more school appropriate) 

from basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS). Since then, there have been efforts to 

grasp the distinguishing characteristics of CALP/academic language) and to investigate its 

relationship with students’ academic achievement. Another key concept related to this is 

Cummins’s (1979b) Threshold Hypothesis, which proposed that an attainment of certain 

threshold levels of linguistic competence is needed in order for a bilingual child to obtain the 

cognitive and academic benefits of bilingualism and avoid detrimental consequences. Against 

this backdrop, the idea that a certain level of English proficiency is needed for international 

students to be able to access academic content has become widely accepted in postsecondary 

(and more broadly in educational) contexts (e.g., Jenkins, 2013; Leung, Lewkowicz, & Jenkins, 

2016; Valdés, 2004). 

 
21 According to Cummins (2013), BICS refers to “conversational fluency in a language” and CALP refers to “students’ ability to 

understand and express, in both oral and written modes, concepts and ideas that are relevant to success in school” (p. 65). In some 

of his work (2000), he used the terms conversational/academic language proficiency interchangeably with BICS/CALP.  
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 Secondly, as Subtirelu (2016) among others has noted, there is a long-standing history in 

higher education institutions to problematize the language of their foreign (international) 

students. One of the examples is the “ITA problem,” which often refers to the communication 

problems involving international teaching assistants (ITAs) in undergraduate teaching contexts, 

in which the ITA’s oral skills is the primary concern (Bailey, 1982). As its name suggests, the 

“ITA problem” has long been conceptualized as originating solely from the ITAs themselves, as 

if it were a pre-existing reality. Overlooking the collaborative nature of communication, this 

problematization in turn resulted in subjecting ITAs to further scrutiny (Subtirelu, 2016; 

Yamazaki, 2010). Again, the frame of reference with regard to students’ language has been the 

native speakers, despite the elusiveness and neoracist undertones of the construct (Dewaele, Bak, 

& Ortega, 2022). By and large, international students have long been seen as (potentially) 

deficient English speakers and rarely as multilingual speakers (Bodis, 2021; Dovchin, 2020). 

Such institutional and educational practices, inscribed with the “language as problem” 

orientation (Ruiz, 1984), have long been perceived as valid and sensible (and rarely countered) in 

higher education communities. 

 Last but not least, the field of applied linguistics and other related areas of study have 

long engaged with the legacy of monolingualism and colonialism (Pennycook, 1998; Shin & 

Kubota, 2008). As discussed in Chapter 4, international and language minoritized students have 

been studied through a lens of monolingual ideal. The notion of academic English has been 

accepted without critical examination (Váldes, 2004). Moreover, the field has also engaged with 

the colonial discourse which in turn homogenized the diverse linguistic landscape and 

normalized Western standardized norms (Motha, 2020; Shin & Kubota, 2008). For example, 

standard North American or British varieties are privileged over other varieties of English (e.g., 



 120 

those spoken in post-colonial countries, such as India and Singapore) in many academic settings 

(Jenkins, 2013), which explains why in many institutions international students from English-

speaking post-colonial countries are considered in need of language remediation and included as 

PELA beneficiaries (e.g., Wong, Delante, & Wang, 2017). Furthermore, the rise of global 

capitalism has led to the conceptualization of English as the gateway to (or symbol of) success 

(e.g., Park, 2016), which has legitimated assimilationist policies and practices. It can be said that 

the history of scholarship, along with the expansion of neoliberal ideologies, have contributed to 

creating particular patterns of understanding PELA policies by institutional actors.    

5.3. Discursive practices surrounding post-entry language assessment policies, 

procedures, and practices  

The interview data also revealed how interviewees’ understanding of PELA policies is not only 

historically contingent but also evolving through formation of associations with other 

interconnected ideas and knowledge and elements of their own lives.  

In discussing their impression of PELA policies, references to the top-down nature of 

PELA policies – laws/legal authority (e.g., federal language policy) – were particularly salient. 

Excerpts 7 through 9 below illustrate how interviewees framed PELA policies as an inevitable 

product of structural forces and the only way to proceed, which as a result positioned them as 

mere implementers or executors of top-down policy (“it is not up to us…,” “otherwise, it is 

incompliant…”). This adopted subject position was particularly marked where interviewees from 

public institutions spoke of the matter. The following excerpts exemplify this observation:   

(7) Well, the pathways itself is a new program. I think it was in like November of 

2017 that the US government said you can no longer be conditional, but you can 

only do pathways admissions. So the university had to go through this whole I-17 
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update, we had to rewrite the code I-20s pathways… And so now it's basically the 

same program with some minor changes. Like ‘conditional’ we don't use that 

word, [unintelligible] on I-20s, and things like that. (Alex) 

(8) English language is a federal requirement. It is not up to us to enforce it or not. 

Students who do not meet the requirement cannot enroll. (Hilary) 

Alex and Hilary’s comments, in excerpt 7 and 8, on the “federal requirement” likely refer to the 

Student and Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP) policy guidance, which prohibited at the federal 

level the issuance of student visas (form I-20) based on conditional admission22. With this policy 

guideline in place, many public institutions were pressured to enroll more degree-seeking 

students in ELI and require full-time EAL instruction before pursuing their graduate degree. 

Similarly, Chan-Won, a senior faculty in mechanical engineering at a public institution, spoke of 

a state mandate that required his institution to establish and adopt the ELP standards for the 

admission of international students: 

(9) The immigration law dictates students pass the English language proficiency. In 

terms of TOEFL score, students must have 79 and above. Otherwise, it is 

incompliant with immigration policy in [state]. (Chan-won) 

Another subject position taken by some interviewees evoked a voice of expertise to 

endorse the legitimacy of PELA policies. This expertise was closely related to the professional 

identities made relevant by these interviewees. When asked about the effects of the EAP courses, 

Kyung-Ah responded:  

 
22 Under this federal regulation issued in 2016, institutions were no longer able to offer “conditional admission” which granted 

degree-seeking international students full admissions with I-20 for the degree program (status equivalent to those of directly 

admitted students). Instead, universities were required to enroll degree-seeking international students in an ELI with I-20 in 

“Other” educational level category, if their ELP standardized scores fall below the university admissions minimum. U.S. 

institutions that want to enroll international, non-immigrant students on F- or M- visas must file a Form I-17, which refers to the 

“Petition for Approval of School for Attendance by a Nonimmigrant Student.” They must receive approval (i.e., certification) 

from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
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(10) As we, as a TESOL professional, know, most international students need both 

academic language as well as content-specific language support. Getting high 

scores on language proficiency tests does not mean they [international students] 

will adjust to this new academic setting (US universities) successfully. (Kyung-

Ah) 

On several grounds, Kyung-Ah’s viewpoint in this excerpt carried legitimating power. First, she 

explicitly positioned herself as an expert (e.g., “as a TESOL professional”). This positionality 

itself plays a crucial role in the legitimation process as expert sources tend to be accepted as 

objective and science-driven, thus more reliable and reasonable. Secondly, her use of the 

pronoun ‘we,’ which was to signal her alignment with an established body of scholarly 

knowledge and with me as the interviewer-researcher, whom she knew to be a member of the 

TESOL profession, enhanced the credibility of her argument. Another important factor was her 

status as a professor of linguistics, as authoritative sources tend to be more attended. 

 Similarly, some interviewees enacted identities constituted in their professional roles to 

interpret (and legitimate) the policies. In particular, the ELI administrators tended to characterize 

themselves as the supporters/advocates of international students. In discussing other available 

campus resources/services, Larry said the following: 

(11) All of these things are very difficult to impress on international students in a one 

week orientation period. When they're fully accepted, fully admitted, they don't 

really have enough exposure to, they get so much information in such a 

condensed period of time, that the university is concerned that they're not getting 

the full value for money and that they're attending class, but they're not maybe 

aware of all the resources that are available to them. So I think, the ELI and IEPs 
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across the country have a role to play there. It's not just the English proficiency 

deliverable if you like. It's preparing students for success at the university not just 

academically, although it's all part of one continuum. (Larry) 

Lamenting that international students are “not getting the full value for money,” Larry expressed 

a strong sense of responsibility constituted in the ELI. As a director of the ELI, he believed that 

ELI’s role extends beyond “the English proficiency deliverable” and entails “preparing students 

for success” in a broader sense (e.g., guiding students to take advantage of campus resources and 

understand their rights).  

Echoing Larry’s response, another ELI director, Sara, expressed a strong sense of 

responsibility for the well-being and success of international students, positioning herself as an 

advocate of international students. When asked about potential challenges facing international 

graduate students, she stated:  

(12) So language, definitely accent, you know, pronunciation issues. And then I would 

say actually that because of their community. Because the native speakers that 

they [international students] run into may be well traveled or may not be trained 

to be able to communicate with non-native speakers, and we get emails from 

professors, you know. It’s kind of ridiculous but anyway, that's my opinion 

because I'm in the field, right? I'm gonna support my students. But, you know, 

there are people who just don't listen because they hear an accent and think they 

[international students] can't communicate. (Sara) 

Sara’s utterance reveals how the same interviewee may enact a number of subject positions 

simultaneously. The positioning of native speakers (professors and domestic students) as 

oppressor was revealed in the reference to their intolerant attitudes towards accented speech 
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(“they hear an accent and think [international students] can’t communicate”), which placed 

international students in the subject position of the oppressed. It can be inferred that Sara had 

directly encountered bias/discrimination against international students based on language (e.g., 

receiving complaint emails). Expressing discomfort with such episodes and condemning those 

attitudes (“it’s kind of ridiculous”), Sara associated herself with two subject positions: of an 

advocate for international students (“I’m gonna support my students”) as well as an expert 

member of a linguistics or relevant community (“I’m in the field”).   

In sum, interviewees took up multiple discourses through which they created various 

subject positions (e.g., executors of top-down policies, advocate of international students), 

mostly related to their professional identities (e.g., ELI director, expert) in the policy 

interpretation process. Put it differently, they drew on the norms, expertise/knowledge, and life 

experiences to legitimate their actions (e.g., compliance with the policies) or beliefs (e.g., 

endorsement of PELA policies) –whether conscious or not.  This provide opportunities for the 

interviewees to weave together of various discourses (e.g., scholarly knowledge on academic 

language, federal/state policy guidelines, professional responsibility) associated PELA policies 

and international students. 

5.4. Negotiating a multitude of roles and identities 

Interestingly, even though as shown thus far interviewees articulated their beliefs to be in 

alignment with the policy discourse and legitimated their beliefs and practices, a deeper analysis 

revealed conflicting perceptions about PELA as well. This happened because as the interviews 

unfolded, interviewees adopted multiple and sometimes contradictory subject positions, as part 

of negotiating between multiple roles, identities, and experiences, and shifted from one to 

another way of thinking/doing. They could reflect on various facets of their personal lives (e.g., 
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international background) to make sense of their professional experiences. Sometimes, this 

process of taking up a new subject positioned opened up new avenues for resisting against the 

dominant discourses and ideologies.  

Based on her utterances as shown in excerpt 2 and 8, Kyung-Ah appeared to be a strong 

advocate of PELA policies. Yet, seemingly negotiating between the needs of international 

students and institutional demands, she simultaneously echoed monolingual and multilingual 

language ideologies. For example, when asked about the challenges associated with supporting 

international students, she mentioned the “widespread monolingualism in academia.” 

Furthermore, when I offered the chance of “any additional comment” at the end of the interview, 

she explicitly promoted multilingualism: 

(13) I believe there are still many monolingual faculty who do not understand the 

struggles that international students experience. Content professors also don’t 

think it is their responsibility to provide language support for international 

students. Ideally, universities need to provide more language support courses. But, 

I don’t know if it will happen soon. Also, I suggest hiring more international 

faculty and staff to promote multilingualism and multiculturalism. (Kyung-Ah) 

A seeming contradiction in her utterances throughout the interview was that she positioned 

herself as a proponent of multilingualism while at the same time endorsing the policy that 

appears to be a byproduct of monolingualism. It can be inferred that her engagement with 

identities as a multilingual speaker or international faculty enabled her to escape the prevalent 

ways of thinking.   

Indeed, the process of engaging with the interview topic in relation to a wider range of 

identities and personal experiences allowed interviewees to find new ways of displaying different 
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interpretations and enactments of the policies. Specifically, some interviewees explicitly 

positioned elements of their lives in relation to the experiences of international students. Excerpt 

14 illustrates this point: 

(14) You know, when you take on a student, that you need to train them up to a 

doctorate level, master's level. When it comes to writing a thesis or writing a 

research article and everything, it's not just they write the article and publish it. If 

you look in my, in my computer, you'll see that there's 80 to 100 different drafts 

written where the emails are back and forward and back and forth. And this is 

irrespective of what languages you speak. It's always a learning curve on that. 

And so by the end, you get to the final, the final draft. And it's perfect, you know, 

because you've read it 100 times and revised it 100 times. (Gary) 

Gary is a senior faculty in biomedical engineering. Rather than to engage with assigned identity 

as professor, Gary situated himself as a scholar (in a more horizontal sense) and attempted to 

portray writing as an effortful, iterative process “irrespective of what language you speak.” 

Underlying his utterance was the belief that academic writing is not inherently easier for English-

dominant scholars, but something all scholars learn through doing hard work. It can be said that 

Gary’s enlightened view of graduate education (as mentored apprenticeship) afforded his ability 

to adopt nonnormative positions. 

Another notable observation is that an international scholar subject position emerged 

within our conversations about international students. Zhu, a junior professor in linguistics, 

described his personal experiences with international graduate students:  

(15) For me, most of the international students coming to our program, they're fine. 

Some of them could struggle with listening at the very beginning and then I think 
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they would be able to adjust to it in maybe one or two semesters… It seems to me 

that all of them [international students] can be able to speak or communicate with 

me because I have international backgrounds, as you know. Um, so I would pay 

extra attention to them. And so they will allow extra times for them to 

communicate with me. So yeah, I think the spoken and written issue, it's not 

serious for me now and our department right now. (Zhu) 

Foregrounding his international background (“I have international backgrounds”), Zhu expressed 

a tolerant view toward students’ language struggles. Immediately following, he engaged his 

professional identity as faculty and expressed a sense of agency to take a more inclusive 

approach, which was evident throughout the interview. Besides “pay[ing] extra attention” and 

“allow[ing] extra times for them to communicate,” Zhu reported having developed various 

strategies to facilitate students’ positive experiences in his classroom. They included encouraging 

students to ask clarification questions, correcting students’ minor grammar errors, and clarifying 

the assessment criteria which put emphasis on content rather than language. Zhu’s subtle act of 

control (and resistance) was in accordance with his own beliefs, and this growing sense of 

agency opened up space to reimagine what can be done to promote international student success.  

 Again, the interviewees made sense of PELA policies in various ways through which 

they created various subject positions (e.g., former international student, fellow scholar) related 

to their personal lives (e.g., international background) in the policy interpretation process. This 

reveals competing priorities and interests that inevitably arise within the lives of each 

individuals. To put another way, the interviewees’ personal identities and personal agency were 

in tension with the top-down directives which force these individuals to subordinate their 

personal priorities and interests to those of the institution. In spite of this, the analysis also gives 
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a sense of hope in a hope that it demonstrates how they maneuver through the forces and 

tensions and yet find ways to enact their personal agency and thereby resist and negotiate the 

policy agenda that is in dissonance with one’s beliefs. 

5.5. Rethinking post-entry language assessment policies 

Engaging with various discourses surrounding PELA policies yielded the emergence of 

alternative/unusual ideas that countered – whether explicitly or not – the taken-for-granted reality 

that pertained to interviewees’ conceptualization of language (or academic language) and 

success, and the policy structure. Sometimes, the alternative ideas pertained to oppositional 

discourses, which has the potential for substantive social and material changes. 

The following accounts demonstrate alternatives to the prevailing norms and beliefs 

about language shown in Chapter 4 (section 4.4) that some international students arrive with a 

language deficit on campus that needs remediation which their domestic counterpart would not 

need: 

(16) And about writing, it's not only a problem for international students, but 

American students as well. So, so far I think they [international students] are fine.  

(Zhu) 

(17) Now a lot of our faculty would say that our domestic students whose first 

language is English certainly benefit from upgraded skills in terms of their writing 

and presentation skills. So I wouldn't even necessarily put it just for international 

students and that many students, domestic students, first language English 

students could also benefit from some of these classes as well. We try to tell them 

that it's not just the content of your work, it's the way that you present, the manner 

in which you present it communicate is so important. So, we should also overlook 
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the domestic students who may need to work at that as well. It's not just 

something that comes naturally to most people. You need to work at it. (Chris) 

(18) And one thing, you're talking language here, but the primary language within the 

science field is mathematics and that's universal. So, I mean, sometimes hold the 

conversation primarily in mathematics, and there's no language barrier there. 

(Gary) 

On several grounds, these excerpts can be understood as subtle attempts to redefine the PELA 

policies and the values that emanated from them. Zhu, in excerpt 16, explicitly pointed out that 

writing is “not only a problem for international students, but American [domestic] students as 

well.” Against the common perception that views language issues as inherent to international 

students, he implied that the “problem” is universal across all students. Chris, in excerpt 17, 

emphasized a similar idea with more inclusive logic, suggesting that we also need to pay 

attention to domestic students as writing and presentation skills require efforts (“It’s not just 

something that comes naturally to most people. You need to work at it”). Gary, who in excerpt 

14 had also agreed that writing takes time and practice “irrespective of what languages you 

speak,” in excerpt 18 redefined the notion of language. For him, the concept of language within 

the academic context constitutes multiple forms of communication, including mathematics, not 

to mention English. Gary’s broad conceptualization of language may have important 

implications for how language is conceptualized in academic and policy contexts.  

 Another interesting case of oppositional discourse countering the taken-for-granted 

official discourse of the PELA (see Chapter 4) that arose in the interviews has to do with the 

policy structure. More specifically, Sara was dissatisfied with the decentralized nature of the 

university system purported to support international students. This includes an array of service 
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units around campus that were designed to support international students (e.g., ELI, international 

scholars and student services). Sara spoke of the system in the following manner: 

(19) Of course. Yeah, we have, but it's all separate. Like ISSS, international scholars 

and student services, but they focus on visa. And we [ELI] focus on language. 

And whatever the service is that they need, there's a [unintelligible] of people in 

every service that is acquainted with helping the international students, but there 

isn't one… So it is better than it was in the past because if they're going to several 

places they can go. But departments, graduate schools are all separate entities. 

They're not really coordinating in any real way. I can see now I don't go to the 

meetings of all the deans of the schools, but just from what I can see, and from 

what I hear from students, I think there's an issue of, it's not centralized at all. 

(Sara) 

Her main concern with the system is that multiple offices and academic units purported to be 

helping international students are “not really coordinating in any real way.” At another point in 

the interview, Sara recounted that her university once had a roadmap to developing a more 

holistic system – what she called a “one stop shop” or “international global center," but the idea 

was not realized due to budget and space constraints. Sara’s story described a failed effort; 

nevertheless, it serves as an example of bottom-up attempts that empower us to reimagine more 

inclusive and responsible practices and furthermore challenge the current system with new ideas.   

5.6. Discussion 

The analysis of interview data presented in this chapter illuminates the ways in which language 

ideologies, educators’ subjectivities, and personal and professional experiences work together in 

complex ways to mediate the PELA policy interpretation and implementation. At first blush, 
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based on interviewees’ compliance with the policy and explicit endorsing statements made, it 

seemed difficult to deny that they have internalized the policy discourse and logic. 

Administrators and faculty members alike seemed to speak as explicit and sometimes implicit 

proponents of their institution’s PELA policies, in that their utterances often echoed the values 

and ideas inscribed in the policy discourse that was described in Chapter 4. The forces that seem 

to have driven the construction of this particular reality include the lens inherited from their 

current and any previous policies, the general top-down nature of policy implementation, and the 

interviewees’ professional experiences and taken-for-granted knowledge. In that taken-for-reality 

policy space, (1) only the language of international students was questioned (perceived as a 

problem); (2) this ‘problem’ was expected to be fixed independently, often through language 

experts (e.g., ELI); and (3) the mastery of language in question is, then, associated with academic 

success/failure. Although this perceived reality is real in the sense that the policy was being 

implemented on the basis of such systems of thought, it is important not to describe the 

interviewees simply as proponents of the policies, assimilationists, or (as they sometimes 

assumed in some of their chosen subject positions), powerless implementers/executors of the 

top-down policies. It is important to point out that these same participants held multiple language 

ideologies, subjectivities, identities, and experiences that mediated policy interpretation and 

implementation in divergent ways. This means that policy values do not completely govern 

participants’ ideologies and values affecting policy interpretation, nor do they diminish 

participants’ capacity to enact upon alternative/counter language ideologies to implement the 

policies. The interview analyses presented in this chapter explored the full spectrum of 

participants’ beliefs and language ideologies, and were able to make this fluidity of thoughts and 

beliefs more salient.  
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5.6.1. Ambiguity of power relations, knowledge, and norms  

As shown in Section 5.3, the ways in which PELA policies are interpreted were entangled with 

structural and ideological forces facing institutions. In this section, I critically comment on three 

such ways substantiated in the interview data. 

One way in which PELA policies were interpreted and legitimated was through 

knowledge. Specifically, participants often spoke of PELA policies in relation to the law/legal 

authority, which in turn, yielded their positioning of themselves as implementers/executors of 

top-down policies and policy makers as the dominant position of power. This is true in the sense 

that policy formulation and implementation are commonly top-down efforts and educators 

receive top-down directives from the authorities (e.g., federal/state mandate, institutions) to 

which their compliance is assumed. Oftentimes, educators cannot afford to disobey these top-

down directives that have been already institutionalized, even if the policies are in dissonance 

with their beliefs and ideologies. It therefore comes as no surprise that participants were prone to 

situating themselves in such powerless subject positions and expressing compliance with the 

policies. It can be argued that such understandings of PELA policies stemmed, at least partly, 

from the system which assumes educators or local stakeholders as servants or executors of the 

policy when, in fact, they also have the capacity to reshape the de-facto language policies and 

appropriate the policy processes in local contexts and ideologies (e.g., de Jong, 2008; Finn & 

Avni, 2016; Fitzsimmons-Doolan, Palmer, & Henderson, 2017). Such a pervasive way of 

thinking further validates the top-down authority, and at the same time, deviates attention away 

from asking pertinent questions, such as: Who has the right to set the English language 

proficiency standard and why? To what extent are the decisions defensible?  It was evident that 

many of the interviewees suffered from the conception that the unequal power relations between 
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policy makers and educators are unchangeable. Yet, in reality, it appeared that some of the 

interviewees were already exercising their power, thereby shaping de facto policies. For 

example, while staying within the confines of the law, Zhu in excerpt 15 developed his own 

strategies to accommodate/support the students, which entailed a sense of responsibility as well 

as a nuanced understanding that communication is a two-way street. An important reminder 

therefore is that all policies are actually implemented at the ground level and that educators play 

a central role in how a policy unfolds in real life (de facto policy) (Johnson & Johnson, 2015). 

Another way in which PELA policies were interpreted and legitimated was through 

knowledge. Poststructural thinkers such as Michel Foucault were skeptical of the notion of 

knowledge put forth by most fields of knowledge, such as science, politics, or religion (Baxter, 

2016). Rather, knowledge in the poststructuralist paradigm is understood as “socially 

constructed, not discovered; contextual, not foundational; singular, localized, and perspectival 

rather than totalizing or universal; and egalitarian rather than hierarchical” (Baxter, 2016, p. 35). 

For example, in the expert knowledge claims made by Kyung-Ah in excerpts 2 and 13, the 

notion of academic language was accepted as incontestable truth when, in fact, the distinction 

between academic and non-academic language remains vague and abstract. This positioning was 

common particularly across interviewees whose expertise spans related disciplines, such as 

foreign/second language (L2) acquisition. To clarify the validity of such a knowledge claim, it is 

worth noting that the theoretical distinction between CALP and BICS has long been challenged 

in the field as theoretically problematic and morally implicated in the perpetuation of deficit 

views of nonnative proficiency (e.g., MacSwan, 2000), not to mention that, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, there is a lack of empirical evidence confirming that CALP leads to international 

students’ academic success. Poststructural thinkers have also noted that “how we ‘come to know 



 134 

the world’ is very much bound up with issues of power relations in societies, communities, and 

organisations that, in turn, interact with individual identities and actions” (Baxter, 2016, p. 35). 

Kim (2020) indeed speculated that the authority of Jim Cummins, a highly respected scholar in 

the field of bilingual education, may have shaped the prevailing notion of academic language and 

left the notion unchallenged among many practitioners and educators.23 As she emphasized, 

more nuanced understanding about “the plurality of expertise and controversiality of knowledge 

claims” (p. 9) should be considered. More broadly, educators and educational policy makers 

need to be wary of what has led to the construction of knowledge, and engage with multiple set 

of knowledges and perspectives. 

Yet a third way in which PELA policies appeared to be interpreted and legitimated in the 

interview data was through norms. This frequently occurs in the interviews in the form of the 

‘what works’ mentality, which was centered on the usefulness/effectiveness/instrumentality of 

PELA policies. This perhaps emanated from the normative policy process, in which a problem is 

identified and solved in the modern society (Hult & Johnson, 2015). For example, in excerpts 5 

and 6, Sara and Alex attested to the positive effect of EAP courses through students’ positive 

feedback, thus establishing the legitimacy/rationality of the policies. Their anecdotal evidence is 

substantive in the sense that the courses brought positive changes to specific students’ lives. Any 

sign, direct or indirect, suggesting that the policy leads to students’ mastery of the language and 

more broadly to success is considered sufficient to render the policy effective. If the core 

stakeholders – the international students – are satisfied, it serves as another form of evidence that 

it worked. While their claims reflect the reality where the dominance of English prevails, they 

 
23 Cummins’ (1979a) conceptualization of BICS/CALP have long faced criticisms (e.g., Edelsky et al., 1983; MacSwan, 2000), 

suggesting that the distinction has the potential to shape a polarized beliefs system about language proficiency, or devalue the 

complexity of  bi/multilingualism. 
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fail to address the other side of the coin – the multilingual reality where a variety of languages is 

present and growing. In other words, institutions’ failure to multilingualism – frame of thought 

reinforces the idea that English is the only language that matters, and that it leads to success – 

may have lead these interviewees to fail to identify barriers beyond (academic) English 

proficiency that impede their possibility to success. frame of thought reinforces the idea that 

English is the only language that matters, and that it leads to success. There is a need to rethink 

the whole reasoning process, from the way success is defined to identifying what (other than 

language) may hamper international student success.  

5.6.2. The transformative power of discourse  

Without a doubt, educators play a central role in the policy implementation process. Some 

scholars have further contended that the complex landscape of language ideologies among 

educators plays a key role in successful implementation of top-down policies (Fitzsimmons-

Doolan, Palmer, & Henderson, 2017). In more detail, researchers studying the link between 

language ideologies and language policy have demonstrated that language ideologies and policy 

implementation are full of contradictions and ambiguities, even within single communities or 

individuals, and in connection with individual identities (e.g., De Jong, 2008; Henderson, 2017). 

Henderson (2017), for example, argued that: 

To fully understand how classroom spaces for different language practices are 

constructed, one must fully consider the tension, struggle and (mis)alignment between the 

individual instantiation of language ideologies, which are multiple, and the equally 

complex broader circulating ideologies in the context at the different level of 

implementation. (p. 31) 
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 Resonating with this body of research, the present analysis of interview data showed how 

institutional actors, both administrators and faculty members alike, juggle multiple identities and 

roles and, moreover, engage with multiple discourses and subject positions at a local level. The 

analysis also demonstrated how external constraints drive local stakeholders to buy into the 

dominant discourse, yet do not stop them from engaging with a range of (both dominant and 

oppositional) discourses and subject positions. This means that there are divergent ways to 

understand the policy realities, which opens up new avenues for change. Therefore, a number of 

implications for understanding and transforming the policy process come to mind. In this section 

I highlight three.  

The first implication relates to the importance of creating ideological and 

implementational space for reflexivity. While the interviews revealed multiple dimensions of 

policy interpretation, it is unsafe to assume that they are apparent to the stakeholders whose 

professional roles are by default constituted in the prevailing norms. Provided with opportunities 

to reflect explicitly on the ideological dimensions of the policies, one’s own 

identities/experiences, and its implications for the wider social context, educators may rethink 

normative beliefs or practices and question the power relations inscribed within them. This 

includes the dynamics of power relations between policy makers and educators, the contested 

nature of knowledge, and implications of PELA policies in connection with diversity, inclusion, 

and equity concerns (cf. Chapter 4). By engaging with different viewpoints, the interviewees in 

the present study were able resist against dominant ways of thinking, rather than limiting 

themselves to conforming to the existing structure of thinking/doing. In this light, self-reflexivity 

seems to be, at a minimum, a good point of departure for self-empowerment and a push for 

change.  
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 Second, the study revealed the absence of multilingual thinking among 9 of the 

stakeholders interviewed, which in turn implied the pervasiveness of monolingual/assimilationist 

ideologies in their ways of thinking about international students, the nature of academic 

language, and so on. Specifically, only one among the nine interviewees – Kyung-Ah, a faculty 

in linguistics – made explicit reference to the “widespread monolingualism” and 

“multilingualism.” Even among other language experts, that is, the three directors of ELIs – Sara, 

Alex, and Larry, the suggestion that multiple languages can coexist in the community and can be 

used flexibly as a resource was rarely discussed: There was no subject position of multilingual 

speaker/user, and no recognition of students’ multilingualism. Clearly, multilingual thinking is 

yet to be realized within the higher education communities represented in the sample. An 

important point to attend to, then, is the growing body of research on multilingual education and 

efforts to reorient the dominant structure of thinking (e.g., García, 2009; Ortega, 2019). This 

leads me to formulate the third implication of the findings presented in this Chapter 5, namely, 

that leadership (policy makers) and educators working in higher education need ongoing support 

for better understanding of multilingualism and the complexity of additional language 

acquisition. It is hoped that by engaging with the emerging thinking to promote multilingualism 

the leadership will weigh a wider range of ideas in the policy formation process, and consider 

how more multilingually oriented and inclusive language policy may facilitate achieving larger 

goals at a societal level. In Chapter 7, I propose a number of possibilities and pragmatic 

approaches that can be used to mitigate the concerns raised throughout the research. 

A third and final implication relates to the act of resistance. Note that interviewees often 

engaged with implicit resistance, which rather than being done in collaboration was done in 

isolation. More specifically, attempts to engage with oppositional discourse and to enact creative 
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practices were often confined to their own spheres of influence (e.g., classroom). For example, 

Zhu had the agency or ability to act for himself but its effect was limited to his own classes. 

Resonating with the point of isolation is, as Sara explained in excerpt 19, that efforts to support 

international students are present but decentralized such that students are often faced with 

confusion and frustration. Throughout the interviews, there was no indication from any 

interviewee that resistance against dominant ways of thinking was done in collaboration with 

immediate peers, much less across institutional levels. This lack of unified effort allows 

resistance and competing discourses to slide under the radar. Also this implicit resistance in 

isolation may have contributed to the perception among interviewees that the policy was being 

done to them rather than through them. As Burton (2013) proposed, interaction and negotiation 

within and between different levels (e.g., national, institutional, interpersonal) is crucial in the 

policy process and can create the ideological and implementational spaces necessary for 

empowerment. 
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CHAPTER 6: PERCEIVED AND FELT REALITIES OF INTERNATIONAL 

STUDENTS IN U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 

How do international graduate students talk about their experiences in U.S. higher education 

institutions? In extension of the findings reported in Chapters 4 and 5, this chapter offers a 

window into the lived experiences of international graduate students seen through their own 

eyes, with particular emphasis on factors that interfere with their academic pursuits and well-

being. The research question was addressed through the analysis of 129 threaded posts dated 

between January 2016 and January 2021 in an online forum for Korean international graduate 

students. International students from Korea are an important student population group in U.S. 

higher education institutions, as South Korea is one of the top 3 sending countries of 

international students accounting for 5% of the international student population in the U.S. 2019-

2020, after China (35%) and India (18%) (Israel & Batalova, 2021). The website offering the 

present data is popular, and has been used/cited widely for research purposes (e.g., Choi, 2017; 

Kim, 2017; Kim & Spencer-Oatley, 2021; Yi & Jung, 2015). Overall, the forum offers a rich 

space from which to glean data about what Korean international students in the U.S. tell each 

other about their experiences of U.S. higher education.24 

The chapter is organized into four major parts. Section 6.1 offers the analysis of the 

context in which the online discourse under investigation took place. In Section 6.2, I present a 

blend of critical content and critical discourse analysis of the postings, guided by Fairclough 

(1995), that tells readers about how the forum users perceive and feel about their experiences of 

studying in the US in terms of language and cultural/academic adjustment. I also examine how 

these international students position themselves in their given sociocultural context through their 

 
24 As explained in Chapter 3, the threaded posts used for the present study exclude posts published by those who were reportedly 

studying in countries other than the U.S. The posts included in the study are accounts of international students in the U.S. 
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participation in the forum discourse. Key emerging themes are an internalized deficit self-

evaluation of academic English coupled with a heightened sense of responsibility and strategic 

agency to do something about it, lamented sociocultural barriers, and impact on mental health. In 

Section 6.3, I explore students’ recounting of how their tensions and issues were worked 

through. In Section 6.4, I discuss the role of the forum discourse in the lives of international 

students. In sum, the analyses capture the content analysis of postings, with some application of 

critical discourse analysis as well. Importantly, unlike other types of self-report data (e.g., 

interviews, questionnaires) that might have been unavoidably constructed in part for the 

researcher, the forum data were posted by international students from South Korea with the 

expectation to be read by other Korean-speaking fellow international students only. As such, the 

data help reveal the uncensored voices of these international students talking and supporting each 

other in the forum. In these ways, the chapter offers a novel glimpse into the impact of 

ideological and sociocultural forces on students’ U.S. academic experiences and identities. 

Further discussed in Section 6.5 are their implications for social action in the context of a 

contemporary thrust for social justice thinking in the field of U.S. higher education. 

Note that the excerpts included in this chapter follow the notation system described in 

Chapter 3. As a reminder for readers, each threaded post shows a number (e.g., F1 for Forum 1), 

followed by “OP” for “original poster” or “C” for “commenter” in place of the usernames, which 

were removed for anonymity. A majority of postings were originally in Korean and have been 

translated here into English by the researcher. I provide both the original posts and the free 

translations. Readers who understand Korean are encouraged to refer to the original version. 
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6.1. Examining the discourse context 

Before delving into the content of the discourse, I first examine the context in which the 

discourse took place, for a more nuanced understanding of the forum discourse and its 

implications for a wider societal context (Fairclough, 1995, 2013). To that end, I assessed the 

nature of the forum discourse, guided by the following questions: Who are the users of the 

forum? What are their main motive(s) for engaging in the forum discourse? What are the 

rules/norms in the forum (e.g., topics that are preferred or implicitly avoided)? How do they react 

to an issue raised? What is the nature of interaction among the users?  

  The first point to be made is that a sense of intimacy and solidarity was noticeable as 

users interacted with like-minded others in the forum discourse. Notably, the users’ shared 

attributes (e.g., language, culture, ethnicity/race, age categories, education levels) and study 

abroad experiences (e.g., adjustment issues) lent themselves to a sense of intimacy. Reflecting on 

these shared attributes and experiences, the users engaged in the forum discourse with a 

sympathetic ear. They acknowledged each other’s emotions and offered practical and empathetic 

support. Post excerpts (1) and (2) exemplify this point: 

(1) 여기 글을 보면 제가 그랬던 것처럼 힘들어하시는 분들이 계셔서 그분들에게 위로를 

드리고 싶고 또, 미국유학준비를 하고 계시는 분들에게 조금이나마 도움을 드리고자 

이렇게 글을 작성하네요  

When I see the posts here, there are people who are having a hard time like I did, so I want to 

comfort them, and I'm writing this to help those who are preparing to study abroad in the U.S. 

(F40, OP) 

(2) 무슨 마음인지 알아요..ㅠㅠ 뭐랄까 같은 요리를 해도 인덕션하고 부싯돌 가지고 시작하는 

느낌 들어요 뭘 해도 늦는 것 같고...  

I know what you mean ... (crying face emoticon) It feels kind of like cooking with an induction 

cooktop verses flint, like I’m behind in anything I do. (F88, C) 

 

It is evident that a sense of closeness is shaped by empathic response to other posts (“I know 

what you mean,” “… people who are having a hard time like I did. I want to comfort them”). 

Further analysis revealed that the main motives for the users to engage in the forum discourse 
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included venting their emotions, exchanging advice and information, and seeking understanding 

and affirmation. In sum, the forum served as a site for affinity or peer support group, in ways that 

have been documented by new media scholars for social network communication among young 

adults across a variety of contexts (e.g., Barker, 2009). Note that in contrast to this online 

community, there are online forums that center on informational support rather than emotional 

support, are more intrapersonal than interpersonal, and evoke a relatively weaker sense of 

companionship (see Kim, 2020 for the analysis of ESL teachers’ online forum discourse).  

Adding to this, a second point is that the data suggested the forum served as a site where 

the users experience a sense of belonging which many are unable to access elsewhere, and where 

they talk about things they do not wish to discuss with others offline. Some participants reported 

feeling reluctant to seek help and reveal their vulnerabilities to family and friends. The 

anonymous nature of the forum filled this gap, as reported in examples (3) through (5): 

(3) 하지만 이런 사소한 걸 누군가에게 털어놓기도 너무 쫌생이 같고 예민보스 같아서 여기다 

털어놓아 봅니다. 

I’m just venting here. Don’t wanna look like a loser and a thin-skinned wuss by sharing these 

feelings with anyone. (F7, OP) 

(4) 정말 어떻게 해야 할까요?? 제가 너무 한심 스러워서 부모님께도 털어놓지 못하겠습니다. 

ㅠㅠㅠ  

What should I really do? I feel so pathetic myself that I can't even tell my parents. (crying face 

emoticon). (F55, OP) 

(5) 얼마나 더 노력을 해야 할까요..... 익명의 힘을 빌려 하소연 해봅니다. ㅠㅠ  

How much more effort do I have to make... I'm using the anonymous power to vent here. (crying 

face emoticon). (F16, OP) 

 

Another, third characteristic worth noting is the informal nature of the forum. Informality 

was evidenced by lexical choice and discourse markers.25 For example, the users often used 

colloquial or slang words – such as “쫌생이 (loser)” and “예민보스 (thin-skinned wuss)” in 

example (3) – instead of more standard expressions. Another example is the frequent use of 
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emoticons/emojis, such as “ㅠㅠ (crying face emoticon),” as shown consistently across example 

(2), (4), and (5) above. Furthermore, the frequent use of common Korean acronyms, such as 

‘ㅋㅋㅋ’ or ‘ㅎㅎㅎ ’ (equivalent to LOL in English), indicate the emerging sense of closeness. 

All of these expressions and discourse markers mitigate the social distance that is commonly 

present in formal contexts, and establish a sense of intimacy and solidarity (Tang & Hew, 2019).  

In sum, based on these various aspects of the discourse context, it can be inferred that the 

forum created a friendly, safe space where users found sympathy and support with the comfort of 

staying anonymous. The anonymous nature of the forum seems to have incentivized the users to 

voice their uncensored thoughts, which as a result offers new insights (e.g., critical views) for the 

current study. The sense of belonging and intimacy developed through their interactions has an 

important implication for the potential of the discourse in international students’ lives and well-

being. This point will be further elaborated later.  

6.2. Students’ lived experiences and felt realities in US higher education institutions 

In this section, I present the results of thematic content analysis I applied to the 129 threaded 

posts (January 2016 through January 2021). I organized the findings into three major themes. 

Their combined interpretation will show that a majority of forum users were inevitably caught in 

various tensions that were related to the dire link between English and academic success. And 

while students felt empowered by their assiduous efforts to improve their English (e.g., (8) 

through (10) below in section 6.2.1), they continually struggled to navigate their way through 

their social/academic context (e.g., in section 6.2.2), such that it is not only English but deeper 

social issues that can explain how they felt. Oftentimes, these circumstances left them lacking a 

sense of belonging, which has been documented as a common experience for international 

students (Glass & Westmont, 2014), and shaping a belief of linguistic hierarchy that seems 
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unavoidable even in highly multilingual institutions of higher education (Kuteeva, Kaufhold, & 

Hynnjnen, 2020; Risager, 2012). For these reasons, it is necessary to put these findings into a 

broader perspective and consider the structural forces coming from treatment from others that 

present additional obstacles to international graduate students, as I will show in section 6.3. 

6.2.1. Discourse of English for academic success  

One of the overwhelmingly salient themes in the online forum data had to do with English 

language use and learning. Unsurprisingly, English was the foremost concern, which included 

difficulties with understanding lectures, asking questions, or verbalizing thoughts – just to 

mention a few. Many students in the forum spoke candidly about their language issues, as shown 

in examples (6) and (7): 

(6) 문과 박사 과정 밟는 중인데 이런 고민도 부끄럽네요 [...] 하도 논문이나 자료를 많이 

읽어보니 리딩이랑 라이팅은 좀 느려도 할만한데 말하기가 답답하니까 질문사항이나 

의문점을 원활하게 소통을 못 하는 느낌이에요. 빨리 극복 못하면 이게 연구에도 지장을 

줄거라 생각하니 걱정이 이만저만 아니네요. 

This is embarrassing that I worry about this while pursuing a doctorate degree in liberal arts […]  

Reading and writing is slow but still doable as I read lots of journal articles and other materials, 

but speaking is frustrating, and so I feel constrained to communicate my questions smoothly. It’s 

frustrating to think that not being able to overcome it quickly will affect my research 

performance. (F28, OP) 

(7) 솔직히 수업시간에도 교수님이 무슨 말씀하시는지도 하나도 모르겠고 미국 아이들이 하는 

말도 잘 못 알아듣겠습니다. 그래요 그건 그렇다 치고.... 제가 가장 괴로운 건 

클래스메이트들과 친해지지를 못하겠다는 겁니다... 이건 정말 단순히 영어만의 문제는 

아닌 것 같아요. 성격차이와 성향차이가 큰 것 같아요.물론 영어도 문제이긴 합니다만 [...] 

우울감이 너무 심해져서 학교에 있는 카운셀링 센터도 들렀습니다. 너무너무 막막해서 

수업 듣는 도중에 운 적도 여러 번입니다. 마음의 병이 깊어지는 것 같아요. 우울증세야 

카운셀링과 약을 통해 어느 정도 해결한다 쳐도 앞으로도 이렇게 클래스에서 겉돈다면 

결국에는 학업에도 큰 영향을 미칠 것 같고.... 학위취득에도 실패할 것 같습니다..... 

To be honest, I hardly understand what the professor and American kids are saying in class. 

Putting that aside, what is really weighing me down is not being able to get along with classmates. 

I don’t think it’s just a simple matter of English. I think difference in personality and disposition 

play a big role, though English is still a problem [...] Because my depression has worsened, I 

visited the counseling center at my school. There have been multiple occasions where I cried 

during the class because of feeling so frustrated. I feel like my mental health is deteriorating. To a 

certain extent, I can treat my depression through counseling and medicine, but I feel like staying 

estranged in class like this would bring tremendous impact on my academic endeavor. I’m afraid 

I’ll fail to get the degree... (F2, OP) 
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These examples raise a number of concerns. The first has to do with the users’ tendency to 

internalize the deficit-oriented rhetoric and stigmatized language ideologies discussed in Chapter 

4 and 5, which is evidenced by their sensitivity towards their limited English language 

proficiency. The reported feelings of frustration and embarrassment were salient as they 

recounted their lived experiences, lamenting what they perceived as a deficit. Sometimes, as 

shown in example (7), this negative self-perception manifested into a serious mental illness. 

Another important point worth noting is that their utterances mirror one of the underlying 

assumptions of PELA policies, that is, the conception that their low level of English competence 

will negatively impact their academic success (for discussion, see Section 4.4.1 in Chapter 4).   

The analysis also revealed that in pursuit of their successful study abroad experience, 

most international graduate students in this Korean online forum had a strong sense of 

responsibility for improving their English skills and adapting to the new culture. This is 

evidenced by the strategies reported across the forum posts. Many instances of self-training were 

reported, including listening to podcasts in English (e.g., F33), memorizing English vocabulary 

(e.g., F47), preparing scripts for class presentation (e.g., F89), and jotting down ideas in Korean 

(e.g., F23), just to mention a few. Sometimes, efforts to improve English prompted students to 

make difficult choices, such as avoiding Korean-speaking friends (e.g., F5), or sometimes 

incurring the expense of financial resources for tutoring services or enrollment in language 

courses (e.g., F104). The excerpted examples (8) through (10) expand on some of these 

strategies: 

(8) 소리내서 읽고, 발음체크하고, 미드보고, 따라하고. 주로 리스닝과 발음을 높이는데 

주력했더랬죠. […] 다행히 외국인의 언어습관이 "어디가 어떻게 잘못되었다"는걸 짚어낼 

수 있는 실력이 있는 선생님이 제 언어 습관의 어디가 부족하고 어디가 강점이고를 잘 짚어 

주셔서, 덕분에 아주 피눈물 흘리며 연습을 해야만 했습니다. 일주일에 한번씩 짧은 

프리젠테이션도 강제적으로 해야 하고, 스스로 그 프리젠 테이션 녹음을 들으며 어디가 

어떻게 잘못 되었나 수정하고, 다시 연습하면서 본격적으로 "내 말하기"를 수정해 

간겁니다 [...] 아, Grammarly 사이트도 이용합니다. 
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So by reading aloud, checking my pronunciation, parroting things from American TV shows, I 

mainly focused on listening and improving my pronunciation. […] I was lucky to have met a 

[ELI] teacher, who had the ability to point out the language habits foreigners tend to make, 

pointing to what is wrong, my strengths and weaknesses. I put a lot of hours into practicing. I was 

forced to make a short presentation once a week, and listened to the recordings of myself, 

corrected where it went wrong, and practiced it again, and constantly revised my speech [...] Oh, I 

also use Grammarly. (F104, OP) 

(9) 그리고 영어 등 부족한 점이 정말 많은데, 학교에서 주어지는 무료 자원들을 활용하면 

충분히 제 약점을 보완할 수 있다고 생각하구요~! […] 일단 수강하는 수업에 대한 질문이 

있을 때 교수님께 직접 여쭤보기 전 수업조교에게 먼저 물어볼 수 있습니다. 조교에게 

공부에 대한 조언을 구할 수도 있구요. 저는 조교로부터 필요한 참고자료들의 링크를 

받았는데, 아주 큰 도움이 되었습니다:) 

And I have a lot of shortcomings such as English, but I think I can make up for my weaknesses by 

using the free resources given by the school [...] Once you have any questions about your class, 

you can ask your TA [teaching assistant] before asking your professor directly. You can ask for 

their advice on studying. I got a link to some references from my TA, which was very helpful :) 

(F38, OP) 

(10) 왠만하면 한국인들 안 만나고 현지인들과 소통했지 ㅋㅋ [...] 언어는 지금처럼 

주말마다 한국인 만나서 노가리 떨면 절대 안됔ㅋㅋㅋ 

I didn't meet Koreans as much as possible and communicated with the domestic students LOL [...] 
The language issue will never be resolved if you meet Koreans every weekend and shoot the 

breeze like now LOL (F17, OP) 

 

In sum, despite the pervasive feelings of frustration with academic English, these students 

were practically thinking about how to make the best of their experiences and address their own 

needs. The reported benefits of the strategies shown in some of students’ utterances are 

noteworthy. They highlight, for example, the importance of training teaching assistants, making 

available free resources, and providing high-quality TESOL practitioners. What seems alarming 

is how the emphasis on language diverts the attention from other problems they encounter, such 

as sociocultural barriers and mental health issues. In the next section, I delve into these issues 

and demonstrate how the students position themselves in their given sociocultural context 

through participating in the forum discourse.  

6.2.2. The story of the tortoise and the hare 

Students frequently made references to being on unequal grounds with their domestic peers, 

making statements such as “I don’t stand a chance with them, and I don’t see the point of what 

I’m doing” (F88). As described in section 6.2.1, this demoralizing sentiment often had to do with 
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their sensitivity to their limited English language proficiency. Examples (11) through (12) 

demonstrate the ways in which the students position themselves as they articulate their 

experiences: 

(11) 미국에서 유학중인데요 여기는 워낙 토론하고 같이 모여서 이야기하면서 공부하는 

문화다보니 외국인인 저는 아무리해도 네이티브 스피커를 따라잡는게 벅찬 걸 하루하루 

느낍니다 [...] 이런 답답함은 정말 겪어보지 못하면 알지 못하는 거니. 

I’m studying in the U.S. And because of the [academic] culture that revolves around discussing 

and verbalizing the knowledge, having to catch up with native speakers as a foreigner is super 

overwhelming […] One wouldn’t really understand this frustration without experiencing it 

directly. (F93, OP) 

(12) 요새는 아, 내가 이걸 졸업하고 나와서 저 친구들이랑 같은 위치에서 잡을 구하고 

할텐데,, 이게 서로 경쟁이 될까는 생각에 요새 자존감도 많이 떨어졌어요.....  

Lately, I can’t help but wonder whether I could look for a job on the equal grounds with those 

friends [domestic students]…. While thinking whether we belong in the same league, my self-

esteem has drastically dropped.... (F68, OP)  

 

As these excerpts illustrate, many students found themselves situated in unequal power relations, 

with English often being a marker of the hierarchy they experienced. This assumption in turn led 

them to feel overwhelmed, incompetent, and frustrated. The original poster in example (11), for 

instance, foregrounded their “foreigner” identity to describe the difficulty competing with the 

“native speakers.” Similarly, in example (12), the original poster questioned their capacity to 

compete with their domestic counterpart on the job market, which reportedly caused negative 

self-esteem. 

One of the users offered an interesting analogy of the tortoise and the hare from Aesop’s 

fables, shown here in example (13):  

(13) 리서치도 집중해야 하는데 언어장벽이 distract 하는 것도 무시할 수 없으니까요. 저도 

영어 장벽을 넘기 위해 많은 시간을 투자할때 시간을 세이브해서 껑충껑충 달린 미국인 

친구들이 부럽고 힘겨운건 똑같습니다. 그들은 라이팅도 쭉쭉 써내고 있는데, 난 이제 

라이팅을 시작하고 있고, 이제 토론이 좀 수월하고... 늘 뒤쳐진 기분이 들어 좋지는 않죠. 

토끼보는 거북이 느낌이랄까요. 

You have to focus on your research, but you cannot ignore the distracting language barrier. I am 

envious of American friends who saved time and are making a giant leap while I am investing a 

lot of time trying to overcome the English barrier. They're freely writing all the way through, and 

I'm starting to do it now, though the discussion has finally gotten a bit easier. It doesn’t feel great 

to always stay behind. It’s like the tortoise looking at the hare. (F104, OP) 
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Note that the same user had shared various English learning strategies (see example (8) earlier). 

While touching on their language-related struggles and coping strategies, the analogy of the 

tortoise and the hare was used to denote the different starting positions of international and 

domestic students in the race for academic success. The positioning of domestic students as the 

hare seems to point to the unearned privilege they possessed. In contrast, positioning 

international students as the tortoise convey that the tortoise is a less agile animal at the outset. 

Deviation from the story’s morale (i.e., the tortoise, slow and steady, wins the race), the analogy 

alluded to the feelings of the tortoise whereby participating in a race like a marathon is 

discouraging, fundamentally doomed to failure, and/or unfair. This example highlights that the 

sense of insecurity springs not only from language issues alone but also from their awareness of 

the asymmetrical power and positioning that is dominant today. 

The analysis of the forum data also revealed that feeling that they stand on unequal 

grounds with their domestic peers complexifies greatly how students were or were not able to 

confront an array of challenges associated with sociocultural adjustments, such as engaging in 

small talk with peers, building meaningful interpersonal relationships, or fitting into a social 

group. Many users attributed these issues to cultural differences, reporting that there is an 

“invisible wall” (F18) or that there is “no common ground in the culture we grew up with” (F5). 

The following examples illustrate how the users position themselves in the context of social 

adjustment:  

(14) 너무 부끄러워지네요 스스로한테. 외국에 처음 나왔을때는 무서운 것도 없었고, 

열심히 노력하면 어려울것도 없다는 생각으로 당당하게 사람들이랑 이야기 하고. 친구도 

사귀고 그랬는데 [...] 그런데 박사과정에서는.. 저희 과가 네이티브 비율이 압도적인 과고, 

제가 몇번 소외받은 경험을 한적이 있어서 그런지 언젠가부터 제가 더이상 관계 만드는걸 

포기하게 된 것 같아요. 새로운 사람들이랑 이야기하고, 관계를 만들어 가는거 사실 그렇게 

힘들고 무서운 일들이 아닌데. 언젠가부터 저는 너무나도 소심하고, 영어도 못하는 

무매력의 외국인일 뿐이라는 생각이 들면서. 한심스럽기 그지 없습니다만, 사회 부적응자 

비슷하게 굴때도 있어요. 모르는 사람들이 다 저를 보면 무시할거같고, pardon? what? 

이러는거 듣기도 싫어요. 
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I am ashamed of myself. When I first came abroad, there was nothing scary. I interacted with 

people with confidence, with a thinking that it won’t be difficult if I worked hard. And I made 

friends  […] But in the Ph.D. program, I’ve given up on making more interpersonal relationships 

from some point on because it’s a department with a high ratio of native speakers, and I've had 

experiences of being marginalized a few times. Talking with new people and building 

relationships aren’t essentially that difficult and scary tasks, but from some point and on, I started 

to see myself a timid, unattractive foreigner who can’t speak English. It’s so pathetic, but there are 

times when I act like a social outcast. I feel like they’ll all disrespect me, and I hate hearing them 

say ‘pardon?’ ‘what?’ (F102, OP) 

(15) 연구실로 출근한다. 사람들은 북적거리지만, 영어라서 대화에 잘 끼어들지도 못하겠고 

하루종일 투명인간처럼 있다가 오면, 기분이 좋은 것도 아니고, 긴장은 긴장대로 해서 

무지하게 피곤하다 

I go to the lab. Although the lab is crammed with people, I can’t jump into [join] their 

conversations that are in English. I come home after a day of being an invisible person, which 

doesn’t feel quite good but it’s extremely exhausting because I was so anxious. (F36, OP) 

(16) 1년이나 되가는데도 눈도 안마주치고 투명인간 만드는게 예사인가하면, 일단 눈빛 

자체가 사람을 주눅들게 만드네요. 

Even though I’ve been there for nearly a year, being treated as an invisible person without making 

eye contact is so ordinary. Also the disdainful look makes me feel intimidated (F99, OP) 

 

Excerpt (14) shows an example of a student, once full of confidence, gradually developing a 

sense of marginalization over the course of their doctoral study. More specifically, there were 

positions of a “timid, unattractive foreigner who can’t speak English” and a “social outcast,” 

signifying that the user found themself at the bottom of the social ladder, as their foreignness, 

such as race and language, serves to stigmatize them. The metaphor of “invisible person” 

illustrated in example (15) and (16) was a recurring expression that emerged throughout the 

analysis, commonly used in discussion of one’s reticence, passivity, and marginalized status in 

various settings. 

In the next section, I put the issues discussed thus far in Sections 6.2.1 and 6.2.2 in a 

broader perspective and consider the structural forces that present additional obstacles to 

international graduate students. 

6.2.3. Issues of discrimination and exploitation 

A perusal of the forum data also shows that the feelings of exclusion and social estrangement 

were not always imagined or self-inflicted. The analysis revealed that these feelings were 
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intertwined with external factors, such as discrimination experienced in the host culture, attested 

in many recounts of such instances in the data. More than an analytical exercise in the 

verification of experiences of discrimination on the basis of language and race, however, what 

emerged in the analysis is what resulted out of these perceived and real lived attacks, the 

emotional scarring of such experiences into essentializing, negative evaluations of the host 

community members, and genuine aversion towards them for their indifference, insensitivity, 

and discriminatory or even exploitative behavior.   

Across the threads, many participants showed some tendency to essentialize the host 

community members as prejudicial and intolerant, as they recount their experience of 

discrimination on the basis of language and race. For instance, many posts were found to express 

antagonistic stereotypes about domestic students and faculty encountered during the study 

abroad experience, while a small minority of posts painted a positive picture of the people they 

interacted with. Examples (17) and (18) illustrate these points: 

(17) 사방이 영어로 되어있으니 늘 캐치를 못하는 부분이 생기고 누군가에게 수없이 도움을 

요청해야 하고, 계속 물으며 해도 틀리고 하다보니 저 스스로 자신감도 많이 떨어진상태고 

친구들과 어울리려고 해도 영어를 못알아들으니 대화에 잘 끼지도 못하구요 (여기 애들이 

그렇게 사려깊진 않더라구요 못알아들으면 무시하는 애들이 태반....)... 무시당하는것같고 

대화가 안되니 재미가 없어서 이젠 파티고 뭐고 안나가고 싶어요 백인우월주의가지고 

있는 애들도 많아서 너무 재수없고 ㅋㅋㅋ 

Being surrounded by English everywhere, there are always parts that I couldn’t catch, and I have 

to ask someone for help countlessly, and I keep making mistakes even after asking, so my level of 

confidence has gone down, and I can't jump into a conversation and chat because of my inability 

to understand (the kids here aren't very considerate. In most cases, they would ignore it if you 

don’t understand)... I feel like being ignored and because a conversation doesn’t always flow, it’s 

no more interesting, so I don't want to go out to parties or whatnot. Also, there are many white 

supremacists – they suck, so full of themselves LOL. (F90, OP) 

(18) 참고로 지도교수는 40대 정도의 미국 백인남자인데요. 다른 대학원생보다 저한테 유독 

심하게 대합니다 (물론 이 생각이 저의 주관적인 기분일 수도 있지만... ). 그런데 이 심하게 

대한다는 게 예를 들면... 잘 할때는 전혀 모른 척하다가 잘못할 때 유독 심하게 

찌른다든지.. 특히 다른 랩메이트 앞에서 저의 조그만 실수를 크게 부풀려서 저를 많이 

민망하게 합니다. 비난에 감정도 섞인 듯 보여서 기분도 많이 나쁘고요. 전혀 supportive 

하지 않다고 할까?.[…] 랩미팅도 빠짐없이 나갑니다. 비록 제 의견이 자주 묵살되어두요. 

[...] 미국인 포닥한테는 농담도 하고 친절합니다 (인종차별?). 

For your reference, the advisor is a white American male in his 40s. He treats me more severely 

than other graduate students (although this thought may be subjective). For example, he pretends 
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to be nonchalant toward my good performances and stabs me in the back. He makes a big deal out 

of my small mistakes and embarrasses me in front of other students in the lab. And he appears to 

bring in emotions when providing criticisms, which makes me feel bad. I could say he is not 

supportive at all […] I attend the lab meetings, even though my opinions are often ignored […] 

He makes jokes and is kind to an American post-doctoral student (perhaps a racial 

discrimination?). (F113, OP) 

 

As these examples show, some students felt genuine aversion to the host community members 

for their indifference, insensitivity, and discriminatory behavior. Terms such “aggressive” (F29), 

“overconfident/egotistic” (F88), “apathetic” (F32), “discriminatory” (F43), or “indifferent” (F13, 

18, 32) were used to describe subtle and perhaps unconsciously perpetuated forms of 

discrimination or maltreatment. Some students added that faculty did not seem to have empathy 

and appreciation for how hard they worked (F114), which as a result developed a sense of 

distancing from the host community. 

Interestingly, some feelings of exploitation were voiced. Example (19) provides one 

student’s vivid and poignant reflection of their graduate journey: 

(19) 저의 짧지 않은 박사과정은 배운다기보다는 착취에 가까웠던 것 같습니다. 석사학위 

기간 동안 배운 것을 쥐어짜내서 연구 프로젝트를 진행시키면, 교수님과 공동저자 (같은 

박사과정생이거나 다른 학교 교수이거나 아니면 포닥이거나 여러 가지 경우가 

있었네요.)들이 프리라이딩하면서 자신의 권리만 요구한다는 느낌을 지울 수 없엇습니다. 

그리고 논문이 탑티어 저널에 실리는 순간 쏟아지던 그 멸시어린 시선들. 처음엔 '질투'라고 

생각했지만 시간이 지날수록 그건 '멸시'였다는 생각이 듭니다. '너까짓게 어쩌다가 운 

좋게...' 라는 시선. 저는 영어를 못합니다. 프루프리딩도 여러 번 받아야 하고, 한 줄 쓰는데 

고통도 엄청납니다. 그런데 내가 쓴 내용은 온데간데 없이, 그저 영어 한 글자에만 

쏟아지던 비판과 뒷담화. 공동저자라는 사람이 하는 일은, 그저 내가 써놓은 것을 다시 

고쳐쓰는 것 밖에 없다는 것을 알았을 때의 그 허탈함. 원고를 작성할 때도 대충 '내용을 잘 

모르는 것 같다. 그렇지만 제 1저자는 나니까...'라고 합리화하며 넘어갔던 일들을 

후회합니다. 제 2 저자가 새로이 cite하는 문헌이 하나도 없고, 오히려 이론적 근거도 

원고가 거의 완성될 때야 알았다고 말하는 수준인데, 왜 저는 참았는지 모르겠습니다. 그냥 

그들과 대화하는 것 자체가 너무 힘빠지는 일이라서 피했던 것 같습니다.  

I feel like my PhD journey was not quite about learning, but close to exploitation. I beat my brains 

out trying to catch up with what I had learned during your master's program and carry on with a 

research project, and the advisor and co-authors (like a doctoral student, professor at another 

institutions, or a post-doctoral student) would simply hop on and just claim their authorship, 

taking a free ride. I can’t put aside that feeling. The gazes following the moment the paper is 

published in a top-tier journal. I treated them as jealousy gazes at first, over time, I realize they 

were gazes of contempt, like saying ‘how lucky you are...’ [...] I cannot speak English well. I need 

to undergo multiple rounds of proofreading, and even writing a single line to me is very daunting. 

Yet, the criticisms and back-fence talk about that small English error I made, disregarding the 

content I wrote. The despondency I feel when I realize that the role of my coauthor was to correct 
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what I wrote. Also when revising the manuscript, I self-justified that ‘they don’t seem to 

understand the content but I’m the first author’ and I regret it. The second author has not added a 

single citation, and even told me that s/he finally understood the theoretical backing when we 

nearly finished the manuscript. I don’t know why I held back. I guess I just avoided [voicing my 

thought] because talking to these people itself is a draining task (F48, OP) 

 

The literature on global scholars writing for international publication attests to the frequency of 

cases like the one recounted here, where complex co-authorship negotiations hold ample 

potential for exploitative co-authorships due to inequities related to English language proficiency 

versus content expertise (Lillis & Curry, 2010). What is most striking here is that this reflection 

is charged with emotions, mostly negative ones, such as condescension (e.g., “gazes of 

contempt”), neglect (e.g., “disregarding the content I wrote”), humiliation (e.g., “criticisms and 

back-fence talk about that small English error I made”). The student felt being treated as means 

to an end (“just claim their authorship, taking a free ride”) and expressed a sense of regret for not 

using their voice to address the issue and for believing that they, as the first author, deserve such 

maltreatment. It can be inferred that the feelings of being victimized have undermined their sense 

of belonging, which prompted this student to withdraw oneself from stress-inducing situations 

(“I just avoided because talking to these people itself is a draining”).  

 The analysis also found that the recent political climate intensified the feelings of 

exploitation and discrimination. In the summer of 2020, the Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement made an abrupt announcement, which banned international students from entering 

or remaining in the U.S. if their universities switch to online-only classes in the fall 2020, due to 

the coronavirus pandemic (Whitford, 2020). Despite the push back from many HEIs, this abrupt 

one-size fits-all directive offended many of the international students in the forum, as example 

(20) illustrates: 

(20) 제가 지금 뭘본건가요. 학교가 가을학기 전체 온라인으로 돌린다고 해서 나름 

안심하고 있었는데 ICE가 이렇게 뒷통수를.... 지금 우리 학교 인터네셔널 학생들 다들 
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패닉 상태입니다. [shared the ICE link] [...] 정말 미국에서 나가라는 소리인거같습니다. 뭔가 

정이 떨어지는 느낌이에요 

What did I just see? I was relieved that the school was gonna go virtual for the entire fall 

semester, but this backstabbing from ICE... All the international students at our school are 

panicking. [shared the ICE link] [...] I really think what they are telling me is to get out of 

America. So sick of them. (F37, OP) 

 

In the eye of the students, as mentioned here, the directive carried a message to all those 

concerned that they are not valued. Echoing this sentiment, an array of comments were made in 

the forum. Some complained that this directive only allowed American citizens to put their 

personal safety first while posing threats to international students. Others echoed the sentiments 

of the user in (20) in lamenting their “weak position” and also the feelings of “being used” and 

“sadness” (F37). It seems clear that the political climate, too, is in dissonance with the social 

ideal of making a welcoming and inclusive environment for all. As a result, the skepticism in 

these international students about how their host communities perceive them became only 

stronger.  

6.3. Tensions and resolution 

The forum discourse also revealed how the students worked through their internal struggles, 

which in many ways pointed to the students’ own sense of agency. One of the common 

techniques captured in the data was withdrawal from social contact, as demonstrated in (21): 

(21) 사방이 영어로 되어있으니 처음엔 도망갈수도 없다 싶었어요 그러다가 fake it till you 

make it 이라는 ted 토크를 보게되고, 어떻게든 나도 저렇게 해보자, 듣다보면 들어지겠지, 

버벅이더라도 말하다보면 영어가 트이겠지...하면서 엄청 인싸인척, 에너지 넘치고 

활발한척 하면서 웃고 먼저 말걸고 인사하면서 다녔는데 결국 영어를 못알아들으니 

대화에서 뒤쳐지고, 그러다보니 재미도 없어지고 잘 끼고싶어지지 않더라구요 여기 

애들도 제가 한번에 못 알아들었다 싶으면 굳이 챙기려고 하지 않고요 

At first I thought I couldn't even run away [from discomfort] as English being everywhere. Then I 

watched a TED talk that said “fake it until you make it,” and so I  tried to act cool, stay energetic, 

and laugh, and be extroverted – smiling and saying hello. I convinced myself to believe that one 

day I would get it right, and that persistence will pay - so keep speaking and practice, even if you 

stutter, and fluency will emerge. But ultimately I fell behind in conversations. It was boring and 

so I didn’t want to join them  [social activities]. On top of that, the kids here don’t bother to deal 

with me when I look lost (F110, OP) 
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Students’ tendency to withdraw from social interactions and furthermore academic integration 

was quite common across the threads, also echoed by example (17) and (19) earlier. Given the 

prevalence of self-negativity observed among students, it can be inferred that by making oneself 

invisible students tended to avoid the risks of being humiliated or embarrassed. This act of self-

exclusion was arguably driven by the students’ enactment of personal agency, by a deliberate 

and willful choice. Still, it only increased the feelings of marginalization.   

 Sometimes, students’ difficulties were overcome through the collaboration of faculty, 

which highlights the pivotal role the host community plays in students’ successful integration 

into the host culture. Examples (22) and (23) demonstrate such cases: 

(22) 초반에 정말 머리가 하얗게 변해서 멘붕도 오고 그랬어서 회의감도 느끼고 이대로 

대학원을 다녀야할까?라는 생각을 많이 했었어요 그래도 정말 다행인거는 

지도교수님께서 저에게 관심을 주고 도와주려고 하시더라구요! 항상 모르는 부분이 

있으면 혼자서 해결하려고 하지 말고 본인에게 물어봐라고 하구요! 교수님께 질문하는게 

익숙하지가 않아 초반에는 힘들기는 했는데, 이제는 이해가 되지 않는 부분은 바로 

물어보고 있네요ㅎㅎ 여기 계시는 석사생분들도 공부하거나 대학원 생활에서 모르는게 

있으면 주저하지말고 교수님께 질문하는 습관을 가져보는건 어떨가 싶어요 

우리나라에서는 질문하는 문화가 없는편이기는 하지만... 외국에서는 교수와 학생이 

커뮤니케이션하는게 당연한 일이더라구요! 비싼 학비를 주고 다니는 만큼 많은걸 얻고 

가는게 중요할거 같아요 

In the beginning, my brain shut down, I had a mental breakdown, and I was so skeptical about 

whether I could survive and should attend graduate school like this. It's really fortunate that my 

supervisor took an interest in me and tried to help! (S)he encouraged me to always ask questions 

if there is something I don't know, and do not try to solve it by myself, and just ask! It was 

difficult at the beginning because I wasn't used to asking questions, but now I see myself asking 

questions about things I don’t get. For those of you doing your Master’s here, I suggest you ask 

questions to your professor, without hesitation, if you don’t know something. There is no such 

culture of asking questions in our country, but it is a natural thing for professors and students to 

communicate in foreign countries. I think it's important that we capitalize these benefits as much 

as possible for paying expensive tuition. (F117, OP) 

(23) 토론이 무섭고, 리딩도 오래 걸리고, 그래서 수업때 적절한 타이밍에 적절한 한마디만 

해서 "great point/ great question" 이란 교수님의 반응만 얻어도 일주일이 행복했죠 

(한학기중 일주일도 행복하지 않을때도 있었어요). 

The debate was scary, the reading was time-consuming, and so I would find the right time, the 

right chance, during the class to say just one relevant thing. Even a simple response like “great 

point/great question” from a professor made me feel happy the entire week (there were times 

when I wasn’t happy for a single week in the course of a semester). (F104, OP) 
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It seems reasonable to assume that personally encouraging a student to ask questions, in example 

(22), manifests a sensitivity to students’ unique needs and willingness to make a safe 

environment. This action can help the student renegotiate their identity, positioned themself as a 

fee-paying student, and in this case shaped a belief that they deserve to be heard and supported. 

This example also shows that despite the feelings of marginalization, sometimes even of 

exploitation, students may develop an awareness of the power that their international student 

status has in the HEI landscape (“it's important that we capitalize these benefits as much as 

possible for paying expensive tuition”). Example (23) shows how a small act, so small as saying 

“great point/great question,” could lift up the students and empower them. Through these 

positive encounters with professors, these students seem to have developed a sense of security 

and relief. 

  There were rare cases in the data when students called into question the idea of academic 

assimilation. In an original post in forum 79 (not shown here), a prospective graduate student in 

engineering claimed emphatically: “I’m a native Korean, and it would be more efficient to just 

speak English moderately and focus on my major.” The post gave way to a lively thread, and to 

reiterate his view, the original poster actively interacted with other users (commenters). 

Examples (24) and (25) show the elaborated comments made by the original poster in responding 

to comments:  

(24) 제가 가장 싫어하는 말 중 하나가 "넌 내가 본 영어를 한국에서만 한 사람들 중 가장 

잘한다" 인데 친구나 여자친구들은 진심이라고 하는데 듣는 저로선 솔직히 어이가 

없습니다.. 전 전혀 칭찬같이 들리지 않더라구요. 이게 모두 영어 때문에 상처를 많이 

입었고 공부하는데 있어 많은 고충이 있었기에 그런 것 같습니다. 요즘은 그냥 포기했어요 

허허허허허... 예전엔 정말 자투리시간 모두 팟케스트 듣고, 영작해서 친구들에게 교정 

받고, 영어블로그 운영하고 발음공부하였는데, 지금은 그냥 그시간 대부분을 전공에 더 

투자하고 있네요. 옛날과 차이점은 요즘 영어공부를 안해도 영어에 대해 시각을 바꾼 이후 

마음이 한결 편안합니다 

One of my least favorite things to hear is, "You are the best English speaker I have ever seen in 

Korea." My friends and girlfriend [Canadian] say they are being honest, but I think that’s 

ridiculous. It didn't sound like a compliment at all. I think this is because all of the heartbroken 
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experiences and ordeal I had to go through because of English. I just gave up these days 

Hahahaha... In the past, I used to listen to podcasts, get my work proofread by my friends, run 

English blogs, and work on pronunciation, but now I'm just investing most of that time in my 

major studies. Ever since I changed my perspective on English, I feel more relaxed even though I 

don’t study English these days – that’s the difference from the old days. (F79, OP) 

(25) 예전에 패기넘칠때에는 영어를 외국인으로서 능통하게 하는 것이 아닌 원어민들과 

근접한 수준으로 만들고싶었습니다.(무식이 무섭다하잖아요 ㅎㅎ) 그런데 영어를 지난 

몇년간 더 깊고 넓게 알아가면서, 그리고 전공공부에 파묻히다보니 그냥 영어는 내 

전공분야에서 뒤지지 않을 정도로만 하자입니다.  

In the past, when I was full of spirit, I wanted to use English fluently not as a foreigner but to a 

native-like level (They say ignorance is a scary thing LOL). But as I have been studying English 

in more depth over the past few years, and immersing myself in my major studies, I came to terms 

with it – my goal is to just keep up with English but just enough to stay on track for my studies. 

(F79, OP) 

 

These comments offer a nuanced account of this original poster who, by bringing in his Korean 

(and speaker of Korean) identity to the experience, attempted to resist the oppressive imposition 

of a English native-speaker norm. To put it another way, he resisted the very identity and power 

relations that were frequently imposed upon international students and were internalized by 

many students in the forum (e.g., “the tortoise” or someone “invisible”). Evidently this 

alternative way of thinking worked to empower him. An interesting point worth noting is that 

this user attributed his decision to holding onto these values to the “heartbroken experiences and 

ordeal” in relation to English. Throughout his interaction with other forum participants, the 

original poster displayed a confident attitude about his sense of self. 

6.4. The role of the online forum 

The results also contribute to an understanding of the pivotal role this forum, an online affinity 

space, plays in students’ lives. Of importance, it was observed that the forum offered a safe space 

for students to get emotional support, negotiate their subjectivities, and engage in critical 

reflection (Barker, 2009). Examples (26) and (27) exemplify how the forum discourse worked to 

comfort, empower, and sometimes enlighten the students: 

(26) 징징거릴때마다 해커스 박사 과정 선배님들이 댓글 많이 달아주셔서 정말 감사했어요. 

위로 해주신 분들 덕에 참고 버텼던것 같아요. 앞으로 논문을 위해 더 열심히 하려고 

합니다. 
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So grateful for you guys, my PhD fellows here in Hackers (website), who offered a lot of 

comments in response to my whining. I was able to put up with it thanks to the people who 

comforted me here. I'm going to work harder for my thesis. 

(27) 오 새로운 시각 감사합니다. 이런 답변들을 원했어요ㅋ 제가 생각하지 못하는 부분이 

많은 것 같아서.. 여기에 달아주신 답변글들을 읽고 난 후에는 생각도 좀 바껴서 불편한 

마음이 사라졌어요ㅋ 답변 감사합니다! 

Oh, thank you for the new insights. I wanted responses like this LOL There were a lot of things I 

haven’t thought of. After reading your responses here, my opinion has somewhat changed and my 

uncomfortable feelings are gone. Thank you for your response! (F96, OP) 

 

As example (26) shows, the students felt understood and were empowered through participating 

in the forum discourse. Also, as example (27) shows, the responses the forum elicited enabled 

them to consider alternative ways of thinking about their positions in a given sociocultural 

context.26 Perhaps, engaging with such discussions may enable them to challenge the influence 

of oppressive dominant ideologies that are impacting their lives. Moreover, these opportunities 

may also alert students to consider the alignment between their experiences and the social justice 

ideals that uphold the status quo. 

6.5. Discussion 

The results presented in this chapter, gleaned from forum data, support and extend the research 

that has captured lived experiences of international students in the US higher education contexts 

through other introspective methods (e.g., Amos, 2020; Lee & Rice, 2007; Maringe & Jenkins, 

2015; Straker, 2020). As documented previously, international students are often found to bear 

the responsibility to persist, overcome the feelings of discomfort and marginalization, and 

integrate into the host society. Some of the themes identified by the existing body of research, 

such as feeling “invisible” (Laufer & Gorup, 2019; Yan & Pei, 2018) or “disadvantaged” (Seloni 

2012; Zappa-Hallman, 2007) and experiences of discrimination (Jiang, 2020; Lee & Rice, 2007) 

 
26 The original poster of forum 96 reported that it sometimes feels unfair that some faculty are more sensitive and empathetic to 

the experiences of black students than that of Asian students, through which s/he raised concerns about different actions taken by 

their faculty in response to George Floyd (anti-black) incidents and anti-Asian violence in recent years. Example (27) is the 

comment made by the original poster in response to one of the commenters who provided brief historical context about racism in 

the U.S. and explained that the experiences of black people seems to have a greater power to politicize the issue  
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indeed emerged in the current investigation, thus confirming the prevalence of these issues in a 

broader HEI landscape. Oftentimes, the option international students are left with in their 

sociocultural context is to bear these burdens and to make more effort. Section 6.2 demonstrates 

the emotional cost international students are forced to bear and the perceptions of unequal power 

relations many of them accept. Other unfortunate consequences that emerged from the analysis 

include students’ strong tendency to blame themselves, and to construct and internalize a 

negative self-image, such as that of the deficient speaker of English, the “invisible person,” or 

someone carrying around an internalized sense of inferiority. The analysis also suggests that 

these reactions come not only from students’ feelings of vulnerabilities, but also actions by the 

host community which reflect the structural issues (e.g., systemic discrimination) that permeate 

international students’ lives. Again, these ideas also support what has been found by previous 

research (Lee, 2007; Lee & Rice, 2007; Jiang, 2020).  

Some of the student accounts reported in Section 6.3, then, embody the ways in which the 

host communities can increase students’ own sense of empowerment and set the tone for 

understanding and acceptance. Finally, it is important to remember that, as shown in Section 6.1 

and 6.4, the forum itself provide a supportive context for the students with shared experiences 

through which  experiences are shared on relatively equal terms with others in the forum, and 

thus gain validity. With this imagined community in mind, users of the forum were 

simultaneously positioned as support seeker and legitimate supporters which in turn served to 

empower them. Perhaps, future studies should build on the existing literature (e.g., Lundström, 

2008; Shaw & Gant, 2002) to explore the benefits and risks of this support space created by 

social media to mental health. These findings provoke serious reflection on the diversity, equity, 

and inclusion (DEI) and internationalization agendas found in the public discourse, documents, 
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and policies of higher education institutions, as presented in findings in Chapter 4. In what 

follows, I juxtapose these student experiences with the social justice thinking that permeates the 

higher education communities, giving sharp eye to the ideological and sociocultural forces that 

shape students’ experiences and identities. Also, I share some of the steps the HEIs and host 

community members can take to work towards creating a welcoming, inclusive environment for 

all students. I hope the window into students’ unmonitored voices that the data analysis 

presented in this chapter has afforded an alternative lens than can sensitize readers to attend to 

harms that so many international students bear. 

6.5.1. Findings in relation to social justice  

The student experiences captured in the analysis of forum postings seem to have historical and 

current sociological resonance with the findings and themes discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. One 

of the important points worth mentioning here is the inherent contradictions between institutional 

goals of equity and fair treatment and the perceived and felt realities of the student. For instance, 

contrary to the ideals of internationalization and hence the promotion of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI) put forth by the universities in their official policy documents, international 

students are often scrutinized and judged even before entering the universities. In the legal 

systems in most countries, there is a presumption of innocence, captured in the motto “innocent 

until proven guilty.” In the context of universities’ treatment of international students, the 

presumption is one of linguistic (and often academic and sociocultural) deficiency: 

“linguistically deficient until proven proficient.” From the outset, students are prone to 

internalizing the social stigma associated with being treated as a deficient speaker of English 

until proven otherwise, which is, at least partly, attributed to the ideological forces carried over 

by language polices like PELA. As pointed out in Chapter 4, little attention is paid to 
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international student concerns in the institutional discourse of DEI proper, which seems to be 

exclusively focused on the historical underrepresentation of marginalized domestic groups. It 

should be remembered that these PELA policies, often euphemistically framed as to “help” 

students, can help perpetuate deficit thinking and yield harmful effects on international students’ 

educational experiences. The forum data show poignantly this to be so, regardless of good 

intentions. 

The analysis of the unmonitored voices of these users also showed the routine 

subordination and marginalization of international students. This was partly attributed to 

students’ sensitivity about their language abilities and feelings of discomfort, and sometimes 

students’ choice to segregate themselves. As these issues may be tied to students’ academic 

achievement, these data strongly suggest mental health concerns are widespread among 

international students and need to be addressed without delay. Adding to this concern is the need 

for the local academic community members to understand the unique needs of international 

students and embrace the differences they possess and bring to the university. This is not to 

claim that students’ study abroad experiences will have no obstacles and difficulties. Yet, the 

current understanding of student experiences is dangerously grounded in the notion of 

assimilation. For example, international students are often ‘held back’ by language policies like 

PELA, or left to adjust to the Western norm of learning (e.g., engage in lively discussion, being 

outspoken). Although the imposition of this norm often makes little sense to international 

students, they are pressured, or even forced, to adjust to the new norm due to the fear of negative 

evaluation. As illustrated in Section 6.3, faculty advisors’ sensitivity and actions can promote the 

positive transformation of students’ experiences.  
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6.5.2. Implications  

If we acknowledge the social justice dimension of the matter, what can the HEIs and members of 

the host communities do? I offer here a reflection on what may be needed to work towards the 

transformation of the institutional culture of universities when it comes to thinking about 

international students. 

One of the first steps in creating a welcoming culture for international students at the 

institutional level is to engage in critical reflection of the assumptions and norms that drive many 

high-level decisions (e.g., policy formation, facility building, budget allocation). Note that there 

is a plethora of service units and intervention programs within many U.S. campuses that are 

relevant and responsive to some of the challenges reported in this chapter. In fact, these good-

will programs and services are being utilized effectively by some of the students, as the forum 

data demonstrate. However, it is important not to slip into thinking that improving the quality of 

these services alone will bring a meaningful change at the broader level. In order to cultivate a 

culture that embodies the value of DEI and internationalization, attention must be turned inward 

towards the institutional practices, and not the students. The first goal should be to examine the 

institutional culture – including the assumptions underlying policies and discursive practices – 

and generate long-term, actionable plans to dismantle the systemic issues facing international 

students, and to prevent other forms of exclusion. This is not to say that individual change is 

unimportant. We need to remember that organizational and educational change cannot be 

isolated from individual change (Kim & Chung, 2017; Webb et al., 2017). This means that the 

members of the host communities all need to take ownership of these institutional efforts and 

proactively address our own bias and prejudice, which are often unconscious. It is the actions of 
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all community members that drive the direction of the institutional conversation and set the tone 

for the rest of the institution.  

6.6. Conclusion 

While the findings in this chapter shed light on international students’ perceived experiences, it 

should be mentioned here that the findings are not meant to present a monolithic view of 

international graduate students and paint a negative picture of U.S. institutions. As the study 

shows, there are indeed policies and programs on many U.S. campuses that are designed to 

create safe spaces for international students’ academic enrichment and personal support (e.g., 

establishment of ELI, tutoring services, workshops). Projecting DEI efforts as an institutional 

priority also shows willingness to change at the institutional level. Another caution is that, as the 

analysis showed, while a majority of students felt undermined and alienated, some students had 

the capacity to enact their individual agency to resist and reject the injustice they encounter 

during their graduate studies journey. It is hoped that by capturing a wide range of perspectives 

and experiences, the present investigation of forum postings uncovers the student voices that 

have remained unheard all too often. It is also my hope that the discussions prompt a meaningful 

conversation, action, and structural change towards greater social justice in the continued 

aspiration to internationalize higher education.
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

I begin this final chapter by summarizing the findings of the three preceding Results chapters 

(Section 7.1). Following the summary, I suggest possibilities and improvements for PELA 

policies and more broadly US higher education institutions where relevant (Section 7.2.), discuss 

implications for social action and for future research and practices (Section 7.3), and reflect on 

my role as a distributor of the research findings (Section 7.4). The chapter ends with some 

highlights on the significance of my research. 

7.1. Summary of the dissertation findings 

The review of stated PELA policies at 50 graduate-serving institutions in the US, in Chapter 4, 

pointed to the higher education landscape in which PELA policies are prevalent, often entangled 

with admissions policies. The analysis of institutional PELA documents showed that by creating 

more or less pre-determined paths for the targeted international student population, the policies 

often served to construct subordinated identities and positions of international students at the 

outset. While the target groups were often identified on the basis of standardized language test 

scores, such as TOEFL iBT or IELTS, the policies also targeted a broader pool of language 

minoritized students, overlooking their backgrounds and academic histories (e.g., prior 

schooling). Also revealed in these analyses was that PELA policies often limited students’ access 

to graduate studies by requiring full-time enrollment in preparatory programs, and also put these 

admitted students in financially and emotionally vulnerable positions often by putting their 

admission at stake (i.e., conditional acceptance). Thus, the findings reported in Chapter 4 raise 

concerns about harmful ideologies and even neo-racist undertones (Holliday, 2015; Jenks & Lee, 

2020; Lee 2007) that surround the policies, as well as their connections with the diversity, equity, 

and inclusion (DEI) and internationalization values. 



 164 

Exploring how these stated PELA policies are interpreted and appropriated by those who 

are responsible for enacting them, Chapter 5 presented an analysis of interviews that showed the 

dynamic interplay between language ideologies, educators’ subjectivities, and their personal and 

professional experiences. More specifically, administrators and faculty members were often 

caught in tensions between multiple identities and roles, and also between compliance and 

resistance. Their understanding of the policies was heavily influenced by the top-down nature of 

these policies. At the same time, the institutional actors simultaneously resisted and appropriated 

the PELA policies as well as the dominant language ideologies that drive the policy processes. In 

this process of recontextualization, the participants engaged with multiple, sometimes 

contradictory, discourses (e.g., immigration law, multilingualism) and subject positions (e.g., 

expert, former international students). In this way, the analysis of the interviews reported in 

Chapter 5 demonstrated the complex realities of de facto polices, yielding glimmers of hope in 

that institutional actors and gate-keepers of the PELAs utilized their agency and drew on their 

own beliefs to support their international students, although their impact was often confined to 

their own spheres of influence (e.g., classroom) without more broadly challenging, much less 

transforming, the institutional sphere. 

Chapter 6 demonstrated an analysis of threaded posts in an online forum used by 

international graduate students from Korea and showed how international graduate students 

characterize their perceived realities in US higher education contexts in their online forum 

discourse. Some of the salient themes that emerged from the thematic and discourse analysis 

included feelings of frustration and social estrangement, and recounting of marginalization, 

discrimination, and exploitation. These experiential realities often shaped these international 

students’ classroom behaviors in stigmatizing ways and sometimes lead to what appeared to be 
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serious mental health issues. The analysis of the forum postings also suggested that the students’ 

sense of vulnerabilities are often intertwined with structural issues that permeate the host 

community (e.g., discrimination), calling for the need to make structural changes in the host 

culture.  

7.2. Rethinking post-entry language assessment policies: A socially responsible way 

So how might we reimagine PELA policy processes in ways that respond to social justice ideals 

and promote socially responsible practices? In what follows, I propose a number of possibilities 

and pragmatic approaches that can be used to mitigate the negative impact of prevalent PELA 

policies and practices on international students’ academic and personal wellbeing and on the 

ability of institutions of higher education to meet their mission of equitable education and their 

values of diversity and internationalization. 

First, the research findings in the dissertation invite us to rethink the beliefs we hold 

about English. I concur with scholars who have long argued for the need to move away from the 

native- and nonnative-speaker dichotomy (or the native speaker ideal) and promote a sense of 

global ownership of English (e.g., Higgins, 2003; Matsuda, 2003). This includes but is not 

limited to deemphasizing authenticity and correctness of the language, focusing on intelligibility 

and quality of thinking, and embracing what is often conceptualized as nonstandard varieties of 

English. Put bluntly, adopting a global perspective in the reconceptualization of English requires 

creativity and flexibility. This is, however, not to argue that we abolish the conventional norms 

in academic contexts, nor do I wish to convey that anything goes. As Canagarajah (2006) has 

argued, all English users must be able to “shuttle between different varieties of English and 

different speech communities” (p. 233), having the awareness of multiple norms and the ability 

to negotiate their differences. This also applies to speakers of standardized English varieties, 
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including domestic students, faculty, and administrators. This expanding notion of English begs 

the question: What defines a successful user of English in a globalized academic context? 

Administrators and policy makers must consider this question in the test development process. 

They may do so by consulting the research literature on English as lingua franca or English as 

international language (e.g., Baker, 2015; Canagarajah, 2006; Harding & McNamara, 2017; 

Jenkins, 2015; Jenkins & Leung, 2019; Mauranen, 2003). 

 Another step toward making meaningful improvements to PELA policies is to turn to an 

asset-based orientation, by focusing on what the students bring with them to the host institutions, 

such as multilingualism and their international perspectives. Rather than simply celebrating or 

acknowledging students’ multilingualism as resources, institutions must take deliberate and 

intentional actions to cultivate such inclusive environments. At the minimum, they must instill in 

the students a sense of pride and belonging, and the belief that they are valued members of the 

university community. To begin with, we need to attend to the discourses and discourse 

representation. As shown in Chapter 4, the institutional discourse surrounding PELA policies 

often carried pejorative connotations which serve to put international students into certain subject 

positions in a stigmatizing way. For example, categorizing international students under terms like 

‘admission with deficiencies’ or ‘developmental English’ served to impose subordinated 

identities on the students even before they began their studies, with the implication that they are 

not competent enough. Deficit-oriented language like this should be replaced with more strength-

focused, equitable terms (e.g., ‘multilingual writing for academic purposes’). Furthermore, 

educators should attend to various pedagogic strategies that promote multilingual approaches and 

give international students greater sense of autonomy and responsibility. This may include 

explicitly encouraging students to access publications written in foreign languages as source of 
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knowledge (without privileging materials written in English over those written in other 

languages), or incorporating their funds of cultural knowledge. Educators must continue seeking 

innovations and solutions while at the same time engaging with the emerging body of research 

on multilingual education (e.g., De Korne, 2012; Slembrouck, Van Avermaet, & Van Gorp, 

2018).  

One of the points made in Chapter 4 was that while euphemistically framed as “benefits,” 

the policies in many institutions charge extra tuitions and fees for PELA-related activities, such 

as assessment and preparatory courses. Adding to this is an enormous time commitment required 

by some policies. For instance, at the majority of institutions adopting Pathway B – the most 

prevalent model in the United States based on the analysis – full-time enrollment in preparatory 

programs was required, limiting international students’ access to their graduate studies for at 

least one semester, sometimes a year upon arrival on campus. Ironically, therefore, rather than 

expanding access, these practices often created significant barriers to access to graduate 

education. We should remember that many international students, especially those in Master’s 

programs, pay exorbitant out-of-state tuition. In fact, they are an important source of revenue for 

universities, thereby bringing tremendous benefits to all community members (Bound, Braga, 

Khanna, & Turner, 2021). Institutions need to reflect on the important contributions the 

international students make and be cognizant that running PELA policies for profit may send the 

wrong message. Reducing – if not waiving – the tuition and fees associated with PELA-related 

activities should be considered. Equally important, international students should also be made 

aware of their rights to voice their concerns (Lee, 2007; Marginson et al., 2010; Ramia, 20017). 

The research showed that many faculty and administrators lack a sense of shared 

responsibility for the language matters that affect international students. As shown in Chapter 4 
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and 5, international students’ language issues were dealt with exclusively by ELI and language 

experts. Sometimes, students’ failures were positioned as individual deficits and largely the 

responsibility of ELI (or language experts), as something to be fixed independently from the 

regular faculty and content and degree courses. I argue that supporting international students 

requires collaborative efforts across the institution and cannot be delegated to a single unit, 

office, or committee. Policy makers can include the broader pool of local stakeholders in the 

policy decision-making processes for the test design (e.g., including discipline-specific tasks) 

and test score interpretation and use. At the individual level, as discussed in Chapter 6, all 

members of the community need to develop a sense of ownership of these institutional efforts 

and act upon their own sense of responsibility in a meaningful way (e.g., mentorship, teaching 

practices). 

It is argued that “a testing policy is considered to be unjust if it willfully and avoidably 

restricts test takers’ freedom without an empirical or reasonable motivation” (Deygers, Van den 

Branden, & Van Gorp, 2018, as cited in Deygers, 2017, p. 148). To claim that PELA policies 

serve justice, we need to enhance the empirical basis on the role that PELA policies play in 

students’ academic success. Until then, no definitive claims can or should be made about the 

benefits, nor should they serve as justification for the coercive nature of many PELA policies in 

U.S. higher education institutions. Institutions should consider opening up the PELA programs to 

all students, running the programs on a voluntary basis, and providing alternative services (e.g., 

workshops) in lieu of full courses which require tremendous time commitment. This has been 

done in some Australian universities, as discussed in Chapter 2, and can be a good model for 

U.S. universities too (Dunworth, 2009; See Appendix C for Dunworth’s examination). 
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7.3. Implications for social action, and future research and practices 

The present dissertation has several implications for research, policy, and practice in the broader 

field of applied linguistics. It has also afforded insights into social action which I outline below.   

First, it should be noted that even well-intentioned, seemingly innocuous policies and 

practices can cause harm in reality. It is easy to take the stated policies at face value, assuming 

that the decision-makers or policy makers have had the best intentions and have considered a 

variety of aspects (e.g., cost and benefit, potential consequences) to set the most compelling, 

rational agenda. Hornberger (2013) mentioned that the research communities engaged with 

language policy and planning (LPP) have become increasingly concerned with “uncovering the 

indistinct voices, covert motivations, embedded ideologies, invisible instances, or unintended 

consequences of language policy emergent in context” (p. 106). I concur with this view. 

Interrogating assumptions and presuppositions underpinning policies and practices will enable us 

to unmask hidden (and often deep-seated) factors that frame the problems and social 

constructions, which in turn will allow us to design better alternatives. Complementing prior 

policy analyses that have focused on these critical issues (e.g., Chang-Bacon, 2020; Harper, De 

Jong, & Platt, 2008; Nero, 2014; Subtirelu et al, 2019), this dissertation extends the 

contemporary LPP literature to the understudied context of PELA policies.  

The findings also lend support to the idea that policy processes that rely on the mantra of 

problem solving can be counterproductive as they tend to focus on discrete solution to a 

narrowly defined problem (Bacchi, 1999, Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). Also, the inductive nature 

of problematization (i.e., the diagnosis or conceptualization of a problem) can easily blind us to 

broader issues at stake and therefore misguide us to a temporary fix. This objection is readily 

applicable to the object of inquiry in this study. The discourses surrounding PELA policies 
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position international students’ language proficiency as the problem (often instinctively). 

Without deeper thinking, we focus our attention on how to fix the problem, which divert our 

attention away from larger issues (e.g., ideological and sociocultural forces, such as 

neocolonialism, native speakerism). When the solution does not result in significant benefits, we 

devise another solution in order to address the same problem. In this way, the policy 

conversations about the language problems and solutions to fix them can be circular and 

sometimes counterproductive. Without addressing the ideological dimensions of human issues 

(i.e., cause of the disease), policies might merely serve as a treatment of the symptoms, not the 

cause, of the disease. Future research should engage with critical approaches (e.g., Bacchi, 1999; 

Shohamy, 2006) that abound in the research literature to paint a more nuanced picture of a 

policy. 

Another lesson to be learned from the research is that stated policies undergo ongoing 

recontextualization by the local policy actors and that every one of them interprets and 

appropriates the policies in unique ways. Johnson (2015) highlighted the importance of exploring 

how discourses surrounding the policies relate to one another across various levels and layers. To 

put it another way, it is important to examine how the stated policies are recontextualized by the 

institutional actors who are responsible for enacting them. Considering this point, Chapter 5 

showed how administrators and faculty members alike naturally engaged with multiple 

discourses (e.g., immigration law) and subject positions (e.g., former international student) and 

created local policy in unique ways, instead of simply internalizing and adhering to the stated 

policy discourses. An important point to be made here is that these recontextualizations can lead 

to local initiatives for joint action. Providing a space for these important stakeholder groups to 

make deliberate connections (reflecting on multiple subjectivities and motivated by their 
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personal beliefs) may empower this important community of actors, and they have some buy-in 

and power to change the institution from below. Future studies should also explore how these 

actors turn the interpretations into actions. 

The dissertation research also has implications for U.S. higher education communities. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the DEI agendas put forth by many universities, gleaned through their 

mission statements, were limited in scope in that they (1) focused primarily on historically 

disadvantaged or underrepresented populations in the U.S. context, and thus (2) took into 

account racial, cultural, and ethnic diversity, but (3) overlooked the concept of 

internationalization, which was often treated separately from local/national matters of diversity. 

Furthermore, the lived experiences and felt realities reported by international students in their 

online forum discourse (discussed in Chapter 6) were directly at odds with DEI values 

proclaimed by institutions. Many international students felt marginalized, alienated, and 

exploited. Questions arise as to the relevance of the DEI efforts for international students: Are 

experiences of racism and discrimination of international students included in the discussion of 

DEI? Have the discussions of DEI considered linguistic injustice? Öztugurt (2017) wrote that 

“potential synergies can be established between internationalization and diversity, equity, and 

inclusion efforts” (p. 88). Furthermore, the characterization of these “synergies” was offered by 

this author: 

Diversity is inherent to internationalization and internationalization is ultimately about 

integrating international, global, or intercultural content into all aspects of the teaching, 

research, and services functions of an institution. Integrating global perspectives is a 

process and it is an ongoing, future oriented, multidimensional, interdisciplinary, 

leadership-driven vision that involves many stakeholders working to change the internal 
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dynamics of an institution to respond and adapt appropriately to an increasingly diverse, 

globally focused, ever-changing external environment […]. It is not a separate construct 

but internationalization framework takes the DEI vision from local to global. (p. 89) 

DEI initiatives are thus to be transformed by adopting broader perspectives to consider as many 

human differences, including but not limited to language.  

The focus of the inquiry in this dissertation being a language assessment policy, the 

research also has implications for the field of language assessment/testing literature, wherein 

psychometric qualities or washback/impact of language tests are often examined as part of the 

validation procedure. The notion of consequence has been under-researched within the 

conventional framework of validity argument (Kane, 2013), perhaps due to its perceived 

impracticality (Bachman & Palmer, 2010) and testers’ marginal role in dictating the policy 

(Harding & Elder, 2008). Empirical studies on the social consequences and implications of 

language tests are rare and yet they can be illuminating (See Im & McNamara, 2017 and Shin & 

Cho, 2020, for how they can be carried out). Chalhoub-Deville (2016) tellingly claimed that 

“separating consequences from validity suggests to test developers and other professionals that 

such research is not integral to the technical quality of the assessment program and can be 

pushed more easily aside or allocated to some stakeholder” (p. 459). Moreover, the International 

Language Testing Association (ILTA) Code of Ethics, which consists of nine fundamental 

principles for good professional conduct, serves as a reminder of the social/societal 

responsibilities of language testers (see https://www.iltaonline.com/page/CodeofEthics). With 

ethical concerns raised in the broader field of applied linguistics and various reform initiatives 

taking place in educational contexts, a socially responsible use of language test needs to be 

further investigated. I hope that my research will help open more dialogue about the 

https://www.iltaonline.com/page/CodeofEthics
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meaningfulness of language testing research and the need to include empirical evidence about 

the social consequences and the powerful role of language tests in that research. 

7.4. Reflecting on my role as a distributor of research results 

As an analyst of the research findings offered by the dissertation, I too am an “interested” 

stakeholder, not a complete outsider. I have discussed in Chapter 2 my positionality as researcher 

in this research, and how various aspects of who I am (e.g., identities, life experiences) may 

influence how I conducted and produced this research (e.g., lexical choice, analytical framework, 

interaction with participants). For example, in Chapter 2, I acknowledged how using the category 

of “international students” in my interview may have limited possibilities for interviewees to talk 

about other language minoritized students. My role as a distributor of research also carries 

important implications for how audiences of my work will engage with my results.  Below, I 

would like to use the same PIA framework by Bacchi and Bonham (2016) that I chose for the 

analysis of the interviews in Chapter 5 to examine my role by reflecting on questions like the 

following: What will I choose to report, include, exclude, and distribute? Where will my research 

results be distributed? Who are the intended audience? What can I do to have my research 

findings translate to real life in a meaningful way? 

The research findings will primarily be presented and distributed among applied linguists 

in higher education institution communities. The target audience includes academics in the field 

of applied linguistics or related disciplines such as education, practitioners (e.g., language 

instructors, ELI administrators, test developers), and graduate students in related fields, some of 

whom may be impacted by PELA policies. Thus, for the most part, the audiences whom I expect 

to encounter are constituted across various levels of the relevant institutional mechanisms. 

Considering the prevalence of PELA policies in higher education in the United States (see 



 174 

Chapter 4), I expect most audiences to have some knowledge, if not hands-on experience, with 

PELA polices in the institutional contexts each of them are part of. Some may draw on personal 

experiences in which their language background has been used to disadvantage them. 

Meaningful dialogue about the research results with these people, who have the capacity to 

influence the policy process, has the potential to shed light on the possibilities of oppositional 

discourse, thereby magnifying their effect. 

It is less likely that the research results will reach some of the key stakeholders of PELA 

policies, at least in formal settings. This includes policy/decision makers at the 

national/state/district level, and faculty and graduate students in fields unrelated to language 

(e.g., biomedical engineering). To address this issue, I will strive to make my research more 

widely accessible. For example, as the present research is recreated as journal articles in the 

future, I can share the published materials with those who participated in my research. To reach 

populations of international students, it might be possible for me to share the research findings in 

online forums or blogs such as the one I investigated in the dissertation and doing so will help 

me reach a wide range of student audiences. Another possible avenue would be to collaborate 

with others (e.g., advocacy groups or activists) to use this research as a catalyst for advocacy for 

change. It is hoped that by distributing the findings widely and responsibly the current research 

will enable local stakeholders to engage with the topic more critically and reimagine future 

PELA policies. 
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7.5. Final thoughts 

It can be argued that the possibilities proposed in this dissertation research are impractical or too 

idealistic. Some may say that it is unproductive to highlight the inevitable limits of institutional 

policies, and to point at something intangible in them and therefore difficult to change. Also, the 

approaches proposed here may seem like wishful thinking when the instrumental value of more 

or less standardized English varieties is substantial in a more globalizing (and in some sense 

homogenizing) world. A typical objection would be something in line with – “What if 

international students want to learn the standard varieties of English?” or “What if international 

students find PELA policies beneficial?” 

One of the counterpoints to such claims can be explained with an analogy of medicine – 

the commonsense notion that medicine treats the symptoms, for example. It is like asking a 

patient about whether the allergy medicine is working, without asking about their medical 

condition/history, diet, lifestyle, or exposure to toxin as to examine what may have caused the 

symptoms. The patient taking a medicine may no longer see the symptoms and report that the 

medicine helps. However, what is unsolicited (therefore unsaid) by this conversation is that the 

allergy is still there. Without dealing with causes and treating the disease in a holistic manner, 

the disease will not be alleviated nor will naturally die out. This will require examining a myriad 

of factors and relationships between and within them. In the meantime, we need not forget to 

treat the symptoms. Certainly, this is not easy as it sounds and will take time, but it is necessary 

and possible. 

Drawing on poststructural thinking, it is also important to remember that ideas and 

knowledge are transformative, and not inherently universal and fixed. Power plays an important 

role in this process in that it authenticates the truth and norms, it limits possibilities for 
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alternative thoughts, and it thereby coerces people to conform to the norms. Similarly, through 

policies —always powerful mechanisms— we are guided to focus on the language problems of 

international students, which blinds us to larger issues at stake which stem from unequal power 

relations between and among groups. Nevertheless, we must remember that what used to be 

unthinkable in the past (e.g., free choice of homosexuality, legalization of marijuana) has 

become thinkable in modern society, suggesting that alternative thoughts can ripple out over time 

and create a new norm. This process is done to us through us. We are free to resist the dominant 

ways of thinking/doing, even in the realities of domination. Thus, making social actors aware of 

asymmetries of power and ways in which they perpetuate the injustices is critical. This can be 

used to push for a more equitable ideology.  

Another point worth making is that what the present research dealt with is not just a 

matter of language minoritized students. The matter of social justice and multilingualism affects 

everyone, including the speakers of standardized English varieties, for we all are affected by 

geopolitical changes. Multilingualism, transnational mobility, and connections are no longer at 

odds with our contemporary realities. Canagarajah (2006) argued that “the ability to shuttle 

between different varieties of English and different speech communities” (p. 233) is also 

required of speakers of standardized English varieties. The idea that such effort is of mutual 

benefit should be widely encouraged. Having no willingness to make adjustments in accordance 

with this collaborative effort will only leave us unequipped to thrive in today’s rapidly changing 

world. Also note that the enormous financial contribution of international students benefits all 

students in the community. In this sense, we need humility to welcome international students and 

tolerate their differences, and this is for the mutual benefit of local and international members of 

institutions of higher education. 
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To be clear, the goal of this dissertation was to shed light on the value implications and 

consequences of PELA policies which would have otherwise remain hidden, and also to initiate a 

dialogue about the place of social justice in U.S. higher education. It is not my intention to 

simply criticize the current PELA policies and systems. Yet, I believe that meaningful changes 

will only occur when we are able to introspect, see the realities of international students through 

alternative lenses, and consciously engage with alternative systems of thought. Facilitating a 

dialogue is only a first initial step. More importantly, we are entitled to know multiple sides and 

positions of the story that has social consequences, and step in.  
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APPENDIX A: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Opening script: First of all, thank you so much for taking the time and being willing to help me out 

with my dissertation study. I’m keen to hear your insights on this important topic. As you know, my 

goal here is to better understand the use and implications of educational policies in place for admitted 

international students, including post-entry language assessment and other support services. And I am 

specifically going to talk about graduate-level international students or students who are defined as 

English as an additional/second/nonnative language in this university context.  

 

Reminder: Before we start the conversation, I would like to remind you a few things. 

 

• First, by signing the consent form prior to this meeting, you have given me your permission to 

audio record this conversation. Once recorded, it will be transcribed for my dissertation purposes 

only. 

• Second, to protect confidentiality, I will not reveal your name and institutional affiliation in any 

form of dissemination of this research, whether presentations of publications. Instead, all names 

will be pseudonymized.  

• Third, if any of the questions make you feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview, you 

may skip the questions. You may also withdraw from the study after the interview by sending me 

an email. In either of these cases, all data collected will be discarded. 

 

Do you have any questions before we get started? 

 

Guiding questions: 

 

• For the record, could you please state your position at the university and your major 

responsibilities in connection with international students? 

• How long have you been working with international students? How big is the department? How 

diverse is the program? 

• To what degree does your department/program require (or encourage) international graduate 

students to take course(s) at [English Institute]?   

• Were you, in any way, involved in making departmental decisions to enforce or not enforce this 

policy (i.e., require or encourage students to take English courses)? Please describe to me how 

you understand the context of the decision-making process in your department/program. 

• In your opinion, are universities’ [or that of English institute] requirements and procedures for 

assessing students’ English and supporting them adequate? Why or why not?  

• In your opinion, do international graduate students generally have the English proficiency 

necessary to meet the demands of the degree program? To what extent do students’ English 

proficiency (both spoken and written) affect their academic success? 

• Based on your experience, what are some challenges faced by international graduate students? 

Any issues related to their English?  

• What kinds of things do you (and/or the faculty) do to support international graduate students? 

• During the current COVID-19 crisis, what are some challenges are your 

university/department/program facing in relation to international students?  

• Are there any changes to the policy your university/department/program is considering to 

implement in the near future in response to the COVID-19? 

• Do you have any additional comments about this topic? 
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APPENDIX B: COMPARING THE PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF THE 

POPULATION AND RESEARCH SAMPLE 
 

 
  Population sample (n=80) Research sample (n=50) 

  n % n % 

Type     

 Public 55 68.75 35 70.00 

 Private 1 25 31.25 15 

Historically Black College or 

University 

10 1 1.25 1 

Hispanic Serving Institution 15 10 12.50 7 

Minority Serving Institution 12 15 18.75 9 

Region     

 New England  8 10.00 4 8.00 

 Mid East  16 20.00 11 22.00 

 Great Lakes  12 15.00 8 16.00 

 Plains  2 2.50 1 2.00 

 Southeast  12 15.00 8 16.00 

 Southwest  18 22.50 10 20.00 

 Rocky Mountains  4 5.00 2 4.00 

 Far West 7 8.75 6 12.00 

 Outlying areas  1 1 1.25 0 

Degree of urbanization      

 City Large 27 33.75 17 34.00 
 City Midsize 17 21.25 9 18.00 

 City Small 13 16.25 9 18.00 

 Suburb Large 11 13.75 5 10.00 

 Suburb Midsize 4 5.00 4 8.00 

 Suburb Small 5 6.25 3 6.00 

 Town Fringe 2 2.50 2 4.00 

 Town Distant 1 1.25 1 2.00 

 Town Remote 0 0.00 0 0.00 
 Rural Fringe 0 0.00 0 0.00 
 Rural Distant 0 0.00 0 0.00 
 Rural Remote 0 0.00 0 0.00 
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APPENDIX C: DUNWORTH’S (2009) EXAMINATION OF POST-ENTRY LANGUAGE 

ASSESSMENTS IN AUSTRALIA 
 

Question Responses Not stated 

Source of PELA: In-house design: 8 External design:3 3 

Delivery mode: Paper-based: 7 Online: 3 4 

Manner of delivery: Supervised: 6 Unsupervised:4 4 

 Compulsory: 10 Optional: 2 2 

Availability: At specific time: 6 

(usually at the start of 

the semester) 

Throughout the 

semester/year: 4 

4 

Content of PELA: Reading: 7 

Listening: 2 

Other content listed: vocabulary 2; grammar 3; 
Australian culture 1; inference 1; spelling 1 

4 

Target cohort: All students: 7 (usually 

when new to the 

university) 

EAL students: 4 4 

Source: Dunworth (2009) 

Note: EAL students = English as an Additional Language students 
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