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Abstract
The internationalisation of higher education has brought increasing numbers of students
from the Global South to non-Anglophone destinations, yet research on their experiences
remains concentrated in English-speaking countries and on asylum-seeking populations.
Virtually no research has examined how degree-seeking international students in non-
Anglophone contexts such as Italy and China use everyday storytelling to negotiate
belonging. This thesis addresses that gap by examining the narrative practices of 18
postgraduate students from the Global South at University A (Italy) and University B
(China). Drawing on a conceptual framework that brings together belonging (Antonsich,
2010), epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007), and witnessing (Felman & Laub, 1992; Oliver,
2001; Boler, 1999), the study treats storytelling not merely as a data-collection technique but
as a situated social practice whose conditions of reception, who listens, how, and with what
degree of ethical engagement, are as analytically significant as its content. Interviews were
analysed using thematic and narrative analysis, attending not only to what participants spoke
about but also to how and under what conditions they chose to speak at all. The analysis
revealed the following: belonging was experienced as conditional and shaped by racialised
recognition; silence functioned as a rational, strategic response to perceived risk; witnessing,
understood as active and ethically engaged listening, was the condition under which students
felt genuinely heard and recognised; and the two national contexts produced contrasting
configurations of institutional support and constraint, with China offering more structured
material provision but greater political restriction on voice, and Italy offering more discursive
openness but less systematic institutional support. The study contributes empirically by
offering one of the first in-depth comparative accounts of Global South students in two non-
Anglophone settings; methodologically by shifting analytical attention from the content of
stories to the conditions of their telling; and theoretically by advancing witnessing as a

productive alternative to testimony in research on migration, education, and belonging.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background

The internationalisation of higher education has profoundly reshaped global student mobility.
Over the past two decades, universities in Europe, North America, and increasingly in non-
Anglophone regions have actively recruited students from the Global South, driven by
demographic pressures, neoliberal restructuring, and the pursuit of international prestige (de
Wit & Altbach, 2020). In countries such as Italy and China, English-medium instruction
(EMI) has expanded significantly, in Italy partly in response to reforms such as the Gelmini
reform, and in China through state-driven initiatives including the Belt and Road programme,
making these nations emerging destinations for degree-seeking students from Africa, South
Asia, and Latin America (Helm & Guarda, 2015; Ackerley, Guarda, & Helm, 2017; Yang,
Lu, & Yin, 2025).

The recruitment of international students has not remained solely in the hands of universities
or governments. Over the past two decades, a commercial infrastructure of recruitment
agents, brokers, educational consultancies, and private mobility programmes has emerged to
mediate the movement of students from the Global South to degree-awarding institutions
worldwide (Robertson, 2013). In many sending countries, particularly across sub-Saharan
Africa and South Asia, these intermediaries have become central actors in the
internationalisation process, guiding prospective students through application procedures,
language preparation, and visa requirements in exchange for a fee, paid either by the student,

the institution, or both (Brooks & Waters, 2011).

Initiatives such as Brazil’s Science Without Borders programme and China’s government-
sponsored scholarships represent state-driven counterparts to this commercial landscape,
deploying international student mobility as an instrument of soft power and national

development (Nogueira, 2017; Yang, Lu, & Yin, 2025). Together, these commercial and



governmental mechanisms have transformed international student recruitment into a multi-
actor industry, one in which students’ decisions about where to study are shaped not only by
academic aspiration but by the networks, incentives, and intermediaries that structure their
access to mobility in the first place (Robertson, 2013; Bauschke-Urban & Dedgjoni, 2025).
This structural context is consequential for the present study, because the conditions under
which students arrive, whether through a government scholarship, a commercial agent, or
family networks, shape the expectations, obligations, and narrative positions they bring to

their experiences of belonging.

Yet the scholarly literature on international student experiences has remained
overwhelmingly Anglophone. The vast majority of studies draw on data from the United
Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Canada, while the voices of students in non-
Anglophone settings are still underrepresented (Takayama, Sriprakash, & Connell, 2015).
Furthermore, the existing research has disproportionately focused on asylum seekers,
refugees, or large-scale quantitative surveys of student satisfaction and integration, leaving a
significant gap around how degree-seeking students from the Global South use everyday
storytelling to negotiate belonging in contexts where the medium of instruction may be

English but the broader social environment is not.

1.2 Problem Statement

Despite the growth of international student mobility to Italy and China, we know relatively
little about the narrative practices through which these students make sense of their
experiences. Most research on student belonging relies on questionnaires and scales, offering
limited insight into the relational, affective, and epistemic dimensions of belonging as it is
lived and narrated. The literature on migrant storytelling, meanwhile, has largely
concentrated on asylum seekers, leaving the calculative, strategic, and often constrained
storytelling of international students underexplored. Crucially, the question of what it means
to be truly heard, to be witnessed rather than merely registered, has not been systematically

applied to this population.

This study addresses these gaps by asking a central question: How do Global South

international students in Italy and China negotiate belonging through storytelling and



witnessing? It does not aim to retell participants’ life stories but to examine the conditions
under which storytelling occurs: why students speak or remain silent, when they feel safe or

compelled to share, and to whom they direct their accounts.
1.3 Research Aim and Questions
The study is guided by the following overarching research question and sub-questions:

When, why, how, and to whom do Global South international students tell their mobility

stories in Italy and China?

*  What purposes do students attribute to telling their stories?

* In which spaces, academic, institutional, social, or digital, do these narratives

circulate?
*  When do students feel heard, and when do they feel silenced or uncomfortable?
* How do language and linguistic racism shape storytelling practices?

* How does witnessing by peers, institutions, or wider publics affect students’ sense of

belonging?
1.4 Rationale and Significance

This research is timely and significant for several reasons. Empirically, it offers one of the
first in-depth, comparative qualitative accounts of Global South students in two structurally
distinct non-Anglophone settings. By focusing on Italy and China, it moves beyond the
Anglophone dominance of the existing literature and illuminates how different migration
regimes, linguistic environments, and racialised dynamics shape the conditions for

storytelling and belonging.

Methodologically, the study treats storytelling not as a data-extraction technique but as a
situated social practice, directing analytical attention to the conditions of narration, the who,
when, and why of speaking, rather than solely to the content of stories. Theoretically, it
advances the concept of witnessing as a productive alternative to testimony in studies of

migration, education, and belonging, drawing on Felman and Laub (1992), Oliver (2001),



and Boler (1999) to show that belonging is not primarily about being given a platform to

speak but about having one's knowledge, accent, and personhood actively recognised.

For higher education institutions, the findings offer concrete insights into the gap between
the rhetoric of internationalisation and the everyday realities of inclusion, pointing to the

micro-practices of listening that can either foster or undermine a sense of belonging.

1.5 Conceptual Framework in Brief

The study is anchored by three interrelated conceptual pillars. The first is belonging,
understood not as a private feeling but as a dynamic, politicised process involving both place-
belongingness and the politics of belonging (Antonsich, 2010). The second is epistemic
injustice, which encompasses testimonial injustice, the discounting of a speaker’s credibility
due to identity prejudice, and hermeneutical injustice, the lack of collective interpretive
resources to make sense of one’s experience (Fricker, 2007). The third is witnessing, defined
as an intersubjective practice in which the listener’s ethical engagement co-creates the
conditions for narration (Felman & Laub, 1992; Oliver, 2001). These three lenses together
provide a framework for understanding how Global South students’ narratives of belonging

and exclusion are received, dismissed, or witnessed.

1.6 Methodology Overview

A qualitative, interpretive research design was adopted, using semi-structured interviews
with 18 postgraduate students from the Global South, eight based at a University in Italy, and
ten at a University in China. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling and came
predominantly from African and South Asian backgrounds. Interviews, conducted both in
person and online, lasted between 13 and 32 minutes and were audio-recorded with informed
consent. Data were analysed using a combination of thematic and narrative analysis,
supported by NVivo (Version 15) and an iterative coding process that yielded seven parent
nodes and multiple child nodes. The study adhered to GDPR and the ethical guidelines of the
University of Padova, and the researcher’s own positionality as a Nigerian postgraduate

student was reflexively accounted for throughout the research process.



1.7 Thesis Structure

This thesis is organised into five chapters. Chapter 2 reviews the literature on
internationalisation, global student mobility, belonging, storytelling, power and voice, and
linguistic racism, culminating in a conceptual framework and the identification of four
research gaps. Chapter 3 details the qualitative methodology, including the research design,
sampling, data collection, and analytical procedures. Chapter 4 presents the empirical
findings, organised around the themes of narrating the self, audience and relational safety,
moments of tellability, storytelling as agency and future-making, constraints on narration,
and the structural conditions of storytelling. Chapter 5 discusses these findings in light of the
conceptual framework, outlines the study’s contributions to knowledge, draws out
implications for policy and practice, acknowledges limitations, and offers recommendations

for future research.



Chapter 2

Literature Review and Theoretical Framwork

This chapter reviews existing research on internationalisation, global student mobility, the
experiences of international students, non-Anglophone higher education contexts, narrative
and migration, power dynamics and voice, and language discrimination. The objective is not
merely to summarise prior studies but to establish a conceptual framework for understanding
how international students from the Global South in Italy and China navigate their sense of

belonging through storytelling practices.

The chapter is structured in nine sections. Section 2.1 analyses the paradoxes of
internationalisation, highlighting how it is often framed as promoting global openness while
reproducing epistemic inequalities. Section 2.2 explores global student mobility, focusing on
the aspirations, inequalities, and transnational networks shaping the movement of students
from the Global South. Section 2.3 reviews literature on international student experiences,
with particular attention to belonging, identity, well-being, and structural barriers across
different contexts. Section 2.4 examines internationalisation in non-Anglophone
environments, addressing the specific challenges and under-researched dynamics of contexts

such as Italy and China.

Section 2.5 considers storytelling as a social practice, focusing on narrative identity, agency,
and migrant storytelling. Section 2.6 explores the politics of voice, silence, and the legitimacy
of migrant narratives. Section 2.7 reviews literature on linguistic racism and linguicism,
illustrating how language can function as a site of exclusion. Section 2.8 outlines the
theoretical framework underpinning the study, drawing on epistemic injustice, belonging and
witnessing as key conceptual lenses. Section 2.9 identifies key gaps in the literature and

positions the contribution of this research.

The chapter identifies a key gap in existing research: limited attention has been paid to how
international students from the Global South in non-Anglophone contexts such as Italy and

China articulate their experiences of belonging and exclusion. In addressing this gap, this



study draws on perspectives from belonging, epistemic injustice, and witnessing to better
understand how students’ voices, knowledge, and experiences are recognised or marginalised

within higher education.

2.1 Internationalisation of Higher Education

The internationalisation of higher education embodies an inherent conflict. Following Knight
(2003), internationalisation is understood as “the process of integrating an international,
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of higher
education.” Universities have been shaped by globalisation, the broader economic, political,
and social forces that compress time and space, and have established international alliances,
attracted students from many continents, and promoted themselves as cosmopolitan
environments where diversity flourishes. Student mobility has emerged as a fundamental
aspect of this sector, with millions of students traversing borders annually in search of
degrees that promise to surpass national boundaries. de Wit and Altbach (2020) delineate the
evolution of internationalisation into a formidable catalyst for institutional reform,
profoundly influenced by massification, the rapid expansion of higher education enrolment
that transforms elite systems into mass systems (Trow, 1973). This massification has
heightened emphasis on internationalisation, especially within a global knowledge economy
that demands high skill levels and transnational interactions. Mobility predominantly
originates from lower-middle and middle-income countries towards higher-income nations,

propelled by unmet demand for higher education.

de Wit and Altbach (2020) also emphasise the emergence of transnational education (TNE),
which is defined as the cross-border provision of educational programmes and institutions
where learners are located in a country different from the awarding institution (UNESCO &
Council of Europe, 2001), as a significant advancement. However, de Wit and Altbach (2020)
warn that internationalisation is entering a new phase, necessitating a shift from a limited
emphasis on studying abroad towards “internationalisation at home” (IaH), the purposeful
integration of international and intercultural dimensions into the curriculum for all students,

without requiring them to travel (Beelen & Jones, 2015), as well as enhancing carbon



neutrality and reinforcing the link between global and local issues. Beyond these structural
developments, scholars have raised ethical concerns about how internationalisation is

enacted and governed.

The scholarly trajectory of higher education has undergone significant transformation. de
Wit, Altbach, and Wang (2025) explain the transition of higher education governance from
the church to the nation-state in Europe, as well as the prevailing pattern of degree mobility,
which predominantly flows from the Global South to the Global North. In this study, the
terms Global South and Global North are used not as strictly geographical categories but as
relational concepts that reflect historically produced inequalities within global systems.
According to Amin (2010), the global order is structured through a centre—periphery
dynamic, in which dominant regions (the Global North) are positioned against structurally

subordinated regions (the Global South).

Two significant trends influenced international mobility in the twentieth century: the
expansion of higher education (massification) and the emergence of the information
economy. The commodification of education, the treatment of education as a marketable
product, where students become consumers and institutions compete for revenue (Naidoo &
Jamieson, 2005), has rendered developing study destinations appealing to international
students, particularly from middle- and lower-income backgrounds. Soft power, the ability
to attract and co-opt rather than coerce, exercised through cultural appeal, values, and policies
(Nye, 2004), also plays a significant role, as countries use cultural ties and diasporas to attract
overseas students. Another important factor is the growing adoption of English Medium
Instruction (EMI), the use of English to teach academic subjects in countries where English

1s not the primary language of the population (Dearden, 2014).

Demographic shifts, labour market demands, and migration restrictions have made it difficult
for Global North nations to secure adequate domestic talent. A significant conflict arises
between nationalism and the use of EMI, as employing English in non-Anglophone countries

contradicts nationalist beliefs. These ethical debates are further complicated when



internationalisation is examined through the lens of neoliberal transformations, the
restructuring of higher education according to market principles, including deregulation,
performance-based funding, and the framing of students as human capital (Olssen & Peters,

2005).

Despite the discourse of accessibility and collaboration, the epistemic apparatus of the
university, the knowledge-producing structures, assumptions, and hierarchies that determine
what counts as legitimate knowledge, remains insular. Stein, Andreotti, and Susa (2019)
assert that whilst Canadian institutions have avidly embraced internationalisation, motivated
by national ambitions to double the population of international students, the ethical
underpinnings of this initiative remain insufficiently scrutinised. They identify three strategic
actors: Canadian institutions, federal governments, and provincial governments, and
reference the Accord on the Internationalisation of Education, which recognises both
advantages and threats. Numerous ethical difficulties, they propose, arise from enduring
imbalanced global interactions that have engendered a West-centric perspective of higher
education. Universities in the Global North increasingly regard overseas students as financial

assets to offset diminishing public financing.

The authors propose three ethical frameworks to analyse this issue. The liberal perspective
posits that Western higher education epitomises the zenith of human knowledge and
advancement, regarding current frameworks as universal. The critical perspective recognises
persistent power dynamics in geopolitical, economic, and epistemological contexts,
advocating for resource redistribution and democratised governance. The decolonial
approach advances by denaturalising the coloniality inherent in both liberal and critical
traditions, exploring new ethical options without asserting complete representation of them.
The decolonial perspective, applicable to overseas students, refrains from categorising them
as victims or villains, viewing them instead as multifaceted individuals with conflicting
aspirations, while challenging the presumption of the inherent superiority of Western
education. These epistemological hierarchies are also reinforced through institutional

practices and governance models within international higher education systems.



Neoliberalism has transformed the internationalisation of institutions, notably through the
proliferation of English-medium education. Tavares (2025) demonstrates that the Covid-19
pandemic revealed the deficiencies of the neoliberal model, particularly for multilingual
international students who use English as an additional language. Racism and neo-racism
directed against racialised overseas students became starkly evident throughout the
pandemic. The cultural values of institutions in the English-speaking Global North were
advanced at the expense of the knowledge and identities of the Global South, where most
international students are recruited. Tavares (2025), contrasts this with the humanistic and
intercultural objectives of conventional higher education, which emphasised skills, values,
and dispositions for individual development and societal advancement. Neoliberal education,
in contrast, treats students as customers and imposes an increasing burden of interpersonal
competition. This raises essential questions about whether higher education still meets the
diverse needs and ambitions of individual students. Tavares therefore argues that support for
students through equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) initiatives must adopt a critical and
intersectional framework, one that examines how race, class, and gender interact to shape

student experiences.

Phan Le Ha (2025) substantiates this assessment with evidence from the Equity, Diversity,
and Inclusion initiative. International higher education, despite its alignment with EDI
rhetoric, has predominantly fallen short of fulfilling its commitments. Specific groups
continue to be marginalised from the inclusion that the announcements proclaim. This
encompasses international students, immigrant scholars, and women scholars of colour. Phan
(2025) contends that the issue is not coincidental. It is structural in nature. Universities
require international students for financial sustenance. They require their tuition, their
presence, and their indicators of internationalisation. However, the fundamental epistemic
structure of the university, including the criteria for knowledge, the authority to generate it,

and the methods of its dissemination, remains unaltered.
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Takayama, Sriprakash, and Connell (2015) explicitly identify the fundamental issue. They
contend that mainstream institutions persist in functioning within Eurocentric paradigms that
generate provincial rather than global knowledge. What is commonly labelled as universal is
essentially local, specifically European local, that has been dressed in universal clothing.
They advocate for a truly global social science and democratic knowledge creation;
nevertheless, the institutions that require transformation have demonstrated minimal
willingness to adapt. Connell (2007) elaborates on this issue in her seminal work on Southern
thought. Northern theory, she elucidates, incorporates the ideas, attitudes, and issues of urban
life while asserting itself as universal knowledge. In contrast, Southern theory originates from
postcolonial Africa, modernising Iran, Latin America post-World War II, and India during
the 1970s. She asserts that the dominance of metropolitan knowledge does not entirely
obliterate alternative epistemologies. Alternative perspectives on the world have continually
developed, however they are more sidelined, regarded as subjects of historical or
anthropological significance rather than as contemporary sources of intellectual authority. At
a deeper epistemological level, this critique reveals how “universality” in higher education

is constructed through the marginalisation of Southern knowledge systems.

Riziq, Vazrin, and Prayitno (2023) elucidate how universities align themselves with
knowledge generation, vocational training, significant research, and community
involvement. They function according to a theory known as the "triple helix model," which
holds that interactions between several kinds of players lead to innovation. This model
appears democratic. However, it presupposes an equitable environment. It fails to consider
how Eurocentric frameworks subtly influence the definition of innovation, the value of
information, and the inclusion of individuals in decision-making processes. The
internationalisation of higher education has altered the demographics of universities while
preserving their intellectual basis. These structural and epistemic tensions are further
reflected in how universities conceptualise innovation and governance within global

knowledge systems.
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Shahjahan (2018) incorporates a time aspect into this critique. He contends that time is
predominantly unexplored and insufficiently understood within higher education
scholarship. Time, intertwined with space and matter, influences our existence and the
comprehension of our personal and institutional life. Contemporary colleges are involved in
the commodification of time, transforming it into a measure of value for teachers, students,
administrators, and staff. The rapid progression of academic life, evident in policy
discussions and ingrained inside research-intensive universities, promotes the exploitation of
information and research. Shahjahan (2018) advocates for a reexamination of time in higher
education to scrutinise the frameworks of existence and knowledge that shape contemporary
institutions. This entails progressing from merely promoting epistemic alterations to actively
examining the distinct functioning of temporality across various social positions and
institutional categories. He posits that such an interrogation can uncover what he terms ‘onto-
epistemicides’, the eradication of modes of being and knowledge that institutions tacitly
enact. These temporal critiques highlight how power operates not only through knowledge

systems but also through the organization of time in higher education.

Pini, Gulson, Kraftl, and Dufty-Jones (2017) introduce a spatial perspective that enhances
Shahjahan's (2018) temporal analysis. The iterative creation of education, space, and society
functions as a means of transcending boundaries. Cultural geographies examine citizenship,
illustrating how landscapes and cultural texts embody power dynamics within countries.
Students geographies highlight voice, agency, and engagement. Both viewpoints demonstrate
that the enclave logic of formal schooling is intentional. It pertains to architecture. The
classroom constitutes a terrain. The syllabus constitutes a cultural document. Both signify
power dynamics. International students articulate their experiences inside these
environments, aware that the landscape was not intended for their presence. Complementing
temporal critiques, spatial analyses further reveal how power is embedded in educational

environments and infrastructures.

Battiste (2005) reveals that the marginalization of alternative knowledge systems has

profound colonial origins. Eurocentric intellectuals did not merely disregard Indigenous
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knowledge. They categorically designated it as unorganised and unsuitable for fulfilling the
productivity requirements of modernity. Indigenous peoples were confined to a segregated
status, rendered static, shown as passive consumers of European knowledge instead of being
recognized as legitimate bearers of their own knowledge traditions. This viewpoint has

fostered a worldwide perception of Indigenous peoples as primitive.

Nevertheless, Battiste chronicles an Indigenous revival. Eurocentric intellectuals have
disregarded Indigenous knowledge as unstructured; yet, Indigenous researchers and
practitioners have utilised ancestral wisdom to reclaim authority over their own growth and
capacity enhancement. Indigenous knowledge, she asserts, demarcates the constraints of
Eurocentric thought. It addresses the ethical and epistemological deficiencies in Eurocentric
education, research, and scholarship. It incorporates the perspectives and experiences of the
cognitive other into the educational framework. While these critiques expose colonial
foundations of knowledge, they also open space for rethinking how international students are

positioned within global higher education systems.

Martin and Mirraboopa (2003) provide a definitive foundation for the potential structure of
such integration. From a Quandamooka perspective, they challenge what they term ‘Terra
Nullius’ research, which depicts indigenous peoples solely as objects of curiosity and
subjects of study, to be observed but not consulted, acknowledged, or appreciated. They
contend that it is essential to prioritise Aboriginal ontology as a foundational framework for
indigenist research. Ontology fosters self-awareness and a sense of belonging, enabling us to
comprehend our duties and modes of interaction with ourselves and others. They present
three interrelated principles: Ways of Knowing, Ways of Being and Ways of Doing. Ways
of Knowing are acquired through auditory, sensory, visual, reflective, literary, observational,
temporal, interactive, communicative, collaborative, participatory, and practical experiences.
No individual or organization possesses complete knowledge. Each possesses unique
expertise pertinent to specific roles. Ways of Knowing shape Ways of Being, signifying
existence within a network of reciprocal relationships among entities in particular situations.

Modes of existence dictate the rights we acquire through our relationships with the land,
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ourselves, and others. These develop as circumstances shift. Ways of Doing integrate both
knowledge and existence, articulating individual and collective identities and functions. This
paradigm, originally designed for Indigenous research, provides a lexicon for comprehending
the scattered epistemic structures that international students from the Global South possess,
which Eurocentric colleges lack the means to validate. This epistemological shift also invites

a reconceptualisation of student agency, identity, and mobility within higher education.

Madge, Raghuram, and Noxolo (2015) advocate for a conceptual transition from

n

"international student" to "international study." The phrase "international student" is
frequently interpreted as a metaphor for absence, ignorance, academic failure, immigration
issues, or marginal victimhood. This perspective undermines the acknowledgement of the
intellectual contributions that mobile students provide. They highlight the agency of mobile
individuals, including professors and students, who are involved in the collaborative creation
of knowledge. Transitioning from an individualized student viewpoint to a collective study,
encompassing all participants, enables us to recognize that intellectual knowledge is
perpetually dynamic, continually redefined by the agency and dialogue-based practices of
both scholars and students. This transition, they claim, facilitates a more dispersed, fluid, and

decentralized perspective on international studies, acknowledging the extensive history of

global mobility and fostering multi-centric, multi-scalar spatial conceptualisations.

Marginson (2014) examines the actions of students regarding these mobilities. He contends
that international education is frequently perceived only as acclimatisation to the standards
of the host country, a notion that emphasises social order and stability. Students are perceived
as deficiencies concerning that framework. International students traverse borders to undergo
transformation. Their autonomous agency is insufficiently acknowledged in study.
Marginson (2014) advocates for conceptualizing foreign education as a process of self-
formation. Students select mobility to transform their scope of opportunities. They construct
distinct identities from a broader array of socially determined options. He presents the notion
of agency freedom, which transcends economic considerations to encompass status, dignity,

familial relationships, friendships, fulfilling employment, and the capacity to actualize
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diverse ways of living. Students modify their behaviours and preferred paths as they progress.
He additionally presents multiplicity, the concept that the wandering foreign student
embodies several identities and experiences, as well as fusion, the amalgamation of diverse
cultural and relational components into a freshly constructed self. Hybridity necessitates
increased reflexivity and an awareness of cultural relativism. Students must have the ability
to mediate tensions and conflicts across roles, contexts, and expectations of various groups.
This compels them to engage in active social interactions with a variety of others, necessitates

difficult decisions, and demands adjustments as necessary.

Ilieva, Beck, and Waterstone (2014) enquire about the sustainability of internationalisation,
including both economic and ecological dimensions. They observe that there has been less
systematic research within education faculties about the sustainability of internationalisation
and its practical educational ecologies. The expansion of multinational production,
emblematic of economic globalisation, has heightened the connections between market
objectives and higher education. They advocate for an ecological viewpoint centred on
sustainability, emphasising the genuine experiences of individuals engaged in
internationalisation. This viewpoint acknowledges interconnection, dynamic connections,
power dynamics, and varied perceptions among students, instructors, and staff. They propose
that an ecological perspective enables us to transcend viewing internationalisation merely as

a market issue and instead focus on the actual experiences of individuals involved.

Eraut (2000) provides a concluding element to this conceptual framework by analysing the
mechanisms of learning that occur beyond formal structures. He outlines three categories of
tacit knowledge: implicit comprehensions of individuals and contexts, habitual behaviours,
and the concealed principles that govern instinctive decision-making. He delineates four
categories of processes pertinent to professional learning: situational assessment, decision-
making, overt actions, and metacognition, in addition to three cognitive modes: intuitive,
analytic, and deliberative. The equilibrium among these factors relies on time, experience,

and complexity.
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Importantly, contextual learning results in increased individual diversity as individuals
navigate various contexts throughout their careers. What is effective in one national context
may not be applicable in another, not because of the learner’s shortcomings, but because the
circumstances have evolved. This insight has immediate implications for international
students. Much of the research on international student adjustment characterises challenges
as deficiencies within the student. Eraut’s (2000) framework offers a different perspective:
the problem lies not in the student but in a mismatch between epistemic systems. The student
is sufficient. Drawing on Eraut, this study contends that the receiving institution often fails
to establish the necessary bridges for tacit knowledge to travel across cultural and educational

distances.

Taken together, these perspectives highlight the need to reconsider how internationalisation,
learning, and knowledge production are interconnected across institutional, epistemological,
and experiential dimensions. They also reveal persistent epistemic injustices, the systematic
devaluation of knowledge from the Global South and the marginalisation of student voices
within Eurocentric universities. Addressing these injustices requires not only structural
reform but also a fundamental shift in how institutions listen to, recognise, and witness the

knowledge of Global South international students.

Collectively, these critiques reveal a fundamental gap between the promises of
internationalisation and its practical realities. University mission statements claim global
openness, yet persistent Eurocentrism pervades curricula, hiring practices, and institutional
cultures. Knowledge exchange rhetoric claims reciprocity, yet the flow of knowledge
remains largely unidirectional, from North to South. Structural exclusion continues to be
concealed beneath EDI rhetoric. This discrepancy is not coincidental. It stems from the
inherent architecture of contemporary universities: their temporal rhythms (Shahjahan,
2018), spatial configurations (Pini et al., 2017), epistemological foundations (Takayama et
al., 2015; Connell, 2007), ethical paradigms (Stein et al., 2019), and their perception of
students as either financial assets or liabilities (Phan, 2025; Marginson, 2014; Madge et al.,

2015). The literature also offers alternative resources: Southern theory, decolonial ethics,
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Indigenous ontologies, ecological viewpoints, and tacit knowledge frameworks. However,
these solutions have seldom been consolidated and have rarely been implemented in non-

Anglophone Europe or in China.

This gap in implementation raises questions about the students who actually move across
borders. Section 2.2 therefore examines global student mobility, its underlying drivers, and

the structural asymmetries that shape who moves, where, and why.

2.2 Global Student Mobility

The increase in international student migration has been one of the most prominent
developments in higher education in the last twenty years (de Wit & Altbach, 2020). Students
from the Global South are now enrolling in institutions in Europe, North America, and
Australia in high numbers (OECD, 2025). Their ambitions are thoroughly recorded:
enhanced education, superior professional opportunities, exposure to diverse cultures, and
the symbolic capital associated with a foreign degree (Findlay et al., 2012; Marginson, 2014;
Waters, 2006). However, the literature on mobility has focused less on what these students
actually bring such as their informal knowledge, their ways of knowing, and their epistemic
resources. International students from the Global South do not arrive as blank slates. They
arrive possessing informal and formal knowledge that Eurocentric education has historically
disregarded. Battiste (2005) demonstrates that this denial is deeply rooted in colonialism.
Eurocentric intellectuals did not merely disregard Indigenous knowledge systems. They
categorically designated them as unsystematic and inadequate for fulfilling the productivity
requirements of modernity. Indigenous peoples have been confined to a separated status,
rendered stagnant, perceived as passive consumers of European knowledge instead of being
recognised as legitimate bearers of their own knowledge traditions. This is hardly an
impartial overlook. This constitutes an epistemic assault that perpetuates the criteria for
recognising individuals as knowers. However, this raises broader questions about how

knowledge systems are hierarchically structured within global mobility regimes.
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Mazzocchi (2006) advances this critique further. He explains that traditional knowledge, is
the place-based, intergenerational knowledge systems of indigenous peoples, through which
they understand and interact with their environment, cultivates a fundamentally symbiotic
perspective on the relationship between humans and nature. Rather than being outdated
folklore, traditional knowledge provides a framework for constructive engagement and a
valuable reservoir of diverse viewpoints. European colonisation did not merely displace this
knowledge. It systematically undermined and obliterated it by enforcing Western educational
and cultural paradigms. Nonetheless, Mazzocchi (2006) asserts that legitimate knowledge

systems coexist with prevailing ones.

International students from the Global South often enter higher education systems that lack
frameworks to validate their home epistemologies (Battiste, 2005; Martin & Mirraboopa,
2003). These are not deficiencies but epistemic resources. However, receiving institutions
frequently operate within Eurocentric frameworks that recognise only their own
epistemologies, compelling students to either conceal their contributions or face perceptions
of inadequacy (Connell, 2007). These dynamics point to the coexistence of multiple

knowledge systems that remain unequally valued across host institutions.

As elaborated in Section 2.1, Martin and Mirraboopa's (2003) framework of Ways of
Knowing, Ways of Being, and Ways of Doing captures something that Eurocentric
frameworks consistently fail to account for, that knowledge is not a possession but a practice,
relational, embodied, and inseparable from the contexts in which it was formed. When
students cross borders, this framework travels with them. The institution that cannot receive
it does not simply miss useful information; it actively reproduces the conditions of epistemic
exclusion. It influences their learning processes, their interactions with authority, their
inquiry methods, their expressions of respect, and their storytelling techniques. The
institution that disregards this framework risks misinterpreting students it purports to support.
This highlights how epistemic diversity travels with students across transnational educational

spaces.
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Michele Schweisfurth (as cited in Manzon, 2008) provides a comparative education
perspective that relates to the subject of place, analysing the transference of educational
processes across diverse cultural contexts. What is regarded as effective teaching in one
nation may be perceived as disordered or disrespectful in another. International students
arriving with varied classroom expectations may perceive judgement as passive or
unprepared. Schweisfurth advocates for a more sophisticated comprehension of the reception
of educational methods across cultural boundaries. Her research indicates that the challenges
encountered by overseas students extend beyond just linguistic or academic barriers. They
pertain to epistemology. Students are being instructed to learn in manners that may conflict

with their prior understanding of the learning process (as cited in Manzon, 2008).

The transnational mobility of students has revolutionised global higher education. What was
formerly a specialised endeavour of affluent families has evolved into a widespread
phenomenon, especially from the Global South. Bauschke-Urban and Dedgjoni (2025) posits
that international student mobility from the Global South is currently expanding more rapidly
than in any other region. However, this swift expansion has occurred inside a profoundly
inequitable context. The coloniality of student mobility, encompassing the historical power
dynamics that influence who migrates, their destinations, and their subsequent experiences,
has been inadequately addressed. Internationalisation originally promised cultural exchange

and societal contribution.

Currently, those ideas have been predominantly overshadowed by market principles.
Neoliberal competitiveness pressures universities to engage in the global marketplace for
students. As a result, many non-Anglophone universities have introduced English-taught
programmes at both bachelor‘s and master’s levels. The influx of Global South students has
increased significantly. Nevertheless, the frameworks for understanding their experiences
remain confined within the separate realms of higher education and migration research, rarely
integrating the two domains. These two developments, the spread of English-medium
instruction and the rise in Global South student mobility, indicate that student movement is

shaped as much by global inequalities as by educational opportunity.
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King and Raghuram (2013) delineate this domain and discover it unexpectedly overlooked
in conventional migration studies. Students are seen as attractive migrants due to the talents
they possess and cultivate in host nations. The classification of “international student” is
ambiguous. Students are not solely students. They also serve as representatives of familial
networks, foreign nationals, and, in certain instances, refugees. King and Raghuram (2013)
advocate for shifting the focus away from students as mere subjects of research, emphasising
the need to acknowledge the various stakeholders who contribute to and benefit from
international student mobility. This entails recognising overseas students as multifaceted,

significant individuals whose existence transcends their enrolling status.

Raghuram (2013) elaborates on this thesis by examining the spatial dimensions of
knowledge. She contends that the uniqueness of student mobility lies in the emphasis on
knowledge gain. According to Raghuram (2013), student migrants serve as catalysts that
influence the structure, authority, and viability of knowledge institutions. They are not merely
beneficiaries of education, they actively engage in the creation and dissemination of

information across borders.

Student migration is not a singular phenomenon but rather a multifaceted array of pathways
that develop over time. Nada, Ploner, van Mol, and Araujo (2023) contend that the
experiences of overseas students have frequently been framed in narrow terms. To adequately
address the diversity of migration trajectories, it is essential to consider how individual
experiences are influenced by both macro and micro dynamics. Macro-level dynamics
encompass social, economic, and political elements that instigate migration and shape
experiences within the host society. Micro-level dynamics encompass bounded agency,

which refers to the restricted ability to act within certain environmental constraints.
Nada et al. (2023) base their analysis on student narratives and oral histories, examining the

chronological elements within the narrative and how migration is transformed over time

beyond educational trajectories. They outline various migration profiles: the pre-determined
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migrant, characterised by an early development of migration culture due to historical or
postcolonial connections; the unwilling migrant; the gradual migrant; the incidental migrant;
the runaway migrant; and the fighter migrant. Recognising this variation yields insights into
the lives of individuals essential to migration. This concept is pertinent to the current study,
which examines Global South students in Italy and China whose paths likely encompass

various profiles.

Allan Findlay et al. (2012) explore the motivations and implications of international student
mobility. They contend that studying abroad simultaneously accumulates several elements
of social and cultural capital. Student mobility is inextricably linked to broader life-course
objectives and cannot be dissociated from mobility trajectories preceding and succeeding
academic pursuits. The disparities in higher education result in certain social practices being
utilised to perpetuate social advantage within the globalised education system. Social
disparities restrict access to international student mobility, and studying abroad may
subsequently perpetuate those same disparities. The authors conclude that the
internationalisation of higher education has resulted in significant transformations in global,
social and cultural interactions. The massification of students is part of broader social
differentiation processes that necessitate ongoing research. These findings reinforce the idea
that student mobility is embedded within broader structures of inequality and social

reproduction.

Waters (2006) illustrates this dynamic through a comparative study of Hong Kong and
Canada. She associates parental choice, socioeconomic status, and geographic mobility with
the fundamental discussions surrounding education and social reproduction. Migration to
Canada allowed middle-class Hong Kong families to acquire a more esteemed type of
cultural capital: a Western university degree. International schooling provided an avenue to
evade a fiercely competitive, hierarchical, and merciless domestic education system. Waters
(2006) advocates for a regionally nuanced assessment of the comparative worth of foreign
education. Educational options are progressively varied by location. Parental choice

increasingly correlates with spatial mobility, which subsequently reflects social class status.
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This discovery extends beyond Hong Kong. For students from the Global South, the choice
to pursue education abroad is seldom solely intellectual. It constitutes a familial strategy, a

collaborative academic endeavour, and a geographical negotiation simultaneously.

Brooks and Waters (2011) contextualise these trends within the wider internationalisation of
higher education. During the preceding decade, as noted in their book, there was a profound
deepening and spread of internationalisation. Educational brands have evolved. Governments
and organisations have increasingly adopted entrepreneurial practices. International students
represent an intriguing phenomenon as they might be classified simultaneously as migrants
and students, two groups that legislation frequently delineates distinctly. Brooks and Waters
(2011) characterise international education as a type of cultural capital, while also warning
that colonial and post-colonial imperatives persist in shaping the discourse and treatment of
mobile students in practice. The ethical dilemma surrounding international student mobility

remains unresolved. It has merely been administered.

Robertson (2013) redirects the focus from students to the encompassing industry. She
analyses the relationship between education and migration, focusing on the burgeoning
business of agents, brokers, and other entities that enable student movement. These
intermediates influence students’ paths in manners that research has only commenced to
comprehend. Students do not traverse mobility independently. They are directed, counselled,
and occasionally exploited by a commercial framework that intermediates between them and
the institutions they aspire to join. This industry warrants equal scrutiny as the students

themselves.

Brooks, Courtois, Faas, Jayadeva, and Beech (2024) advance the discourse to Europe. They
note that international student mobility in Europe generally reinforces existing patterns rather
than engendering new ones. The migration patterns from the colonial era persist in
influencing the present. They advocate for ongoing transnational, transdisciplinary study that

comprehends the ramifications of developments in other areas and global issues on migration
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patterns inside and to and from Europe. Numerous interconnections are involved. No

individual nation or field of study can encompass them independently.

Buonomo, Caputo, Gabrielli, and Gargiulo (2024) present critical Italian data. Utilising
national Italian data, they demonstrate that students of Chinese, Moroccan, and Moldovan
descent possess elevated university aspirations despite encountering considerable obstacles.
This discovery is essential for the current research. It affirms that students from the Global
South in Italy possess considerable ambition. They seek higher education in significant
quantities. The obstacles they encounter are not internal deficiencies but external
frameworks. Their ambitions endure in spite of, rather than due to, the system they engage

with.

Bauschke-Urban and Dedgjoni (2025) caution against categorising Global South students as
a monolithic entity. Transnational diaspora networks must not be conflated with cohesive
communities. Students sharing the same national background exhibit diversity in class,
geographical origin, gender, race, ethnicity, culture, language, nationality, religion, sexual
orientation, (dis)ability, age, and mobility aspirations. The authors develop the notion of
‘subversive mobility strategies’, which refer to the methods by which students manoeuvre
through and occasionally undermine the limitations imposed on them. They abandon
dominant and heteronormative family systems, which experience significant changes during

the movement process.

The conflict about intellectual migration, including brain drain, brain circulation, and brain
waste, remains unresolved (Beine, Docquier, & Rapoport, 2008; Bauschke-Urban &
Dedgjoni, 2025). Mobile students were once seen unfavourably as a loss of talent, from the
perspective of these students’ countries of origin (Docquier, 2014). However, high-skilled
emigration can also generate brain gain for origin nations through remittances, knowledge
transfer, return migration, and transnational networks (Batista, Lacuesta, & Vicente, 2012;
Constant & Zimmermann, 2011). In some cases, sending countries have actively pursued
brain gain through state-sponsored international mobility programmes (Nogueira, 2017,

Melchior, 2021). Access to labour markets in the host nation post-graduation remains

23



inconsistent and contentious; international graduates often face lower employment rates,
wage penalties, and overqualification compared to domestic peers (Dalmonte & Frattini,

2024; Mattoo, Neagu, & Ozden, 2008).

China has recently become a prominent destination for international students; nevertheless,
the motivations of people selecting China have not been thoroughly investigated. Zhang, Qin,
and Zhang (2026) examine the decision-making processes of overseas undergraduate
students enrolled in degree programmes in Shanghai. Essential considerations encompass
academic prestige, social network impact, cost-effectiveness, and security. The authors
advise Chinese colleges to increase recruitment strategies by broadening communication
avenues, augmenting campus visits, and fortifying alumni networks to attract competent
students and elevate institutional prestige. Their findings are significant for the current study
as they demonstrate that non-Anglophone destinations, such as China and Italy, function
under distinct attraction logics compared to Anglophone countries, a phenomenon that the

literature has just recently begun to explore.

Beyond the decision to study in China, students must also navigate what comes after
graduation. Mulvey (2022) analyses the post-study plans of African student migrants in
China, identifying three broad trajectories: those who return home, deterred by structural
barriers that prevent them from remaining in China; those who stay by establishing
businesses, with the intention of returning home at a later stage; and those who aim to
accumulate capital in China specifically to meet the entry requirements of stricter mobility
regimes in the Global North. Each trajectory, Mulvey argues, represents a strategy for
negotiating the devaluation of specific forms of capital across different national contexts.
Students who plan to return home often do so because they perceive that their qualifications,
undervalued within the Chinese labour market, will carry greater weight in their countries of
origin. These calculations are not purely personal; they are shaped by structural power
relations that dictate where a degree from China is recognised and where it is not. Mulvey's

analysis extends the understanding of student mobility beyond the moment of enrolment,
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revealing how Global South students in non-Anglophone destinations must constantly

strategise in the face of uneven global hierarchies of academic and economic value.

The scholarship on international student mobility presents a comprehensive overview. The
movement from the Global South is expanding swiftly; however, it occurs within profoundly
uneven frameworks rooted in colonial legacies. Students are not merely persons engaged in
the pursuit of education. They are integrated into familial networks, class initiatives, and
international networks. They are influenced by intermediaries and brokers. They exhibit
diversity across various dimensions of identity. Their ambitions persist despite significant

obstacles. However, the literature also exposes considerable deficiencies.

The majority of research concentrates on Anglophone destinations, in part because they have
been the main recipients of international students for decades. According to the OECD,
nearly half (46%) of all international students in member countries were concentrated in just
four English-speaking nations: the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada
(OECD, 2025). In contrast, Italy and other non-Anglophone contexts remain inadequately
researched. OECD data indicates that Italy was one of the few countries where the share of
international students decreased, falling from 5.6% to 4.8%, while the OECD average
increased from 6% to 7.4% (OECD, 2025). This figure is significantly below the European
average of 8.4% (ItalianFacts, 2025). Interestingly, the landscape is shifting. China has
emerged as a major non-Anglophone destination. In the 2024-2025 academic year, more than
380,000 students from 191 countries and regions pursued degree programmes, research, or
training at various educational institutions across China, an increase of 15% over the previous
year (Xinhua News, 2026). Yet despite these growing numbers, the experiences of
international students in non-Anglophone settings like Italy and China remain

under-represented in the academic literature compared to their Anglophone counterparts.

The perspectives of students, their stories, and their experiences of belonging are frequently
deduced from surveys and policies, instead of being explicitly articulated. The literature has
yet to investigate how these students articulate their mobility, interpret the obstacles they

encounter, and how their aspirations intersect with the difficulties of navigating belonging in
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a non-Anglophone environment such as Italy and China. This study examines that question.
Section 2.3 now turns to the experiential learning of international students, focusing on

belonging, identity, well-being, and structural barriers.

2.3 Experiences and Belonging of International Students

Aspirations by themselves do not ensure a sense of belonging. The preceding section
demonstrated that students from the Global South possess elevated aspirations for their
mobility, frequently in the face of considerable obstacles. What transpires upon their arrival?
The literature on international student experiences has primarily focused on belonging,
identity, well-being, integration, and structural barriers. However, this literature has
insufficiently conceptualised the epistemic dimension of belonging. Belonging goes beyond
simple sentiments of acceptance. It relates to being recognised as a reliable source of

information.

The concept of belonging has been theorised across multiple disciplines, yet its meaning is
often taken for granted. As Antonsich (2010) observes, belonging is frequently confused with
identity, attachment, or citizenship, and is often treated as self-explanatory. He argues that
belonging should be analysed at two interconnected levels: place-belongingness, the
personal, intimate feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place, which may be grounded in
autobiographical memories, socio-relational ties, cultural practices, economic security, or
legal status, and the politics of belonging, the discursive resource through which boundaries

of inclusion and exclusion are constructed, claimed, justified, or resisted (Antonsich, 2010).

Yuval-Davis (2006) further elaborates that belonging must be studied across three analytical
levels: social locations (the intersecting positionalities of race, class, gender, and nationality
that shape one‘s place in social hierarchies); identifications and emotional attachments (the
narratives through which individuals articulate their sense of self and group membership);
and ethical and political values (the normative frameworks that determine who belongs and

on what terms).
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As Antonsich (2010) argues, belonging is not a fixed state but a dynamic, contested process
that becomes politicised precisely when it is threatened. Following from this, belonging is
also not a zero-sum game; individuals may hold multiple, overlapping belongings across
different scales, from the home, to the neighbourhood, to the nation, to transnational
communities (Antonsich, 2010). Importantly, the absence of place-belongingness is not
simply exclusion but a sense of loneliness, isolation, alienation, and displacement that enters
the processes of self-formation. When activated as a political resource, belonging assembles
discourses and practices that draw boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, producing
hierarchies of belonging in which the belonging of racialised subjects is never guaranteed

once and for all, but is always situational and open to contestation (Antonsich, 2010).

Mashazi and Oostendorp (2022) approach belonging not as an abstract feeling but as
something that is performed and enacted through language, bodies, and space. Drawing on
research with linguistic minority students at Stellenbosch University, a historically
Afrikaans-medium institution where whiteness remains structurally dominant even after
apartheid, they show how language operates as a gatekeeping mechanism. Students who do
not speak Afrikaans, or who do not sound like the majority, describe university residences
and other campus spaces as places of exclusion rather than familiarity or comfort. The authors
develop the concept of embodying belonging, which brings together linguistic repertoires,
bodily presence, and spatial experience to explain why some students feel out of place,
unseen, and unheard. Belonging, in this view, is not simply a matter of individual adjustment;
it is a relational and spatial practice that requires others to recognise and accept one's ways
of speaking, looking, and being. This perspective is valuable for the present study because it
foregrounds the material, linguistic, and spatial dimensions of belonging, dimensions that are

often overlooked in survey-based research on international students.

This framework moves beyond simply asking whether international students feel a sense of
belonging. Instead, it asks: Who has the authority to decide who belongs? On what grounds
are those decisions made (social locations, narratives, or values)? And what are the

consequences for those who are excluded? These questions align directly with Miranda
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Fricker’s (2007) concept of epistemic injustice. The authority to decide who belongs is an
epistemic authority; when that authority is exercised through identity prejudice, for example,

against students from the Global South, it constitutes testimonial injustice.

Moreover, when students lack the narrative resources to articulate their exclusion, or when
their stories are not recognised within dominant institutional frames, they suffer
hermeneutical injustice. Witnessing which is the active, attentive listening that affirms a
speaker’s credibility is precisely the practice that can counter both forms of injustice. In my
analysis, Yuval-Davis’s three levels framework will be used to examine how Global South
students in Italy and China experience the politics of belonging, how their narratives are

received or dismissed, and how witnessing can open pathways to epistemic justice.

The distinction between testimony and witnessing is crucial here. In traditional philosophy,
testimony is the neutral transmission of knowledge from speaker to hearer. But this assumes
equal credibility and ignores power. As Miranda Fricker (2007) argues, testimonial injustice
occurs when a hearer unfairly discounts a speaker’s credibility because of identity prejudice,
race, gender, nationality, or accent. For Global South students in Italy and China, this happens
when their stories are dismissed, their knowledge presumed inferior, or their accents treated
as incompetence. Fricker (2007) also identifies hermeneutical injustice: a gap in collective
interpretive resources that prevents people from making sense of their own experience.
Students may feel excluded but lack the concepts to name it, or listeners fail to understand

because the experience falls outside dominant narratives.

This study shifts from testimony to witnessing. To witness is not merely to receive
information. It is to listen actively, recognise the storyteller as a legitimate knower, and affirm
their epistemic authority. Witnessing is a practice of epistemic justice: it counters testimonial
injustice (by believing the speaker) and hermeneutical injustice (by sharing the interpretive
work). Witnessing happens when a professor genuinely listens, when a peer asks not just
where someone is from but what that place means, and when institutions create space for

students to articulate their own epistemic journeys.
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This distinction is significant for belonging, as receiving testimony does not inherently foster
belonging. Belonging is cultivated through being acknowledged. When a professor really
engages with a student's narrative, when a peer enquires not merely about someone's origin
but the significance of that place, and when an institutional practice facilitates students in
articulating their own epistemic journeys instead of having them recounted by others, it is
witnessing. Phan (2025) emphasises that classrooms are the primary sites of meaningful
transformation, facilitated by teaching, interaction, curriculum decisions, and authentic
support for language and cultural adaptation. Witnessing serves as the catalyst for facilitating
such transformation. In the absence of being witnessed, of having their knowledge recognised
and affirmed, international students may encounter numerous testimonies, lectures, books,
directions, and evaluations, yet they will remain excluded. They will persist in what Battiste

(2005) identifies as the separated box, existing yet unseen, audible yet unacknowledged.

Eraut (2000) introduces an additional dimension. He contends that situated learning results
in increased individual variability as individuals navigate diverse environments throughout
their lives. A student proficient in successful learning within one national environment cannot
merely transfer that ability to another situation. The contextual nature of learning implies that
proficiency is somewhat determined by local factors. What was effective in India, Kenya, or
Brazil may not be applicable in Italy and China, not due to the student's shortcomings, but

because the circumstances have evolved.

The discourse surrounding international student adjustment frequently characterises it as a
deficiency inside the student. A more benevolent interpretation, guided by Eraut's (2000)
paradigm, would characterise it as a discrepancy between epistemic systems. The student is
not deficient. The receiving institution has not established the connections necessary for the

transfer of knowledge across distances.

Desouza, Nissen, and Serensen (2008) conceptualise these dynamics via knowledge-flow

theory. Knowledge transfer is dynamic. It traverses three dimensions: the kind of knowledge
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(explicit or tacit), the degree of social aggregation (individual, group, or organization), and
the associated behaviours (creation, sharing, integration, reuse). For international students,
implicit knowledge regarding the demonstration of respect, the navigation of collective
decision-making, and the ability to interpret social cues without explicit instructions is
practical and effective. However, the formal academic environment necessitates clear,
individualised, and text-based expressions of knowledge, compelling students to either
convert their tacit understanding into an unfamiliar epistemic language or see its dismissal.
This is neither a natural nor an inevitable condition. It constitutes a design defect in the

framework of international education.

Portugal, like Italy, is a non-English speaking European nation where research on the
experiences of international students is limited, despite increasing enrolment. Nada and
Aratjo (2018) investigate the experiences of international students upon their arrival in a new
cultural environment, emphasising the significance of language and social support in the

adaptation process.

International students have a multitude of unique problems. Social support is essential for
adaptation; but, if not supplied, it may result in suboptimal outcomes and increased
marginalisation. Adapting to a novel and unfamiliar cultural environment can be daunting,

and the initial phase of relocation may prove especially difficult.

Language is essential for adaptation and is fundamental to identity formation. Students
lacking a Portuguese background encountered various problems at many levels. Social
support mitigates the difficulties of residing and studying abroad, as students may experience

emotional deprivation in the absence of their home country's social networks.
These findings align with the Italian context. If Portuguese institutions face challenges in

assisting overseas students, it is unlikely that Italian universities are performing markedly

better.
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As noted in Section 2.2, Nada et al. (2023) identify a range of migratory profiles, from the
predetermined to the reluctant, the gradual to the fighter, each carrying distinct biographical
weight. What matters here is the consequence for belonging: a student who arrived
unwillingly will narrate their experience differently from one who planned their move for
years. These biographical distinctions mean that belonging is not a uniform condition but a

temporally and personally differentiated achievement..

Jenny J. Lee (2007) introduces a crucial aspect frequently overlooked in the well-being
literature: neo-racism. In the context of the United States, Lee (2007) contends that
international students significantly enhance the economy and intellectual capital. They
provide curricular and cocurricular advantages that, when utilised, can revolutionise an
institution's educational objectives. However, they encounter discrimination that is not
necessarily explicit. Neo-racism functions through cultural indicators rather than biological
ones. It manifests in governmental rules, educational environments, employment
determinations, and quotidian interactions. Students express challenges in establishing
relationships with professors and peers. They face detrimental stereotypes and erroneous
representations of their traditions. They receive disparaging remarks on their accents.
Numerous individuals tolerate these challenges due to the anxiety that voicing their concerns
may result in deportation. With the passage of time, they acclimatise to it. Lee’s (2007)
conclusions are unsettling yet essential. The psychological anguish documented by Cipolletta
et al. (2021), is not solely internal. It is generated by situations that consistently marginalise

and belittle.

Gilmartin (2008) provides a regional perspective for comprehending these interactions. She
contends that migration studies has transitioned to emphasising migrant identities and
subjectivities. Transnationalism and translocalism have emerged as essential concepts. She
analyses belonging at several levels, ranging from citizenship to the household. The interplay
among identity, location, and movement is complex. Individuals depart from locations due
to factors such as destitution, absence of opportunities, conflict, or economic upheaval.

However, they also sustain numerous relationships beyond international boundaries.
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Transnationalism implies reciprocal identities, international networks, and diverse
affiliations. Gilmartin's (2008) theory elucidates that overseas students do not merely
abandon one identity in favour of another. They possess numerous identities concurrently.
Their affiliation is not a mere binary choice. It is a negotiated process that occurs across

distance and time.

Netz, Van Mol, Riafio, and Raghuram (2024) introduce a spatial dimension that enhances
Yuval-Davis's (2006) work. They contend that location occupies a significant although
insufficiently theorised role in international student mobility. Locations possess physical
attributes. They also possess meanings and prices. Social inequalities delineate the
parameters of mobility and resource allocation. The authors contend that students can serve
as agents of change. They can expedite or diminish economic and social growth in both
source and destination regions. This perspective contests the passive characterisation of
overseas students as only acquiring education before returning to their native countries.
Students actively influence their environments. Their presence, expenditures, networks, and

narratives all alter the local environments they engage with.

The body of literature concerning international student experiences indicates a continual
tension. Students are proactive individuals who develop support networks, manage several
identities, and influence their environments. Cipolletta et al. (2021) demonstrate that
individuals who distribute their emotional dependence among various relationships
experience superior outcomes. Gilmartin and Yuval-Davis (2006) demonstrate that
belonging is a dynamic, multi-scalar negotiation rather than a static condition. Conversely,
students encounter structural obstacles that are beyond their control. Lee (2007) elucidates
neo-racism manifested in accents, preconceptions, and exclusionary practices. The well-
being literature indicates increased levels of distress. However, the literature also exposes
considerable deficiencies. The majority of study on international student experiences
predominantly concentrates on Anglophone countries such as the United States, United
Kingdom, and Australia. Italy is inadequately researched. The perspectives of students, their

narratives of inclusion and exclusion, are frequently derived from surveys and assessments
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instead of being articulated in their own words. The literature has yet to investigate how
international students from the Global South in Italy articulate their experiences, interpret the
obstacles they encounter, and navigate their sense of belonging through quotidian narrative
practices. This study rectifies such silence by prioritising student voices and suggesting
witnessing as a framework for comprehending the circumstances in which students perceive

themselves as seen, heard, and valued.

While the literature on international student experiences has predominantly focused on
Anglophone contexts, what insights do we possess about non-Anglophone environments?
The following section shows that findings from Anglophone research cannot be simply
transferred to contexts with different institutional histories, language hierarchies, and
migration regimes. Section 2.4 addresses the unique deficiencies in research concerning
overseas students in non-Anglophone environments, focusing particularly on the nascent
literature regarding China and the scant research pertaining to Italy. While Section 2.3
delineates the overall experiences of international students, Section 2.4 asks whether these
findings are applicable to contexts that have been under-represented in the study literature.
This inquiry is crucial for the current research, which centres on Italy, a non-Anglophone
European nation whose international student demographic has garnered significantly less

scrutiny than those in the United Kingdom, the United States, or Australia.

2.4 International Students in Non-Anglophone Contexts

The preeminence of Anglophone studies about overseas students has engendered a
substantial oversight. The majority of our understanding of international student experiences
is derived from research undertaken in the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and
Canada. Non-Anglophone reception situations such as Italy, China, France, Germany, and
Japan are inadequately studied. This is not merely a matter of language; these contexts
present additional complexity because, besides English, there is at least one other dominant

language operating both within and outside the university. Furthermore, their higher

33



education systems differ structurally from Anglophone ones, so findings from

English-speaking countries cannot be reliably transferred.

Phan (2025) notes that, even in non-Anglophone contexts, there has been minimal alteration
in the definition and discourse around international students within legislation, courses, and
informal academic discussions. Chinese overseas students, specifically, encounter enduring
unfavourable preconceptions and erroneous generalisations, despite universities’ financial
reliance on their enrolment. The “Begging Poem” she presents is a short poem
that Phan herself composed as part of her experimental, non-traditional article; it uses the act
of begging as a metaphor to convey the vulnerable, powerless position of international
students, who must plead for recognition, institutional support and a genuine sense of
belonging even as universities publicly commit to EDI ideals. Nonetheless, the disparity
between words and reality persists significantly. The disparity is much more pronounced in
non-Anglophone situations, where the literature has yet to align with the magnitude of

student migration.

Takayama, Sriprakash, and Connell (2015) contend that the preeminence of Anglophone
research is not coincidental. Mainstream institutions sustain Eurocentric foundations of
fundamental knowledge. The appeal for Southern theory advocates for a truly global social
science and democratises knowledge production. This has direct ramifications for research
about overseas students in Italy. The majority of our knowledge about internationalization
and the experience of international students is derived from Anglophone situations. Italy and
China have yet to be studied in depth and, like other non-Anglophone reception settings may
function differently. They may possess distinct colonial histories, varying linguistic
hierarchies, disparate immigration policies, and divergent connections to the Global South.

The literature has yet to systematically examine these divergences.
Pini, Gulson, Kraftl, and Dufty-Jones (2017) incorporate a geographical perspective that

elucidates the significance of context. Education, space, and society mutually generate one

another in a recursive manner. Comprehending classroom dynamics necessitates a
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comprehension of the spatial configurations that govern them, which in turn requires insight
into the broader societal context that established these arrangements. Cultural geographies
examine how landscapes and cultural texts depict power dynamics. The geographies of
students highlight voice, agency, and engagement. Both viewpoints indicate that the enclave

logic of formal schooling is intentional. It is architectural.

This spatial framework must be applied to Italy and China, and specifically to the present
study. It requires understanding how University A’s unique spatial and historical context, a
medium-sized city in the Veneto region with its own migration history, dialect dynamics, and
position within European and global hierarchies, shapes what international students can say,
where they can express themselves, and who listens to them. Similarly, University B’s
context as the capital of China, a global city with a highly centralised political structure, a
distinct Mandarin linguistic environment, and a unique position in both Asian and global
hierarchies, influences the storytelling practices, spatial venues, and audience reception for

Global South students studying there.

Portugal serves as a valuable comparative reference for Italy. Nada and Araujo (2018)
observe that Portuguese universities are experiencing significant increases in foreign student
enrolment; nevertheless, research on the experiences of these students is limited. This
scarcity is not exclusive to Portugal. It characterises the majority of non-Anglophone
European nations, including Italy. The authors determine that language is a vital component
of adaptation and is integral to identity development for international students in Portugal.
Students lacking a Portuguese background encountered various problems at many levels.
Social assistance mitigated these obstacles, whereas insufficient support resulted in

marginalisation.

Triki (2022) addresses the topic squarely within the context of Italian higher education. Triki
(2022) analyses Internationalisation at Home policies, focusing on local students' perceptions
of international students and English Medium Instruction at an Italian institution. Triki

(2022) contends that for Internationalisation at Home to be effective, English need not be the
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sole language considered. The presence of international students on campus, along with
English Medium Instruction, does not ensure internationalisation for all non-mobile students.

Additional resources are required.

Triki (2022) observes that the internationalisation of higher education is complex and
involves multiple objectives necessitating a variety of methods and tactics for
accomplishment. Two prevalent instruments are the presence of international students on
campus and the offering of English Medium Instruction as individual course units or as
English-taught degree programmes. However, Triki cautions that these methods are
inadequate in isolation. Local students may harbour resentment against international
students. English Medium Instruction may marginalise local students without confidence in
English. The language advantages provided by overseas students and English Medium
Instruction are tangible, although they are inequitably allocated. Triki's research is crucial for
the current study as it transitions the focus from solely international students to the dynamics
between international and domestic students. Belonging extends beyond the emotional

experiences of overseas students. It pertains to their reception.

Cipolletta, Mercurio, and Pezzetta (2021) examine the relationship between perceived social
support, psychological distress, and well-being among international students at the
University of Padua. They find that diverse social networks and support from partners or
friends are associated with higher well-being. However, their analysis primarily focuses on
individual students’ coping mechanisms and interpersonal networks, while broader structural
dimensions remain underexplored. Institutional barriers, bureaucratic hurdles, exclusionary
language requirements, and limited institutional responsiveness receive comparatively little
attention. By emphasizing students’ capacity to adapt, Cipolletta et al. (2021) risk placing the
burden of integration on individuals rather than examining the institutional conditions that
may contribute to exclusion. This study takes a different approach. Drawing on epistemic
injustice (Fricker, 2007), the politics of belonging (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006),
and the conceptual shift from testimony to witnessing (Felman & Laub, 1992; Oliver, 2001;

Boler, 1999), I examine how institutional structures, practices, and staff attitudes shape
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whether Global South students’ experiences are recognised, acknowledged, or marginalised
within higher education institutions. In analysing interview data, I pay particular attention to

the ways students narrate experiences of recognition, exclusion, and institutional listening.

China exemplifies a particularly well-resourced and systematically implemented version of
a non-Anglophone destination that proactively seeks to attract international students as part
of its state-driven internationalisation plan. Zhang, Qin, and Zhang (2026) investigate the
motivations of overseas undergraduate students enrolled in degree programmes in Shanghai,
finding that academic reputation, social network impact, affordability, and safety influence
their decisions. Italy also has its own state-driven internationalisation strategies, including
regional scholarships and national promotion campaigns. However, compared to China, Italy
has been less systematic in establishing dedicated infrastructure, such as expedited visa and
residence permit procedures, purpose-built student housing, and career support services
accessible to non-Italian speakers, to recruit and retain international students. Consequently,
the Italian approach, while proactive in policy terms, has often suffered from underfunding

and fragmented implementation.

The comparison is enlightening. Italian institutions must consider the variables identified by
Zhang et al. (2026), reputation, networks, cost, and safety, to comprehend why Global South
students select Italy despite existing hurdles. This study enhances comprehension by directly

enquiring of students their motivations for attendance and their narrative of that decision.

Mulvey (2025) presents a cautionary narrative regarding the improper study of
non-Anglophone contexts. He analyses the globalisation of higher education in China
through the lens of critical internationalisation studies, a field that seeks to de-centre Western
perspectives and re-examine epistemic injustice. However, Mulvey contends that certain
aspects of this work have succumbed to a novel form of orientalism, relying on fundamental
dichotomies of East and West and participating in what he terms re-orientalism and

Sino-speak.
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Mulvey (2025) delineates four key issues within this corpus. First, spectacularized
postcoloniality reduces China to a mere caricature of colonial victimisation. Second, re-
orientalism perpetuates the very preconceptions that critical scholarship claims to dismantle.
Third, the repetition of official occidentalism mirrors governmental propaganda instead of
subjecting it to critique. Fourth, epistemic illiberalism reinforces a restrictive rather than
inclusive mode of knowledge production.From this analysis emerges a challenging inquiry
that the current study must confront: how can one challenge the epistemic supremacy of the
Anglophone West while simultaneously addressing the epistemic illiberalism of the People’s
Republic of China? Mulvey’s caution is not that we should avoid studying non-Anglophone
settings altogether. Rather, we must do so without falling into new forms of essentialism.
Italy is not China, but the lesson applies: the present study must attend to the particularities
of the Italian context without reducing it to either a victim of Anglophone hegemony or an

exceptional case incomparable to any other.

The literature on non-Anglophone contexts indicates a domain that is both underdeveloped
and fraught with methodological challenges. Triki (2022) demonstrates that, even at the
university level, Internationalisation at Home policies are ineffective; the mere presence of
international students and English Medium Instruction does not inherently foster integration
or a sense of belonging, and local students may harbour resentment rather than express
welcome. Buonomo, Caputo, Gabrielli, and Gargiulo (2024) provide critical Italian data
showing that students of Chinese, Moroccan, and Moldovan descent possess elevated
university aspirations despite encountering considerable obstacles, affirming that the barriers

they face are external frameworks, not internal deficits.

China has likewise become a major non-Anglophone host for international students, a
transformation that has unfolded across distinct phases. Yang, Lu, and Yin (2025) trace the
evolution of student mobility to China from the early days of socialist internationalism in the
1950s, through the market reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, to the acceleration of the 2000s
and the Belt and Road era from 2013 onward. Across all phases, the central state has remained

the principal architect of policy, using international student recruitment as an instrument of
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soft power and global integration. Wen and Hu (2023) observe that China has now become
the world's third largest host country for international students, yet international student
education remains positioned as supplementary to the national higher education system rather
than fully embedded within it. This structural marginality has consequences for how students

experience their time in China.

On the ground, challenges persist. Wen, Hu, and Hao (2018) report that many international
students in China encounter significant dissatisfaction with English-medium instruction, a
widespread feature of Chinese universities' internationalisation strategies. Poor English
delivery, limited course options, and insufficient interaction with faculty on non-academic
matters contribute to a gap between institutional rhetoric and student experience. These
patterns echo findings from Italy, where EMI expansion has similarly outpaced the

development of adequate support structures.

At the experiential level, scholars have started to explore what belonging and identity mean
in the Chinese context. Li (2015), drawing on the experiences of international graduate
students, proposes the concept of mediated space, a relational domain that students construct
through multi-directional negotiation with the host culture, economic realities, and linguistic
hierarchies. For Li, language proficiency alone does not guarantee a sense of belonging;
indeed, the politics of language use, which languages are valued, which are marginalised,
and which are deemed appropriate for particular settings, can deepen students' sense of
exclusion even when they possess strong linguistic skills. The concept of mediated space
offers a lens for understanding how Global South students in non-Anglophone settings carve
out livable positions amidst competing cultural demands, a process that parallels the

negotiation of belonging examined in the Italian context.

Wu and Liu (2022) add a further dimension, documenting the psychological toll of cultural
shock and the protracted adaptation processes that many international students undergo in
China. While their analysis remains at a descriptive level, it underscores a broader point: the
challenges that Global South students face in non-Anglophone environments are not
reducible to individual deficits; they are systematically produced by institutions that have yet

to fully adapt to the students they have recruited.
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Research has yet to investigate how Global South international students perceive and
articulate these obstacles within the Italian and Chinese higher education systems.
Quantitative critiques of Internationalisation at Home programmes and EMI delivery indicate
underlying problems, but they do not reveal what students genuinely encounter, how they
interpret their exclusion, or how they navigate belonging through everyday practices such as
storytelling. This study addresses this gap by centring student voices and analysing the
specific dynamics of two non-Anglophone contexts, Italy and China, hereby illuminating the
convergences and divergences that characterise the experiences of Global South students

outside the Anglophone mainstream.

How do students overcome the specific hurdles and under-researched dynamics found in the
Italian context? The examined literature has outlined the macro-level conflicts of
internationalisation (2.1), the aspirations and inequalities embedded in global student
mobility (2.2), the lived experiences of belonging and exclusion (2.3), and the particular
divergences in non-Anglophone contexts such as Italy (2.4). A comprehensive analysis of
the methods by which students negotiate belonging has been absent from all these sections.
Section 2.5 transitions to narrative discourse. It analyses storytelling as a social practice,
narrative identity and agency, along with the distinct dynamics of migrant storytelling. While
earlier sections concentrated on structural conditions, institutional policies, and measurable
outcomes. Section 2.5 emphasises process, namely the quotidian acts of narration through

which students comprehend their identities and sense of belonging.

2.5 Storytelling and Migration

2.5.1 Storytelling as Social Practice

Storytelling is never impartial. It transpires within social contexts that dictate which
narratives are acknowledged and which are disregarded. Riziq, Vazrin, and Prayitno (2023)
contend that storytelling occurs within imagined communities constructed on shared
mythologies and symbols, drawing on Charles Taylor’s social imaginaries and Benedict

Anderson’s imagined communities. When a student from the Global South recounts a
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narrative within a non-Anglophone university context, they are narrating it within an
imagined community that they did not contribute to creating. The story is conveyed to the
listener through the lens of the host country’s dominant epistemic assumptions. A narrative
concerning a religious festival in Lagos, a family negotiation in Lima, or a congested bus in
Dhaka is not merely a narrative, it provides a glimpse into a distinct epistemic realm.
However, such a glimpse is only fully accessible to listeners who have been trained to
recognise alternative epistemic frameworks. Institutions and individuals socialised within
dominant Eurocentric traditions may lack this training, leading them to interpret unfamiliar
narratives solely through their own frameworks and to overlook distinctions that are
meaningful to the storyteller. This is not necessarily a matter of malicious intent; it is a

structural feature of epistemic power.

Gebauer and Sommer (2024) differentiate between narratives told from an inside perspective
(conversational storytelling among migrants themselves) and narratives told from an outside
perspective (such as public discourse). This creates a struggle for narrative agency: migrants
desire to share their own stories, but external narratives frequently speak on their behalf.
Gebauer and Sommer (2024) introduce the concept of vicarious storytelling, communicating
on behalf of another individual, which is common in humanitarian narratives and migrant
advocacy. Vicarious narration can be empowering, but it also risks substituting the
advocate’s voice for the migrant’s. Gebauer and Sommer (2024) suggest the level telling
field, a collection of mechanisms that ensure equitable discourse at various levels, including

local events with migrants and public narratives on migration.

The migrant storyteller employs a repertoire of narrative techniques. Bonisch-Brednich and
Meyer (2024) delineate three fundamental components of migrant narratives: temporality,
recollection, and narrative methodologies. Time is essential when migration segments life
into discrete intervals that deviate from a conventional life trajectory. Memory plays a vital
part in migration narratives, intrinsically linked to the storytelling process as it connects and
perhaps amalgamates temporal segments. Memory organization, temporal sequencing, and

temporality are achieved through storytelling techniques and strategies. Migrants require this
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toolkit for narratives to emerge and events to transform into stories. This paradigm elucidates
that the narratives of international students are not mere spontaneous expressions. They are
meticulously constructed, formed, and planned utilising the narrative materials at the

storyteller’s disposal.

Joseph Davis (2002) analyses the elements that constitute a narrative. Contemporary
methodologies for narrative can be categorised into three distinct groupings. The initial
perspective regards storytelling as a representational form centred on structure. The second
approach considers storytelling as a means of discussing events, emphasising strategies such
as perspective. The third perspective regards narrative as verbal actions within a social
exchange, collaboratively created by the narrator and the audience. Davis (2002) contends
that narratives serve as a potent medium for generating, expressing, governing, and
disseminating collective significance. A narrative evokes emotion when it evolves into a
storyline. The plot organises occurrences that may otherwise seem chaotic. For international
students traversing unfamiliar academic and social landscapes, storytelling may serve as a

method to impose coherence on situations that appear disjointed or paradoxical.

Pandolfini, Benasso, and Palumbo (2019) utilise narrative techniques in policy analysis.
Individuals comprehend their life through narratives, particularly in circumstances that are
ambiguous, confusing, or emotionally intricate. Storytelling enables actors to identify and
articulate many aspects of their experiences, transforming ambiguity into significance.
According to Pandolfini, Benasso, and Palumbo (2019), the narrative is influenced not only
by its content but also by the social networks, physical locations, and institutional contexts
that determine its presentation and reception. Pandolfini et al. (2019), advocate for a
multi-tiered methodology in narrative construction within policy analysis. The micro level
analyses how individuals develop narratives shaped by policies. The meso level analyses how
interest groups construct narratives to affect the policy process. The macro level analyses
institutional narratives and the impact of alterations in macro policy narratives on public
policy. International students are influenced by three dimensions: their individual

experiences, the networks they establish, and the overarching governmental framework that
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either embraces or marginalises them. Yet storytelling is not only shaped by external
structures. It is also a site where students actively form their identities and exercise agency,

as Section 2.5.2 explores.

2.5.2 Narrative Identity and Agency

Storytelling serves as a social practice and a locus for identity formation and the exercise of
agency. Marshall Ganz (2001) emphasises the significance of storytelling within social
movements. He contends that social movements are not just restructured networks or
reallocated resources. They represent novel narratives of the aspirations of its participants.
Narrative construction fosters agency, redefines identity, and grants access to motivational
resources. Three pivotal moments are: decision-making, identity development, and
execution. Narrative construction is a form of performance. The text encompasses both action
and linguistic symbols. The storyteller's identity lends credibility to the narrative, which is
crucial for the listener. A narrative recounted by an individual with firsthand experience
possesses greater significance than one narrated by an outsider. For international students,
this signifies that when they recount their experiences, they are not merely describing

occurrences. They assert dominion over their personal experiences.

Polletta (1998) differentiates narratives from collective action frameworks. She contends that
framing theorists have incorporated narratives within the more expansive concept of frame,
so obscuring the unique characteristics of narrative. Narratives integrate the past, present,
and future. They see a future, and that vision serves as the foundation for self-identity and
behaviour. Narratives facilitate identity formation via mechanisms of analogy and
differentiation. A narrative with an obvious conclusion is devoid of substance. Narrative
necessitates our interpretative engagement. We find it challenging to address discrepancies
and clarify uncertainties due to the significance of the story's conclusion, which serves not
only as the outcome but also as the moral of the preceding events. Polletta's (1998) research
indicates that when international students recount their experiences of mobility, they are not

merely narrating events. They are influencing their identity formation.
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Time and narrative are intricately interconnected. Bonisch-Brednich and Meyer (2024)
contend that narrative transforms time into human experience and facilitates identity
building. Individuals narrate stories to transform events into significant experiences, thereby
allowing themselves to manage and negotiate personal choices and divergences. The
structuring of migrant narratives employs temporal perspectives and transitions to illustrate
how migration is contextualised and seen by the narrator. A lifestyle migrant may articulate
an increasing desire for renewal, accompanied by a perception of time stagnating, rendering
life too slow or unchanging. Memory is a fundamental condition for storytelling; nonetheless,
it is not inherently static. It may undergo evolution and transformation. It may be linked not
only to location but also to sentiment, affiliation, and void. Migration generates memories,

which can be created and enacted in an interview context.

Narratives of resilience are prospective in nature. They pertain to adaptive strategies, how
migrants construct a new existence and secure a future for themselves. Humour and laughter
serve as mechanisms of resilience. Resilience is frequently attained by developing agency in
both content and language. Agency can be indicated by emphasising a character's
participation in the narrative or by highlighting events based on their narratability. Agency
may also be cultivated through counter-narratives that contest the dominant narrative.
Bonisch-Brednich and Meyer (2024) argue that migrant narratives primarily encompass
themes of survival, success, adventure, ambition, personal development, political pursuits,
belonging, homemaking, love, serendipity, and entrapment. For Global South international
students in Italy and China, these themes are not simply present or absent; their articulation
and emphasis shift with the audience and with what is at stake in being heard, a dynamic that

lies at the heart of this study’s concern with storytelling as a negotiation of belonging..

Narratives are a fundamental method for comprehending and conveying experiences in
human linguistic communication. De Fina and Tseng (2017) contend that narrating stories
serves as a means of sharing and interpreting recent past events. Narratives are crucial for
imparting moral principles and societal conventions, as well as educating youngsters about

them. They facilitate the formation of individual and community identities and are employed
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to signify modes of existence and social affiliations. This indicates that when international
students recount their migration narratives, they are not only relaying occurrences. They are
conveying values to their audience, which may include colleagues, researchers, or

institutional authorities. They are shaping their identity through the process of narration.

Spangler (2025) delineates the interplay between mobility and the navigation of conflicting
cultural expectations, familial responsibilities, gendered norms, and aspirations for autonomy
and change. She enhances the literature by emphasising the geographical and epistemic
aspects of international student mobility as processes of transformation. International
students transition between various environments. They forge new networks and circuits of
identity. This influences not only their knowledge but also their identity and development.
Utilising Maria Lugones' notion of world travelling, Spangler (2025) examines how
international students navigate many moral, relational, and epistemological realms.
Individuals situated at the periphery of prevailing standards adaptively navigate between
different realms because of necessity rather than volition. The need to maintain various
modes of existence and understanding simultaneously is frequently overlooked by

institutions that want students to adjust swiftly and silently.

Martin and Mirraboopa (2003) demonstrate that identity is not solely constructed through
narration. It is executed by Ways of Knowing, Ways of Being, and Ways of Doing.
Storytelling is a domain where these three registers intersect. When a student narrates a story
about home, they are not merely depicting a location. They are establishing a method of
understanding that location, a mode of existence that was formed there, and a manner of
acting that continues to influence their behaviours. This indicates that storytelling is not
solely a technique for data acquisition. It constitutes a form of identity construction.
International students narrate experiences to comprehend their identities within the
challenges of migration. They narrate tales to preserve ties to their homeland. They narrate
tales to elucidate their identities to unfamiliar audiences. They narrate personal memories
privately to maintain a cohesive identity amidst conflicting cultural pressures. The

scholarship on narrative identity has confirmed this extent. It has not thoroughly theorised
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how the conditions of reception influence which narratives are conveyed and the manner in
which they are presented. When the listening environment is shaped by anticipated
judgement, where a student’s accent, cultural logics, and emotional expression risk being
misread or dismissed, the stories that are told, and the ways they are performed, differ from
those offered in a context of mutual recognition. Narrative agency is, thus, limited by the
narrative world, a world constituted by the anticipated reception, recognition, or dismissal of

one’s story by others.

2.5.3 Migrant Storytelling

The scholarship on migrant storytelling has predominantly concentrated on asylum
circumstances, where refugees must narrate their experiences of persecution, flight, and
resettlement not only to bear witness but also to claim asylum and legal rights. International
students, by comparison, have distinct characteristics. They are neither asylum seekers nor
travellers. Their narratives are influenced by instability, but also by ambition. They narrate
accounts to prospective employers, visa officials, and academics who determine their
academic evaluations. The stakes are significant but not existential in the same manner as
asylum. This indicates that the witness framework introduced in the subsequent subsection
is applied variably. International students may opt for silence or self-censorship not due to
immediate threats to their life, but rather to safeguard their future prospects. A student
seeking a reference letter from a professor will refrain from disclosing excessive personal
struggles. A student applying for a post-study work visa will not convey a narrative that
implies the possibility of overstaying. A student hailing from a nation with a negative
portrayal in Italian and Chinese media will refrain from sharing a narrative that corroborates
any stereotype, regardless of its veracity. Storytelling practices among international students
is, thus, a continual process of adjustment. The narrator constantly assesses: what can I
articulate, to whom, in which context, and with what repercussions? The literature has
insufficiently addressed the calculative aspect of foreign student narratives, a feature that this

study places at its centre.
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The narratives of international students are shaped by both ambition and instability. Anna De
Fina (2003) offers a seminal work for comprehending migrant narratives. She analyses the
manner in which Mexican immigrants in the United States formulate identity through
narrative. She contends that identity is shaped by social orientation, agency, categorisation,
and social representation. The narratives of migrants extend beyond mere historical
occurrences. The narrative concerns the current identity of the storyteller and their aspirations

for the future.

De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2020) redirect attention from grand narratives to minor
narratives. They contend that quotidian storytelling, occurring in corridors, at coffee breaks,
and via WhatsApp messaging, is equally significant as life tales for comprehending migrant
identity. The authors use the notion of chronotopes, which refers to the organization of space
and time in narratives, as a framework for examining how migrants contextualise their
experiences. Digital storytelling has provided new opportunities for migrant narrators,

enabling them to engage with previously unreachable audiences.

Migrant identities and portrayals are constructed through narrative. De Fina and Tseng (2017)
investigate the roles of migrants as language learners, their integration within communities,
and narratives about migrants articulated by individuals from outside such communities.
They enquire into migrants' perceptions and discussions on separation from their homeland
and resettlement in new countries, their self-presentation as people and communities, their
definitions of group membership, and the borders they delineate between in-group and out-
group affiliation. These enquiries are crucial to the current research. Students from the Global
South in Italy and China, are perpetually navigating borders. They determine the criteria for
community membership. They exhibit varying personas to distinct audiences. Their

narratives serve as the principal medium for these negotiations.
The migrant storyteller's manipulation of time, memory, and technique influences the

narrative's content and presentation. Bonisch-Brednich and Meyer (2024) demonstrate that

time can be abbreviated, prolonged, omitted, suspended, decelerated, accelerated, or made to
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oscillate. Migrants determine what to incorporate and what to exclude. They determine which
memories to enact and which to suppress. These decisions lack neutrality. They are
influenced by the audience, the storyteller's perception of security, and their aspirations or
aversions. For international students in Italy and China, the choice to disclose or withhold
narratives on prejudice, homesickness, or financial hardship is a strategic assessment. This
study examines these calculations by enquiring not only about the narratives students convey,

but also on the timing, motivation, methodology, and audience of those narratives.

Swerts (2015) examines how undocumented youth movements in Chicago employ
storytelling for various ends contingent upon context, interaction style, and audience.
Emotions are fundamental in shaping the social interaction between the storyteller and the
audience. Swerts (2015) presents three primary forms of storytelling as a technique within
social movements. The initial aspect is community development, wherein narratives foster
connections among individuals. The second aspect is mobilisation, wherein narratives incite
action. The third is claims-making, wherein narratives are directed towards authorities to
advocate for change. Comparable dynamics may apply to overseas students. Narratives
shared among peers in a dormitory foster community. Narratives disseminated on social
media galvanise others. Narratives aimed at university administrators advocate for enhanced

support, equitable treatment, and authentic inclusion.

Bishop (2019) analyses undocumented narrators within the immigration rights movement.
She demonstrates how narrative serves as a means of self-actualization. Undocumented
narrators challenge dominant narratives, exchange anonymity for personal identity, and
expose the resilience of individuals marginalised by stereotypes and assumptions. Digital
narrative tactics enable the expansion of audience reach and the cultivation of solidarity
across distances. Storytelling provides international students, frequently subjected to
stereotypes, the opportunity to be recognised as individuals rather than just representatives
of a nationality or culture. Building on the examples of migrant storytelling, section 2.5.4

develops how students are received by their audiences, whether they are merely heard as
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testifiers or truly witnessed as knowers. This distinction proposes a shift from testimony to

witnessing as a conceptual framework for knowledge transfer.

2.5.4 From Testimony to Witnessing: A Conceptual Framework for Knowledge

Transfer

The prior subsections have demonstrated that international students from the Global South
have systemic obstacles to belonging, and that the majority of research is confined to
Anglophone paradigms. The epistemic aspect of storytelling itself remains to be theorised.
In what manner do students ascertain their knowledge? In what manner does that knowledge
disseminate through formal and informal registers? What relevance does any of this have to

storytelling?

Martin and Mirraboopa (2003) provide an initial reference. Their Ways of Knowing, Ways
of Being, and Ways of Doing offer a lexicon for comprehending the dispersed essence of
epistemic existence. No individual possesses complete knowledge. Each possesses unique
expertise pertinent to specific roles. This distributed epistemic architecture indicates that
when international students recount stories, they are not only describing occurrences. They
are disclosing their knowledge, existence, and actions. A narrative concerning a family
supper simultaneously illustrates the transmission of information between generations inside
the family. A narrative concerning a challenging examination also pertains to the criteria for

what constitutes acceptable knowledge within that educational context.

Folkestad (2006) delineates a significant distinction between formal learning contexts and
informal learning methods. Formal education is guided by an instructor who organises and
directs the learning process. Informal learning occurs through participant contact and is self-
directed and voluntary. Storytelling frequently pertains to the latter kind. However, its
informality does not diminish its authenticity. It renders it more disclosing. Eraut (2000)
substantiates this by demonstrating that tacit knowledge, implicit understandings of

individuals and contexts, habitual behaviours, and concealed principles that inform intuitive
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judgments, is frequently more useful due to its embedded nature. The narratives shared
informally by international students, when they believe they are not being assessed, possess
the greatest epistemic significance. They are narratives that disclose what formal schooling

fails to perceive.

Riziq, Vazrin, and Prayitno (2023) enhance this examination via social epistemology.
Utilising Charles Taylor's concept of social imaginaries and Benedict Anderson's notion of
imagined communities, they contend that educational institutions function as epistemic
collectives founded on common myths and symbols. The capacity of such organisations to
establish shared views is contingent upon their institutional structure, which may be either
formal or informal. When a Global South student narrates a narrative in Italy and China, they
do so within an envisioned community they did not contribute to creating. The audience
perceives that narrative through Italian and European epistemological frameworks. In this
scenario, misunderstanding transcends ordinary linguistic issues. It is structural in nature.
The student may articulate flawless Italian and Chinese yet still be misconstrued, as the
frameworks through which the audience interprets the narrative differ from those through

which the student experienced it.

Helm and Padovani (2019) present findings from the University of Padova. They demonstrate
that effective assistance for at-risk scholars is influenced more by informal interactions and
interpersonal trust than by formal protocols. Hosting a scholar shown that colleges can serve
as provisional residences where emotional support, collegial acknowledgement, and
relational belonging are as essential as financial resources or administrative structures.
Bottom-up initiatives, in conjunction with institutional openness, can transform academic
environments into venues of tangible solidarity. Although their emphasis is on researchers at
risk rather than overseas students, the ramifications are evident. Storytelling, listening, and
witnessing transcend mere study methodologies. They constitute practices of solidarity and

affiliation.
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Hunt, King, and Barnes (2024) examine the narrative of student belonging in UK higher
education. They discover that storytelling allows university employees to attentively and
empathetically engage with what is significant to students, how their experiences are
influenced, and how they articulate these experiences to suggest constructive activities.
Belonging transcends mere access. It includes the geographical, social, and relational
contexts of learning and interactions with peers and staff. Narratives expose disparities and
injustices. They can prioritise marginalised viewpoints and experiences. The narrative is a
collective manifestation that reflects a group at a specific time. Hunt et al. (2024) assert that
fostering environments of belonging is a shared obligation of university personnel and

students, rather than an imposition on students to conform.

Drawing on Felman and Laub (1992), Oliver (2001), and Boler (1999), the study understands
witnessing as an intersubjective practice in which the listener’s ethical engagement is not
ancillary to the telling but integral to its possibility. Unlike testimony, which often positions
the listener as a passive recipient or evaluator of information, witnessing requires the listener
to risk being unsettled by the narrative, to undergo what Felman and Laub describe as a crisis
of comprehension, and, in doing so, to co-create the conditions for the speaker’s account to
emerge. Oliver deepens this premise by arguing that systems of domination reduce
marginalised others to objects; witnessing, by contrast, affirms the narrator as a subject whose
experience must be taken seriously rather than merely recognised within pre-existing
categories. Boler (1999) extends this logic into the educational domain, insisting that
classrooms and research encounters are never emotionally neutral, but are always sites of
political negotiation over whose feelings and expressions count. Taken together, these
positions lay the groundwork for the study’s contention that belonging for international
students from the Global South is not primarily a matter of being given a platform to speak
(testimony), but of being truly heard within a relational practice of witnessing that

acknowledges epistemic and affective complexity.

The witnessing framework that this study adopts carries significant implications for both

research and education. It suggests that researchers must attend not only to the narratives
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gathered but to the conditions under which those narratives are produced, who is in the room,
what is at stake for the storyteller, and how the listener is positioned. These questions are
consequential because they shape what can be said. In pedagogical terms, the framework
calls for practices that extend beyond the delivery of material to acts of witnessing. A lecture
that merely transmits information functions as testimony; a classroom that makes space for
students to share their epistemic journeys, and in which they are acknowledged and engaged
as knowers, instantiates witnessing. The distinction, for international students especially, is

the difference between receiving instruction and experiencing belonging.

The scholarship on storytelling and migration asserts that storytelling is not an impartial
endeavour. It represents a contest for narrative agency (2.5.1), an enactment of identification
(2.5.2), and an assertion of belonging (2.5.3). The transition from testimony to witnessing
(2.5.4) provides a conceptual foundation for comprehending how belonging is cultivated
through visibility, auditory recognition, and appreciation. However, the literature also
contains notable gaps. The majority of research on migrant narratives concentrates on asylum
seekers and refugees, rather than international students. The majority of research on student
belonging employs questionnaires and scales rather than narrative methods. Most study
concerning international students in Italy is based on quantitative data regarding aspirations
and obstacles, rather than on the narratives provided by the students themselves. The
literature has yet to investigate how international students from the Global South negotiate
belonging through storytelling in non-Anglophone countries like Italy and China, how they
manage the tension between internal and external narratives, and whether the concept of
witnessing, distinct from and often subordinated to testimony in existing scholarship, can
illuminate dimensions of their experience that remain otherwise invisible. This study

addresses that gap.

If storytelling entails a contest for narrative agency, then power and voice are invariably
intertwined. Who has the authority to narrate their own story? Who is acknowledged? Who
determines the significance of narratives? Section 2.6 addresses these enquiries directly. It

analyses the politics of expression, the dynamics of silence and self-censorship, and the
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criteria by which international students' narratives are recognised as authentic or disregarded.
While Section 2.5 defined storytelling as a social practice for identity creation and introduced
witnessing as a framework, Section 2.6 enquires about the implications of power's presence.

Who is the audience, and under what conditions?

2.6 Storytelling, Power and Voice

The politics of voice pertains to the dynamics of who is permitted to articulate and who is
acknowledged. Phan (2025) posit at the how, why, where, when, for whom, and to what
degree the internationalisation project has been inadequate. These enquiries pertain to voice
and authority. He observes that there has been little alteration in the definition, representation,
and discourse around international students within policies, courses, and informal academic
discussions. This is seen in scholarly writings, academic presentations, informal discussions
among scholars, university gatherings, and media and public dialogues. Voice encompasses
more than merely the identity of the speaker. It pertains to the identification of a legitimate
speaker. An international student may articulate flawlessly yet remain unheard, as the
audience has preemptively determined that the speaker lacks credibility, eloquence, and

knowledge.

Work on epistemic communities and power (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) shows
that knowledge is organised through shared norms that define what counts as competence
and who counts as a knower. Universities ostensibly function as communities of practice in
which members collectively pursue understanding according to mutually agreed standards.
In practice, however, those standards are predominantly shaped by Western academic
traditions, and the distributed organisation of knowledge tends to favour those already
socialised into them. For international students from the Global South, this means that their
epistemic perspectives are deemed valid only when they align with conventions they had no
role in establishing. A student who poses questions in an unfamiliar style or employs an
alternative rhetorical framework, may be perceived as less capable. This is not an assessment
of the student’s actual competence; it is an assessment of the student’s conformity to local,

historically specific norms. In such an environment, power operates through the implicit
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enforcement of these norms. No one needs to state explicitly that international students ought
to communicate in a manner identical to their domestic peers; the grading system, feedback

culture, and informal peer evaluations perform this enforcement quietly.

Consequently, silence and self-censorship are not just personal decisions. They constitute
structural responses to authority. Phan (2025) posits that international students frequently
remain silent in lectures not due to a lack of contributions, but because they have recognised
that speaking entails risks. A student ridiculed for their accent will communicate less
frequently. A student whose opinion is dismissed will cease to contribute viewpoints. A
student who observes peers punished for defying authority will refrain from confronting it.
This does not constitute a failure on the part of the learner. It is a logical reaction to an
environment that has consistently indicated that certain perspectives are unwelcome. Pini,
Gulson, Kraftl, and Dufty-Jones (2017) demonstrate that cultural geographies examine how
landscapes and cultural texts reflect power dynamics inside countries. The classroom
constitutes a terrain. The syllabus constitutes a cultural document. Both signify power
dynamics. International students articulate their experiences inside these environments,
aware that the landscape was not intended for their presence. Each word they articulate

constitutes a negotiation with authority.

The authenticity of migrant accounts is hence not assured; it is granted. A narrative recounted
by an international student is deemed legitimate solely at the discretion of the listener.
Mazzocchi (2006), writing on the dialogue between Western science and traditional
knowledge systems, argues that genuine intercultural dialogue requires the acknowledgement
of all participants as valid interlocutors and the inclusion of multiple epistemic viewpoints,
conditions that are rarely extended to international students from the Global South in practice.
Building on this premise, the present study adopts a witnessing framework to facilitate such
dialogue. Drawing on Felman and Laub (1992), Oliver (2001), and Boler (1999), witnessing
is understood here as a relational practice that moves beyond testimony. When witnessing
supersedes simple testimony, the listener ceases to be a passive recipient of knowledge and

instead participates in the co-construction of legitimacy. To witness a narrative is to
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acknowledge that the narrator possesses knowledge and that their story is significant. This is
not a minor alteration; it represents a fundamental reconfiguration of the relationship between

researcher and subject, educator and learner, host and visitor.

Maikeld and Bjorninen (2022) caution that instrumentalised and purposeful storytelling has
emerged as a significant trend in Western culture. They delineate three discursive domains
in which unfettered narrative discourse poses significant risks. Politics is the first domain in
which narratives can be weaponised to influence public opinion. The second is storytelling
consultancy, a business model that commercialises narratives as commodities for purchase
and sale. The third is social media, the most potent medium for the modern utilisation of
storytelling. This scenario gives birth to two paradoxes. If storytelling is inherently natural
to people, why does a comprehensive business develop to extract narratives using certain
formulae and methodologies? Secondly, how may profoundly personal experiences be
transmuted into universal concepts without sacrificing their specificity? The authors assert
that we are all complicit in the instrumentalisation of narratives. This is significant for
international students as their narratives are frequently appropriated, restructured, and
utilised for institutional objectives: diversity reports, promotional materials, or fundraising
initiatives. The student who recounts their narrative may subsequently discover it utilised in

manners to which they did not approve or acknowledge.

De Capitani (2023) analyses the Refugee Tales initiative as a manifestation of transmedia
activism. The project participates in prefigurative politics by offering refugees an opportunity
to enact a critical kind of citizenship, which she characterises as a decolonial method. She
juxtaposes two modalities of auditory perception: listening as an exercise in empathy, in
which the listener attunes themselves to the experiences of another, and unsympathetic,
inquisitorial listening intended to examine, dismantle, and undermine the other person’s
narrative. This second method is recognisable to anyone who has observed a visa interview,
an asylum hearing, or a classroom discussion where a student’s accent or grammar
overshadows their thoughts. Crucially, De Capitani contends that the worth of refugees must

not be reduced to that of compulsory storytellers, whose value is made contingent on their
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capacity to narrate their experiences. No activist should presume an entitlement to hear a
refugee’s story simply because of their efforts to foster more humanitarian conditions. The
universal right to sanctuary and mobility, she argues, signifies emancipation from the
obligation to perform as a testimonial subject, a witness in the extractive sense, as a
prerequisite for acknowledgment. This insight is directly pertinent to international students.
They, too, are frequently encumbered by the expectation that they must narrate their personal

histories to validate their worth, their belonging, or their very right to be present.

As established in Section 2.5.3, Swerts (2015) demonstrates that storytelling simultaneously
builds community, mobilises action, and makes claims on power, functions that apply with
equal force to international students. What is significant here, in the context of voice and
power, is the emotional dimension of this process. The relationship between storyteller and
audience is never neutral; it is affective, and it is precisely that affective register which
determines whether a narrative is received as testimony worth hearing or dismissed as

grievance unworthy of institutional attention.

Oliveri (2012) analyses migrant activism in Italy, asking whether migrant mobilisations
represent a new cycle of struggles. He contends that citizenship transcends simple legal status
and is instead a contested field where various actors seek incorporation into the political
realm. Italy has become one of the foremost immigration countries in Europe since the early
1980s; the proportion of migrant workers in the workforce rose from 1.3% to 9% between
1991 and 2010. Migrant activism in Italy has elicited robust solidarity among participants,
and Oliveri shows that through collective efforts in advocating for a specific cause, migrants
acquire distinct identities, faces, and names, rather than being reduced to generic, abstract,
and discriminatory labels. This process, whereby collective mobilisation makes individuals
visible as distinct persons rather than as a faceless category, is directly pertinent to
international students. Frequently perceived as a uniform group, students, when they engage
in collective forms of voice and advocacy, can similarly disrupt that homogeneity, creating

conditions in which their unique narratives, challenges, and ambitions become recognisable.
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Lentin (2020) argues that race functions as a political technology whose core purpose is the
production, reproduction, and maintenance of white supremacy on both a local and a
planetary scale. Race, she contends, is fundamentally a colonial construct and a system of
legitimation for oppressive and discriminatory practices. One of its most enduring deceptions
is the claim that everything and everyone occupies a predetermined position within a
supposedly natural hierarchy. The violence that race enables partitions populations into those
whose lives are valued and those whose death is dismissed or justified. Racist ideologies and
policies, Lentin emphasises, do not always culminate in physical violence, but they are never
far removed from it. She further argues that racial literacy, a critical understanding of how
racism operates structurally, can unsettle the white complacency that sustains framings of

racism as exceptional, individualised, and external to white self-perception.

hooks (2013) complements this structural analysis by highlighting the psychological and
relational toll of racism. She observes that many individuals from racialised groups come to
accept that racism is unchangeable, thereby unwittingly colluding with white supremacist
thought and action. To genuinely challenge racial inequities, hooks insists, society must
create the conditions for optimal well-being and healthy self-esteem, conditions that are
systematically denied to those rendered “other” by dominant culture. Crucially, hooks (2013)
reframes diversity not as a benign or bureaucratic slogan but as a practice that, when fully
embraced, can enrich and transform ways of knowing, learning, and belonging. Where such
practices are absent, those who are already marginalised find not only their knowledge but

their very personhood unacknowledged.

Taken together, these perspectives illuminate why certain international students from the
Global South are recognised as legitimate knowers while others are not. It is not merely a
question of linguistic competence or academic achievement; race, as a structural mechanism

and a lived experience, allocates predetermined positions within an epistemic hierarchy.
Studies of facilitated dialogue further illuminate how relational listening practices can

reshape the conditions under which voice is exercised. Helm (2021) asserts that facilitated

dialogue enhances students’ active listening abilities, shifting from listening for information
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to listening for comprehension and relational connection. Such dialogue enables learners to
ease initial apprehension, expand their vocabulary through authentic exchanges, and develop
a more profound intercultural understanding than conventional classroom exercises typically
allow. Helm (2017), researching virtual exchange programmes, demonstrates that power
dynamics between facilitators and participants are often asymmetric. Identity, she shows, is
produced and reconstituted through discourse each time individuals interact; identities can
serve as sources of empowerment or dissmpowerment, and may be accepted or contested.
Drawing on the principles of positionality, indexicality, and relationality as articulated by
Bucholtz and Hall, Helm (2017) argues that the identities of international students are shaped
not only by their own speech but also by their interlocutors, the situated context, and the
broader circumstances of the interaction. For the present study, these insights underline that
voice is never simply a matter of individual expression,; it is always mediated by the relational
and institutional frames within which speaking and listening occur, a point central to
understanding how international students from the Global South negotiate belonging through

storytelling.

Djerasimovic (2014) investigates power dynamics in international higher education. She
contends that students enter the educational context possessing their own capital and
discourses, along with the capacity to reform external discourses as much as they are
influenced by them. Discourses shape reality while simultaneously depicting it. The
narratives employed to articulate our experiences simultaneously shape our existence as we
embrace and sustain the identities, roles, relationships, and values embedded within them.
Agency facilitates the selective internalisation of ideas and the negotiation of meanings
without endorsing them as truth. Djerasimovic (2014) contends that this element is frequently
absent from critical, structuralist analyses of ideology, rhetoric, and power. International
students are not only passive consumers of Western knowledge. They actively interpret,

contest, and reformulate their education.

The discourse on storytelling, authority, and voice indicates that voice is not only bestowed.

It is contested, asserted, and frequently repudiated. Instrumentalised storytelling can distort
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or commercialise. Listening may be either empathic or inquisitorial. Undocumented youth
employ storytelling for community development, mobilisation, and advocacy. Migrant
activists in Italy have achieved prominence and representation via collective mobilisation.
The Italian adversarial atmosphere is genuine, yet so are the realms of expression shaped by
narrative and attentive listening. Facilitated discourse can transform listening from mere
information acquisition to relational engagement. Power dynamics in international education
are imbalanced; nonetheless, students maintain the capacity to interpret and resist. Affective
disparities influence individuals' sense of belonging. However, the literature also indicates
considerable deficiencies. The majority of study on storytelling and power concentrates on
asylum seekers, undocumented youth, or activists, rather than international students. The
majority of studies about voice in higher education emphasises domestic students or general
audiences, rather than explicitly addressing Global South students in non-Anglophone
Europe. The literature has yet to investigate how such students manage the politics of voice,
determining when to articulate their thoughts and when to remain silent, as well as how the
listening practices of Italian and Chinese institutions influence what can be expressed and by

whom. This study confronts that silence.

If power determines whether narratives are acknowledged, then language serves as a
fundamental instrument by which that power functions. Accents are evaluated. Non-standard
grammar is penalised. Some modes of communication are deemed valid, while others are
considered inadequate. Section 2.7 addresses linguistic racism and linguicism. It analyses the
role of language as a medium of discrimination, the creation and perpetuation of accent
hierarchies that foster exclusion, and the strategies employed by international students to
manoeuvre inside institutions that identify them as outsiders based on their speech patterns.
While Section 2.6 explored the general politics of voice, Section 2.7 especially addresses its

linguistic dimension.

2.7 Linguistic Racism and Linguicism

Language serves as a conduit of power, a symbol of affiliation, and a locus of discrimination.

Phan (2025) addresses this issue by examining methods to assist students facing linguistic
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challenges in academic and cross-cultural transitions. However, the problem extends beyond
mere support. Battiste (2005) demonstrates that language served as a fundamental instrument
of colonial dispossession. Eurocentric education supplanted Indigenous languages and
knowledge systems. The same dynamic persists now, albeit more discreetly. An overseas
student with an accent is perceived as less capable. A learner utilising a non-native English
structure receives a lower grade. A student who hesitates excessively to locate the appropriate
word gets interrupted. These evaluations lack objectivity regarding quality. They constitute

acts of linguistic racism, or what certain researchers refer to as linguicism.

Riziq, Vazrin, and Prayitno (2023) assert that the transfer of knowledge pertains to
testimonial knowledge conveyed from one individual to another. Within the philosophy of
testimony, some scholars have argued that hearers are prima facie justified in accepting a
speaker’s assertion without additional scrutiny (Coady, 1992; Lackey, 2008). This remains
contested, and several philosophers have identified what might be called pathologies of
testimony. Riziq et al. contend that education is rarely pathological, because education is not
simply hearsay; unsubstantiated assertions from a speaker should not be accepted as a species
of knowledge. However, this framing presupposes a level playing field of speaker legitimacy.
When an international student speaks with an accent, their testimony is often regarded as less
credible before any assessment of the content of their words. As Khosravi (2024)
demonstrates, an accented knower faces epistemic injustice: their knowledge is
systematically perceived as less credible, and their capacity as a knower is devalued, simply
because of how they sound. The pathology, then, lies not within the testifier but in the
listener. A listener who disregards an accented speaker is not practicing serious

epistemology; they are practicing bigotry disguised as judgment.

Mazzocchi (2006) contends that a revitalised approach to intercultural interaction is an
essential necessity. Dialogue is feasible solely due to the presence of diversity across multiple
dimensions. Dialogue necessitates the acknowledgement of all participants as valid
interlocutors. Linguistic racism repudiates that acknowledgement. It informs the

international student, prior to their utterance, that their mode of expression is erroneous, that
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their accent constitutes a flaw requiring rectification, and that their difficulty in selecting the
appropriate word signifies inadequacy rather than a commendable endeavour in navigating a
second or third language. This chapter presents an alternate witness framework. Witnessing
does not necessitate flawless linguistic execution. It necessitates presence, focus, and
accountability. A listener who observes does not rectify the speaker's grammar. They attune
themselves to the narrative underneath the words. They prioritise meaning over form. They

acknowledge that the endeavour to articulate is, in itself, a narrative deserving of observation.

The racialisation of language functions through hierarchies of accent. Certain accents are
deemed appealing; others are deemed uneducated. Some are linked to prestige, others to
danger. These hierarchies are not natural; they arise from the legacies of colonialism,
migration, and media representation. A student cannot control how their accent is perceived,
nor does the listener necessarily make a conscious decision. Yet these tacit evaluations shape

every interaction, delineating who is acknowledged and who is merely endured.

Nguyen and Hajek (2022) present a comprehensive analysis of language discrimination.
They delineate three primary categories of notions. Race-centric concepts encompass
linguistic racism and raciolinguistics. These principles indicate that linguistic discrimination
often constitutes a covert kind of racism. The authors reference the French National
Assembly's ruling to prohibit accent-based discrimination, categorising it as an infraction
equivalent to racism and sexism. Concepts based on language variation encompass

accentism, accent discrimination, accent bias, and linguistic profiling.

Accentism discriminates against non-standard pronunciations and against individuals based
on their ethnic, social class, national, and regional heritage. Linguistic profiling discerns an
individual's identity by their vocal characteristics to discriminate based on race, ethnicity,
class, or religion. The notion of non-native-speakerism explains the continuation of prejudice
and the perpetuation of colonial mindsets in a seemingly post-colonial context. The authors

introduce linguicism as a comprehensive term encompassing both general and specialised
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issues of language discrimination. Linguicism refers to discrimination linked to social class,

area, gender, age, and other characteristics that define an individual.

Raciolinguistic ideologies are concrete concepts. They yield tangible repercussions. Tavares
(2025) demonstrates that during the Covid-19 outbreak, racism and neo-racism directed
against racialised overseas students became starkly evident. English significantly contributed
to the realisation of internationalisation initiatives, but at the cost of the knowledge and
identities of the Global South. The humanistic and intercultural objectives of conventional
higher education, which emphasised skills, values, and dispositions for individual
development and society advancement, were neglected. A neoliberal model emerged that
regards students as consumers and imposes an increasing burden of interpersonal rivalry
upon them. This load is more pronounced for overseas students who speak English as a
second language. They are evaluated not solely on their concepts but also on their accent,
grammar, and speech tempo. Tavares (2025) asserts that any assistance for these students
must reflect a critical and intersectional methodology. This framework is pertinent to
international students in Italy. An Egyptian student speaking Italian with a distinct rhythm, a
Chinese student exhibiting divergent grammatical structures, and a Brazilian student whose
accent identifies them as non-native, all encounter evaluations that pertain not to their true

proficiency but to the degree of conformity of their speech to an idealised Italian standard.

Grosfoguel (2016) posits that racism constitutes a global hierarchy of superiority and
inferiority among humans. Certain persons are perceived as superior. They are socially
acknowledged as human beings and possess access to rights, material resources, and
recognition of their subjectivities, identities, and epistemologies. Others are perceived as
inferior. They are regarded as subhuman or non-human. Their humanity is scrutinised. They
are deprived of rights, resources, and acknowledgement. Racism is characterised by
distinctions in colour, race, language, culture, and religion. During the colonial era, color-
based bigotry prevailed. However, when the coloniser and the colonised possess the same

skin hue, the indicators change. The colonial strife between the British and the Irish
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ostensibly manifested as a religious battle between Protestants and Catholics, however it was
fundamentally racial in nature. Islamophobia in contemporary Europe is similarly evident.
The Muslim religious identity has emerged as a symbol of inferiority. Muslims are perceived

as barbaric, regressive, violent, terrorist, and resistant to European norms.

Grosfoguel (2016) proposes the concept of racialisation as the designation of bodies. Certain
bodies are perceived as superior, while others are regarded as inferior. Individuals above the
line reside in what Afro-Caribbean thinkers refer to as the zone of being. Individuals beneath
the line exist in the realm of non-existence. The realm of non-existence is defined by
aggression and deprivation. The realm of existence is defined by governance and liberation.
This paradigm elucidates why certain international students are seen as legitimate knowers,
while others are met with scepticism. A student from France possessing impeccable Italian
may be accepted. A student from Senegal possessing equivalent proficiency in Italian may
be asked where they are really from. The distinction does not pertain to linguistic proficiency.

It constitutes a racial hierarchy.

Blommaert, Collins, and Slembrouck (2005) emphasise the significance of geography and
size in comprehending multilingualism. They contend that insufficient communication
competence is not an issue of the speaker. The speaker faces a dilemma. This differentiation
is essential. When an overseas student encounters difficulty in locating the appropriate word,
there is a propensity to perceive the student as lacking. Blommaert et al. (2005) propose that
the issue is in the context, the environment, and the expectations that the student did not
establish. Space should be regarded in relation to scaling processes. Movements over space
entail transitions across several stages of social structure. Scales ascribe significance, worth,
and organization to the processes in which they are involved. The particular space where
interactions occur serves as the focal point for affects from multiple scales. The manner in
which individuals utilise language is significantly affected by their contextual circumstances.
Multilingual proficiency enhances our comprehension of individuals' positioning and their
communicative capabilities. The authors advocate for employing position instead of

possibility as a means to comprehend contextual evaluations of individuals' competencies.
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The conflict between nationalism and English as a Medium of Instruction influences the
linguistic environment of non-Anglophone higher education. de Wit, Altbach, and Wang
(2025) observe that the utilisation of English in non-Anglophone nations contradicts
nationalist beliefs. Universities seek to attract international students by providing English-
taught programmes. Local students and professors may harbour resentment at the
predominance of English. Nationalist politicians may describe English as a menace to the
national language. International students ensnared in this conflict experience bewilderment.
They are recruited in English, but upon arrival, they are required to learn Italian. They are
informed that proficiency in English suffices, although they realise that inclusion necessitates
knowledge of Italian. The contradiction is evident in Italy and China, where the University
advocates for internationalisation, although daily life is conducted in Italian and Chinese.
This indicates that a foreign student's linguistic proficiency is not a static characteristic. It
varies based on their location, the individuals with whom they are conversing, and the stakes
involved. A student who finds difficulty in a formal lecture may exhibit fluency and
eloquence in discussions with peers. The distinction does not lie with the student. This is the

circumstance.

Ghio, Bratti, and Bignami (2022) explore language obstacles to labour market integration in
Italy. Utilising individual-level survey data and an instrumental-variables approach, they
determine that inadequate communication skills result in significant detriments to labor-force
participation and employment. In Italy's primarily low-skilled immigrant labour market,
deficient formal literacy skills exert minimal influence. The influence of linguistic obstacles
differs among groups. Chinese speakers in ethnicized workplaces and women in native-
employer sectors encounter distinct forms of disadvantage. Enclaves and gender influence
language proficiency, hence affecting integration. This study is significant as it transcends
the confines of the classroom. Linguistic discrimination persists beyond the conclusion of
the lesson. It tracks students into the job market, internships, and daily encounters that

influence their ability to establish a life in Italy post-graduation.
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Dalziel and Helm (2019) observe that mainstream media frequently reports on opposition to
migration and animosity towards migrants. There is scant reporting on grassroots solidarity
from informal networks and collectives, as well as on individuals assisting refugees within
and between higher education institutions. University language centers are frequently the
initial resource institutions consult when determining actions to facilitate refugees' access to
higher education. Individuals with experience in this profession possess a plethora of
knowledge, resources, and insights that can be disseminated. Each situation is unique, and
the particularities of persons, organisations, and local circumstances must not be overlooked.
The existing shared knowledge can be further enhanced by ongoing discourse and
participation from an increasingly diverse array of individuals and circumstances. The
authors advocate for more steps to foster the development of more accessible and inclusive

higher education institutions and societies overall.

The scholarship on linguistic racism and linguicism demonstrates that language
discrimination serves as a potent means of exclusion. Accentism, linguistic profiling, and
non-native-speakerism function as insidious manifestations of racism. The domains of being
and non-existence are partially sustained by assessments on who articulates appropriately
and who does not. Space and scale are significant because linguistic proficiency is not a static
characteristic but a contextual accomplishment. Linguistic hurdles impose tangible economic
repercussions, disadvantaging newcomers in the employment market. Grassroots solidarity
is present, however frequently overlooked in popular discourse. However, the literature also
exposes considerable deficiencies. The majority of studies on linguistic racism concentrate
on English-dominant environments such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and
Australia. Italy continues to be inadequately researched. The majority of study on linguicism
concentrates on immigrants broadly, rather than specifically on international students. Most
study on language hurdles in Italian higher education is based on quantitative data regarding
competency and outcomes, rather than the lived experiences of the students. The research
has yet to investigate how international students from the Global South in Italy and China

encounter and traverse linguistic prejudice, how evaluations of accent and grammar influence
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their sense of belonging, and how they employ narrative to negotiate these linguistic

inequalities. This study examines that gap.

The literature examined in Sections 2.1 to 2.7 has delineated a coherent understanding.
Internationalisation continues to be epistemologically limited. Global student mobility is
influenced by significant disparities. International students encounter systemic obstacles to
integration. Non-Anglophone environments, such as Italy, are inadequately studied.
Narrative construction is a potent mechanism for identity development and empowerment.
Power and voice are not bestowed; they are perpetually contested. Linguistic racism
functions as a subtle means of exclusion. Section 2.8 synthesises these elements by

formulating a theoretical framework.

2.8 Theoretical Framework and Analytical Framework

This research amalgamates six interrelated dimensions into a cohesive analytical framework.
Instead of considering these six dimensions as distinct theories, the framework perceives
them as interdependent elements that influence how Global South international students in
Italy and China, navigate belonging through storytelling and witnessing. Each dimension
fulfils a distinct role in the analysis, collectively elucidating the processes of knowledge
production, the mechanisms of access filtration inside systems, the organization of inequality
through spatial arrangements, the expression of experience, and the ways in which language

either constrains or facilitates speech.

The epistemological anchor determines who is acknowledged as a valid knower and the
circumstances under which this recognition occurs. This aspect situates the study expressly
from the viewpoint of students from the Global South, utilising the locus of enunciation and
decolonial critique. It regards their knowledge not as data to be extracted, but as the
foundation for analysis. Epistemological racism, the systematic devaluation of knowledge
generated beyond Eurocentric paradigms, is not a mere background condition. It is a pivotal

process that dictates which narratives are acknowledged and which are disregarded. The act
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of centring the storyteller's perspective is referred to as "decolonial storying" by Haskins,
Coetzee, and Munro (2025). Utilising Grosfoguel’s (2007) description of the locus of
enunciation as "the geo-political and body-political location of the subject that speaks," they
contend that disrupting the historical locus of enunciation necessitates epistemic
disobedience and a disconnection from coloniality and modernity. The authors illustrate how
embodied, autobiographical memories can position participants as the centers of expression

by referencing their identities, subjective experiences, and personal narratives

The structural context elucidates how institutions such as education, the job market, and
housing function as distinct systems that regulate access and communication. Utilising
Luhmann's social systems theory, this dimension perceives universities not as neutral entities
but as intricate systems possessing distinct logics, codes, and boundaries. International
students do not merely assimilate within these systems. They are subjected to processing by
them. Bommes (2013), drawing on Luhmann, illustrates that immigration significantly
impacts contemporary social structures and welfare states. His work contests conventional
notions such as assimilation, transnationalism, and multiculturalism by conceptualising
society as segmented into functional systems, education, law, business, and politics, each
possessing its distinct logic, code, and boundaries. Bommes (2013) was notably adept at
integrating applied migration research with overarching sociological theory, consistently
interrogating and contesting conventional frameworks. International students have not
merely a singular barrier in navigating the institution, but rather a succession of interactions
with diverse systems, each regulating access and communication according to its distinct
protocols. The analysis will use this dimension to investigate how students traverse
institutional complexity, identify hurdles, and utilise storytelling as a tactic to establish

belonging within institutions not built for them.

The spatial dimension conceptualises space as a socially constructed entity, rather than as an
empty or neutral expanse. Building upon Lefebvre (1991) and Massey (2005), this dimension
recognises that spatial movement entails traversing several dimensions of social organization

and power. The classroom transcends mere physical space. It is an environment that allows
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specific actions while forbidding others. Recent educational research indicates that inclusion
and exclusion arise from the interaction of discursive practices, interactional dynamics, and
institutional contexts (University of Jyvéskyléd, 2025). This study utilises relational theories
of space, performativity, and critical discourse analysis to delineate the connections between
"risk zones" in various academic environments and their physical and interactional
conditions. Analysis functions at three tiers: micro (linguistic utilisation), meso (interaction
design), and macro (institutional practices). The hallway, the bus, the shared flat, and the
classroom each possess distinct regulations on who may communicate, in which language,
and with what level of authority. A narrative conveyed in a classroom differs from one
recounted in a corridor. A narrative conveyed in Italian differs from one articulated in English
or a native language. Space is not merely a backdrop. Space is dynamic. The analysis uses
this dimension to investigate the contexts in which students narrate their experiences, the

audience they address, and the geographical variables involved.

The act of storytelling serves as the mediation practice. This dimension regards storytelling
not merely as a data gathering approach, but as the fundamental means through which
students interpret their experiences, shape their identities, and navigate their feeling of
belonging. Utilising narrative theory and the transition from testimony to witnessing, this
aspect perceives storytelling as a social practice influenced by audience, setting, and power
dynamics. Students do not merely narrate tales. They construct narratives, choose inclusions
and exclusions, and adjust their delivery to suit the audience. Pradhan (2022) documents how
Cornell University’s Story Circles programme exemplifies how structured storytelling may
cultivate a sense of belonging. Supported by a Belonging at Cornell innovation award, the
project employed UNESCO's story circles methodology to connect foreign and domestic
students. Participants were organised into small groups and alternated in sharing personal
experiences. Qualified facilitators fostered mutual respect, trust, and comprehension. The
essential aspect was to listen for comprehension rather than for evaluation or judgement.
According to one organiser, the objective was to cultivate the capacity for empathetic
listening and to foster connections across cultural divides. Participants indicated that story

circles enhanced their perspectives and cultural consciousness. An organiser saw the rapid
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establishment of connection, empathy, and curiosity among individuals through story circles.

Students articulated a collective experience of humanity, diversity, and comprehension.

The differentiation between listening for comprehension and listening for evaluation or
judgement directly corresponds to the distinction between testimony and witnessing in this
study. Testimony is obtained and assessed. Witnessing entails attentive listening for
comprehension. The analysis uses this dimension to investigate how students construct their
narratives, what they highlight, what they omit, and how they situate themselves in relation
to their audience. The issue is not whether students are trusted. The inquiry pertains to their

visibility.

The power dynamics are rooted in linguistic racism and linguicism. This dimension
elucidates how language serves as a mechanism of exclusion, how accents are evaluated, how
non-standard grammar is penalised, and how specific modes of speech are deemed valid
while others are regarded as inferior. This dimension, informed by raciolinguistic ideologies,
perceives language discrimination not as personal bias but as a structural process that
perpetuates racial hierarchy. Gao (2025) examines the intersection of language and race in
influencing the experiences of Chinese overseas students inside UK higher education. Gao
identifies three language ideologies grounded in white supremacy through the lenses of racial
microaggression, critical race theory, and raciolinguistic ideologies. The first is the English-
only ideology, which asserts that English is the sole legitimate language within academic
environments. The second is the ideology of incompetence, which posits that Chinese
students are presumed to lack linguistic competency irrespective of their actual skill. The
third ideology is exclusion, wherein Chinese students are regarded as the inferior Other, and

the university is perpetuated as a predominantly white environment.

Gao (2025) contends that these notions are occasionally internalised by students, leading
them to perpetuate their own raciolinguistic inferiority. Students’ racial experiences are
intertwined with the racial logics of internationalisation and the racial hierarchies of

knowledge formation, which perpetuate and depend on white English supremacy as a
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multi-scalar and transnational initiative. Dovchin (2020), in her study of international
students in Australia, demonstrates how linguistic racism, including accent shaming,
produces psychological damage, undermines academic performance, and erodes students’
sense of belonging. Her work foregrounds the need for institutional interventions that address
these exclusionary dynamics. The present analysis employs this dimension to investigate
students’ experiences of language-based exclusion, their navigation of accent discrimination,
and the influence of judgements about their speech on their sense of belonging. A student
whose accent is ridiculed is not merely inconvenienced; they are being subjected to a power

mechanism.

The interplay among these elements constitutes the framework's most critical component.
They do not function independently. Linguistic racism does not occur in isolation. It occurs
in designated contexts, within certain institutional frameworks, and it aims at specific forms
of knowledge generated from distinct epistemological standpoints. Storytelling is the method
by which students explore all of this. When a student chooses whether to recount a narrative
of discrimination, they concurrently engage with spatial awareness (where am [?), structural
dynamics (who holds authority?), epistemological concerns (will I be believed?), linguicism
(will my accent be scrutinised?), and narrative agency (how do I convey this to be perceived,
not merely heard?). The approach considers these as contemporaneous rather than sequential.

The analysis will focus on their convergence during certain instances of student narrative.

This framework directs attention to distinct phenomena within the data. The analysis will
identify instances when students articulate feelings of being acknowledged or disregarded,
believed or dismissed, seen or invisible. This study will analyse how students traverse
institutional structures, identify obstacles, and utilise storytelling to overcome those
challenges. It will address the geographical settings of storytelling: the locations of narration,
the audience, and the circumstances around it. It will examine how linguistic racism
influences students' propensity to communicate, their perception of legitimacy, and their
methods of self-censorship or selective revelation. The analysis will examine evidence of

English-only assumptions, assumptions of incompetence, and experiences of exclusion,
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based on Gao's three ideologies. Drawing on Dovchin's (2020) findings, the analysis will
address the effects of linguistic racism on mental health, academic performance, and sense
of belonging. Finally, it will examine how witnessing, the sense of being acknowledged and

appreciated by another, serves as a mechanism of belonging that differs from mere reporting.

Figure 1. below visualizes the integrated framework:
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Figure 1: Integrated Theoretical Framework for analysing storytelling, witnessing

and belonging among Global South International Students.

The diagram presents six interconnected dimensions. The epistemological anchor establishes
the foundation: knowledge is produced from specific positions (locus of enunciation) and

requires decolonial critique. The structural context (education, labour, housing) and the

72




spatial dimension together foreground the systems and spaces that students must navigate.
Within these, access is actively filtered, and mobility, understood here as the unequal
capacity to move through and occupy physical, social, and institutional spaces, functions as
a key axis of power positioning. Mobility, in this sense, is not simply the fact of having
crossed a border or travelling to campus; it is a socially produced differential that shapes
where students can go, how they are perceived when they do, and what kinds of belonging
become possible. Raciolinguistic power operates as the mechanism that constrains voice,
legitimacy, and epistemic inclusion through linguistic racism. Storytelling and witnessing
(being seen) are the mediating practices through which students negotiate belonging. The
analytical lens indicates what the framework reveals in the data: voice and silence,
institutional navigation, spatial positioning, and linguistic self-censorship. Solid arrows
indicate the main conceptual flow from foundation to analysis. The dashed arrows labelled
"feedback / reconfiguration" indicate that Structural Context, Raciolinguistic Power, and
Mediating Practice are mutually constitutive. Each dimension continuously reshapes the
others through ongoing, dynamic interaction, rather than operating in a linear sequence.
Having established this analytical lens, the discussion now turns to what the existing
literature has missed. This integrated approach identifies the precise gaps in the current
literature that this study addresses and explicitly emphasises the contributions of the present

research to the literature.

2.9 Research Gap

This chapter's literature review has identified four interrelated gaps. Each gap represents both
a limitation in current knowledge and an opportunity for original contribution. The
scholarship on international student experiences is overwhelmingly Anglophone: most of
what we know comes from the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Canada.
Reception environments outside the Anglosphere, notably Italy and China, have rarely been
examined through student-centred qualitative research. Takayama, Sriprakash, and Connell
(2015) argue that this dominance is not coincidental; mainstream academic institutions

sustain Eurocentric paradigms that present localised knowledge as universal. Phan (2025)

73



demonstrates that the definition and discourse around international students in policy,
curricula, and everyday academic discussion have changed very little. Within Italy, a growing
body of English-medium instruction (EMI) research has examined internationalisation, but
this scholarship has centred on language policy, curriculum design, and lecturer perspectives
(Helm & Guarda, 2015; Guarda & Helm, 2017; Ackerley, Guarda, & Helm, 2017). Even
when students are included, the focus falls on their linguistic competence or EMI adjustment,
not on their personal narratives or sense of belonging.Part of the reason for this gap lies in
the relatively recent growth of degree-seeking international student mobility to Italy, a
phenomenon that has expanded over the last two decades, boosted by the increase in EMI
provision and higher education reforms such as the Gelmini reform. The gap also reflects the
interdisciplinary nature of international education studies, which has rarely treated
international students’ experiences as a distinct object of sustained narrative inquiry. This
study addresses that gap by investigating the experiences of Global South international
students in two non-Anglophone settings, Italy and China, where the interplay of storytelling,

voice, and belonging remains underexamined.

The emphasis on asylum in migrant narrative study. The literature on migrant storytelling
has predominantly concentrated on asylum seekers and refugees. Bishop (2019) analyses
undocumented activists. De Capitani (2023) analyses Refugee Tales. Swerts (2015) analyses
undocumented youth. This work is significant; nonetheless, international students are
distinct. They are neither asylum seekers (though they may seek asylum at some point) nor
travellers. The stakes are significant but not existential in the manner of asylum. This study
primarily examines international students, a demographic that has been largely neglected in

the literature on migrant narratives.

Third, the insufficient focus on epistemology in international student research. The literature
regarding international student experiences has predominantly concentrated on belonging,
identity, well-being, integration, and structural obstacles. Cipolletta, Mercurio, and Pezzetta
(2021) investigate well-being and social support at the University of Padua. Lee (2007)

analyses neo-racism. Gilmartin (2008) and Yuval-Davis (2006) conceptualise belonging.
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However, a thorough investigation of the epistemological aspects of the foreign student
experience has been lacking. How do students ascertain their knowledge? What methods are
employed to validate or refute such knowledge? What is the relationship between witnessing
and belonging? This study fills the existing gap by utilising Martin and Mirraboopa's (2003)
framework of Ways of Knowing, Ways of Being, and Ways of Doing, while presenting

witnessing as a conceptual perspective.

The constraint of testimony as a paradigm for knowledge transmission. Riziq, Vazrin, and
Prayitno (2023) define knowledge transfer as testimonial in nature. Knowledge is transmitted
from one individual to another by testimony. Testimony, however, renders the recipient
passive. This study advocates for a transition. Testimonial knowledge transfer can be
reconceptualised as providing testimony. When an educator imparts knowledge, they attest
to what has been acquired. When a student reads, writes, or narrates a lesson, they
simultaneously serve as a witness. Learning transcends simply information acquisition. It
constitutes an act of observation and being observed. This distinction is significant for

overseas students, as gaining affirmation does not inherently foster a sense of belonging.

Belonging is fostered through being acknowledged. Genuine listening by a professor, a peer
enquiring not merely about someone's origin but the significance of that place, and
institutional practices that allow students to articulate their own epistemic journeys constitute
witnessing. In lieu of this, Spangler (2025) examines the movement of international students
across various environments and the establishment of new networks and identity circuits.
This influences not just their knowledge but also their identity and future development.

However, her research is conducted in the UK, Denmark, and Germany, rather than Italy.

Nada and Aratjo (2018) expressly observe that non-English speaking nations such as
Portugal draw numerous overseas students, yet research on these students’ experiences
remains limited. Italy is similarly affected. Nada, Ploner, van Mol, and Araujo (2023)
demonstrate that the complexity of student migration paths has been neglected, resulting in

students being categorised simplistically rather than recognised as intricate individuals whose
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narratives evolve over time. Tavares (2025) illustrates that raciolinguistic ideologies have
been inadequately addressed in international student research, especially in non-Anglophone
settings. Within the Chinese context, a small but growing body of work has begun to examine
international students’ experiences such as Zhang, Qin, and Zhang (2026), though these
studies remain limited in number and scope. Collectively, these sources confirm that the
current study occupies an essential niche. It does not address an unrecognised void; it

addresses a gap that numerous scholars have recognised as critical in both Italy and China.

The literature has yet to investigate how international students from the Global South in Italy
articulate their perceptions of belonging and exclusion. The quantitative data indicates the
presence of barriers. The policy critiques indicate that internationalisation is problematic.
Literature on storytelling indicates that narrative possesses significant power. The work on
linguistic racism indicates that evaluations of accent and grammar are often exclusionary.
However, no research has integrated these elements to enquire: how do foreign students from
the Global South in Italy and China navigate their sense of belonging through storytelling?
In what ways could witnessing, as opposed to testimony, provide a more productive

framework for comprehending their experiences?

This research examines these four deficiencies by concentrating on international students
from the Global South in Italy and China. This study:

1. Centres non-Anglophone spaces by analysing international student experiences in
Italy and China, nations that have garnered significantly less attention than the UK,
US, Australia, or Canada in the literature about foreign students especially from the
Global South.

2. Concentrates on international students as narrators, transcending the asylum-centric
approach prevalent in migrant storytelling research to explore how students navigate
belonging through narrative practices.

3. Utilises an epistemological framework based on Martin and Mirraboopa's (2003)

concepts of Ways of Knowing, Ways of Being, and Ways of Doing, while
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investigating the validation or dismissal of Global South students' knowledge inside
Eurocentric institutions.

4. Adopts the transition from testimony to witnessing, as theorised by Felman and Laub
(1992), Oliver (2001), and Boler (1999), as a conceptual framework for
understanding how belonging is cultivated through being perceived, acknowledged,

and esteemed by others.

This chapter has examined the existing scholarship on international student mobility and
belonging, tracing how narrative and witnessing offer a more adequate framework than
testimony for understanding students’ experiences. It has identified four gaps: the
Anglophone dominance in the literature, the over-reliance on asylum-centric models, the
neglect of Global South students’ epistemic standpoints, and the absence of a witnessing lens
in studies of student belonging. In response, the chapter has developed a conceptual
framework that brings together storytelling, voice, power, and witnessing as interlocking
dimensions. The next chapter details the qualitative methodology designed to investigate

these dimensions in the two non-Anglophone contexts of Italy and China.
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Chapter 3

Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this study is to explore how international students from the Global South
negotiate belonging through storytelling and witnessing in two non-Anglophone higher
education contexts: Italy and China. This chapter sets out the research design, sampling logic,
data collection instruments, and analytical procedures that were adopted to address this
purpose. Because the study is concerned with how participants make sense of their
experiences and construct meaning through narrative, a qualitative, interpretive approach was

taken throughout.

3.2 Research Design and Rationale

The study is situated within an interpretive paradigm, which assumes that social reality is
multiple, constructed, and best understood through the meanings that people attach to their
experiences (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2018). Within this paradigm, the researcher is not a
neutral observer but is transactionally bound to the participants, meaning that findings are
co-constructed through the inquiry relationship rather than discovered independently

(Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2018).

Italy and China were selected as contrasting non-Anglophone contexts with differing
migration regimes, linguistic environments, and racialised dynamics. Italy, as a relatively
recent destination for degree-seeking international students from the Global South, has seen
its internationalisation efforts expand through English-medium instruction and higher
education reforms, yet the narrative experiences of these students remain under-researched.
China, in contrast, has rapidly become one of the world’s largest hosts of international
students, with state-driven recruitment policies that explicitly target the Global South.
Comparing these two settings allows the study to examine how belonging is negotiated across

structurally distinct yet equally non-Anglophone environments.
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Because narrative and interview methods are well suited to exploring how people construct
meaning from their lived experience, they sit comfortably within an interpretive frame
(Brinkmann, 2018; Chase, 2018). A qualitative design was therefore chosen to privilege
depth over breadth and to capture the complexities that narratives of belonging rarely resolve
neatly. Qualitative inquiry attends to how people interpret their lives and worlds from the
inside, a process of meaning-making in which I, as the primary instrument of data collection
and analysis, sought to understand rather than measure from a distance (Merriam & Tisdell,

2016).

Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data collection method. This format
allows participants to narrate their experiences in their own terms, while giving me enough
structure to ensure that the core concerns of the study, belonging, storytelling, witnessing,
voice, and silence, are addressed across all interviews. The semi-structured interview is an
established tool for exploring lived experience and for attending to how meaning is created

in interaction (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).

This interpretive stance is consistent with the epistemological commitments developed in
Chapter Two. If knowledge is produced from specific loci of enunciation (Grosfoguel, 2007),
and if the epistemic resources of Global South students are routinely marginalised within
Eurocentric institutions (Connell, 2007; Battiste, 2005), then a methodology that positions
the researcher as a neutral extractor of data would reproduce precisely the epistemic injustice
the study seeks to examine. An interpretive, witnessing-oriented approach is therefore not

simply a methodological preference; it is an ethical and epistemological necessity.

3.3 Study Context and Participant Profile

The final sample comprised 18 participants: 8 based in University A, Italy, and 10 based in
University B, China. This distribution reflects the study’s comparative design and provides
a balanced footing for cross-contextual analysis. All participants were international students

from the Global South, primarily of African and South Asian origin, and all were enrolled at
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postgraduate level (Master’s or PhD) at the time of data collection, with the exception of two
recent Master’s graduates. A full profile of participants is presented in Table 1 below.

The initial research design focused on Nigerian and Pakistani students, given their visibility
in University A context and their distinct migration trajectories. However, recruitment in
University B yielded fewer participants from these two groups than anticipated and a broader
mix of nationalities. Rather than excluding participants to preserve the original focus, I
included their accounts, as their experiences of belonging, language, and racialisation were
directly relevant to the study’s central concerns and enriched the comparative scope of the
analysis.

Table 1: Participants Profiles

Pseudonym | Study Site Status Nationality | Level of | Duration
Study (years)

Pl Italy Recent Nigeria Master’s 3-4
Graduate

P2 Italy Enrolled | Pakistan Master’s 1-2
Student

P3 Italy Enrolled | Pakistan Master’s 1-2
Student

P4 Italy Recent Nigeria Master’s 1-2
Graduate

P5 Italy Enrolled | Pakistan Master’s 1-2
Student

P6 Italy Enrolled | Pakistan Master’s 1-2
Student

P7 Italy Enrolled | Nigeria Master’s 1-2
Student

P8 Italy Enrolled | Pakistan Master’s 1-2
Student
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B1 China Enrolled | Botswana | Master’s 1-2
Student

B2 China Enrolled | Sierra Master’s 1-2
Student | Leone

B3 China Enrolled | Nigeria Master’s 0-1
Student

B4 China Enrolled | Tanzania Master’s 1-2
Student

BS5 China Enrolled | Malawi Master’s 1-2
Student

B6 China Enrolled | Pakistan PhD 0-1
Student

B7 China Enrolled | Sierra Master’s 0-1
Student Leone

B8 China Enrolled | Pakistan PhD 0-1
Student

B9 China Enrolled | Brazil Master’s 0-1
Student

B10 China Enrolled | Nigeria Master’s 1-2
Student

In this study, “Recent Graduate” refers to students who completed their degree within the
twelve months immediately preceding data collection. This window was chosen because
individuals in this transitional period still remember their student lives clearly while also
beginning to look back on them from a slight distance. Their accounts therefore offer a
perspective that spans both active enrolment and the immediate aftermath of graduation,
precisely when questions of belonging, visa precarity, and institutional recognition often
become most acute. Where relevant, the analysis notes when a participant’s viewpoint is
shaped by this recent-graduate position; otherwise, the narrative material they provided is

fully integrated with that of currently enrolled students.
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The study focuses on postgraduate students because issues of academic belonging, linguistic
exclusion, and institutional navigation tend to intensify at advanced levels of study, where
students are expected to operate as independent scholars within an unfamiliar academic
culture. The inclusion of both Master’s and PhD participants allows the analysis to examine
whether the pressures on voice and belonging shift with longer institutional experience and
higher academic standing. Rather than aiming for statistical representativeness, the sample
size was considered sufficient for generating rich, contextually grounded narratives capable

of supporting in-depth thematic and interpretive analysis.

3.4 Sampling and Recruitment

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling, a chain-referral method in which
initial contacts introduce the researcher to further potential participants within their own
social networks, a process that draws on the dynamics of natural, informal social networks
to reach groups that formal channels often miss (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Noy, 2008).
This strategy was selected because international students from the Global South are often
difficult to reach through formal university channels; many are more willing to speak in an

interview when approached through a trusted friend or acquaintance.

In both Italy and China, recruitment began with a small number of personal contacts who met
the study’s inclusion criteria. At the conclusion of each interview, participants were asked
whether they knew other international students who might be willing to share their
experiences. Those new contacts were then approached, and the sample expanded gradually
across both field sites. The main strength of snowball sampling is that it opens access to
networks that would otherwise remain invisible; its acknowledged limitation is that the
sample may be tilted toward the particular social circles of the initial participants. This
possible bias is taken into account in the analysis, and claims are presented as situated rather

than representative.
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3.5 Data Collection: Semi-Structured Interviews

Data were collected through individual, semi-structured interviews. The interview guide (see

Table 2 for a summary, and Appendix A for the full version) was organised into seven

thematic blocks:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

Background and Migration Trajectory — Participants’ origins, their motivations for
studying in Italy or China, and their initial impressions upon arrival.

Everyday Life and Sense of Belonging — Participants’ definitions of belonging,
moments of inclusion and exclusion, and the negotiation of belonging across different
social and physical spaces.

Storytelling Practices — When, Why, and to Whom participants tell their stories,
variations in storytelling depending on the audience, and moments of feeling heard,
ignored, or misunderstood.

Language and Communicative Power — Participants’ confidence in speaking,
experiences of accent discrimination, and the role of language barriers in shaping
everyday interactions.

Institutional Encounters and Risk Perception — Experiences with university offices,
housing, and scholarship conditions, together with the topics participants avoid
discussing and the perceived risks of speaking openly.

Social Media and Public Storytelling — Participants’ engagement with migration
stories online and their own practices of sharing personal experiences on digital
platforms.

Identity, Self-perception, and Closing Reflections — Whether telling one’s story has
changed self-understanding, identity, and views of home, and any final reflections

participants wished to share.

Table 2: Interview Guide for the semi-structured interview

Section | Theme Opening Question No. of Items
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Part 1 Background and Migration Can you tell me a little about
Trajectory yourself and where you come
from?
Part 2 Everyday Life and Sense of How would you describe your
Belonging daily life as a student?
Part 3 Storytelling Practices Do you usually talk about your
mobility experience with others?
Part 4 Language and Communicative In which language do you usually
Power tell your story?
Part 5 Institutional Encounters and Risk How have your experiences been
Perception with university offices or
services?
Part 6 Social Media and Public Do you engage with migration or
Storytelling student stories on social media?
Part 7 Identity, Self-Perception, and Has telling your story changed
Closing how you see yourself?

The semi-structured format ensured thematic coverage across all interviews while giving
participants the flexibility to introduce topics I had not anticipated (Brinkmann & Kvale,
2015). Because the interviews were conversational in nature, I allowed each discussion to
develop organically. Where a participant answered a later question spontaneously in the
course of an earlier response, I noted the coverage and did not repeat the question. Likewise,

when a participant indicated that a particular experience did not apply to them, for example,
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if they did not use social media, I did not press further with related follow-up questions. In
all cases, I prioritised the depth and authenticity of the conversation over rigid adherence to

the guide.

3.5.1 Coding framework

The codebook was developed through an iterative process: initial codes were derived from
the study’s conceptual framework such as belonging, witnessing, linguistic racism, and
preemptive silence, while further codes were added as they emerged from close reading of
the transcripts. As new codes were created, earlier transcripts were revisited and the initial
codes were refined to ensure they captured the full complexity of the data. The codebook was
initially developed from University A transcripts. Once the parent and child nodes were
established, the same codebook was applied to the University B transcripts, ensuring that the
analysis captured consistent themes across both field sites.

Table 3: Thematic Codebook

Parent Node Child Node Analytical Descriptions

Belonging and Identity Ascribed Identity Conditional inclusion based
on race, nationality, and

citizenship; identity shaped
by external perceptions and

racial hierarchies.

Nationalized Belonging Inclusion shaped by
nationality-based
misrecognition; layered,
intersectional, and
negotiated across spatial

scales.

Asserted Identity Active self-positioning to
counter deficit perceptions;

recognition claimed through
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academic excellence and

professional growth.

Institutional Belonging

Integration into the
university environment;
feeling welcomed, cared for,
and at home with staff and

peers.

Coping and Social

Strategies

Grateful Compliance

Selective disclosure and
cautious navigation of

institutional dependence;
balancing gratitude with

unmet expectations.

Personal Growth and

Adaptation

Gradual personal
development through
mobility; renewed identity,
self-reliance, and expanded
worldviews despite

challenges.

Preemptive Silence

Strategic withholding of
speech to avoid risk; silence
shaped by political caution,
fear of misunderstanding,

and 1image protection.

Social Support Network

Relational networks (family,
friends, staff, co-national
peers) that provide
emotional, practical, and

identity-shaping support.
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Voice and Agency

Exercise of narrative agency
through digital storytelling,
ambassadorship, creative
expression, and advising

future students.

Educational Motivation

Academic Prestige

Selection of the host
institution based on global
ranking, programme
reputation, and academic

standing in specific fields.

Career Goals

Post-study plans including
further study, teaching,
media work, or return to
home country, often framed

by scholarship obligations.

International Exposure

Desire for cultural,
linguistic, and academic
experiences abroad; study
mobility as intrinsically
valuable and personally

transformative.

Developmental/National

Mission

Government-sponsored
mobility aimed at acquiring
knowledge to contribute to
national development in the

home country.

Initial Settling and
Adaptation

Bureaucracy

Difficulties navigating
administrative procedures,

residence permits, and
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institutional paperwork upon

arrival.

Employment Challenges

Barriers to accessing
part-time work or
internships, including visa
restrictions, lack of
opportunities, and unclear

regulations.

Housing

Struggles in securing
affordable and accessible
accommodation;
experiences of
discrimination and lack of
institutional support in the

housing search.

Language

Communication barriers in
everyday settings; reliance
on translation tools; English
as a bridge while local
language remains a

challenge.

General Adaptation

Management of daily life,
cultural shock, and
unfamiliar urban and digital
infrastructures; gradual

adjustment over time.

Migration and

Institutional Experience

Institutional Gaps

Insufficient or fragmented
institutional support in

housing, stipends, digital
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systems, employment, and

academic progression.

Institutional Navigation

Day-to-day interaction with
university offices and
services; experiences
ranging from smooth and
responsive to stressful and

bureaucratic.

Institutional Support

Satisfaction

Positive institutional
experiences including
quality facilities, warm
treatment, and conditions
shaped by nationality or
scholarship.

Linguistic Racism

Differential treatment based
on accent, language level, or
speech; from overt mockery
to subtle exclusion in

everyday contexts.

North-South Division

Awareness of global
inequalities shaping
mobility; tension between
home and host country

experiences.

Performative Inclusion

Institutional rhetoric of
inclusion that remains
disconnected from
meaningful everyday

recognition.
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Segregation in Education Social and academic
clustering along nationality
lines; difficulty forming

cross-cultural friendships in

classrooms.
Safety and Risk Anticipated Retaliation Fear of negative
Perception consequences for speaking

openly; storytelling
conditioned by perceived

risk and limited safety.

All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent. The study followed the ethical
guidelines of the University of Padova and complied with the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR). Participants were informed of their right to decline answering any
question and to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequence. All identifying

information has been anonymised.

3.5.2 Interview Modality and Duration

In University A, three interviews were conducted in person in a classroom at a department
building, with permission obtained from the security representative on duty. The remaining

five were conducted online via Zoom, owing to participants’ schedules.

In University B, four interviews were conducted online (three via Zoom, one via Voov
Meeting), while six were conducted in person. Of those six, five took place at a international

students centre and one at a department building.

In-person and online modalities each carried particular trade-offs. In-person interviews
allowed for richer observation of non-verbal cues and a more natural conversational rhythm.
Online interviews, while limiting physical co-presence, enabled the participation of students

who would otherwise have been unavailable (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014).
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Interviews lasted between 13 and 32 minutes. Some of the shorter durations reflect
participants’ limited availability and, in a few cases, a cautious approach to the topic. Rather
than treating duration as a proxy for depth, the analysis was guided by the narrative density
of the material, the amount participants revealed within the time available, and the alignment
of their accounts with the study’s core concepts. Throughout the process, I remained attentive
to whether each interview addressed the research questions, and findings were drawn only

from accounts that provided sufficient data to illuminate those questions.

3.5.3 Recruitment Logistics

In Italy, potential participants completed a Google Form expressing their interest. They were
then contacted by email and asked to schedule an interview using Calendly. In China, VPN
restrictions prevented the use of Google Forms; initial contacts were therefore made
informally through WeChat. Those participants subsequently helped connect me with others

in their social networks.

The analysis does not aim to retell participants’ life stories or to assemble substantive
biographical accounts of their experiences. Rather, it examines the conditions under which
storytelling occurs: why students choose to speak or remain silent, when they feel safe or
compelled to share, and to whom they direct their accounts. Storytelling is therefore treated

as a situated social practice rather than as a source of narrative data.

3.6 Data Analysis

The interview data were analysed using thematic analysis, a method for identifying,
organising, and interpreting patterns of meaning across a qualitative dataset (Braun & Clarke,
2006, 2021). The process was both inductive, as codes and themes were allowed to emerge
from the data, and deductive, insofar as the analysis was guided by the study’s core interests
in storytelling, witnessing, epistemic injustice, and belonging (Fricker, 2007; Antonsich,

2010).

All transcripts were first read multiple times to develop familiarity with the material. Initial

codes, short phrases that captured the essence of relevant segments, were generated by
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tagging passages that addressed the research questions (Saldafia, 2021). As coding
progressed, new codes were created when a passage did not fit existing categories, and earlier
transcripts were re-examined and recoded where necessary to ensure consistency across the
dataset. The qualitative data analysis software NVivo (Version 15; Lumivero) was used to
group coded segments and to facilitate thematic sorting. The coded data were also exported
to a spreadsheet, where themes were refined and cross-checked against the original
transcripts. Throughout this process, themes were treated not as something present in the data
waiting to be found, but as outcomes of sustained analytic reflection on the codes and

categories that had been developed (Saldafia, 2021).

In addition to thematic analysis, the study draws on narrative analysis principles, attending
to how participants structure their stories, what they foreground or omit, and how they
position themselves vis-a-vis their audiences (Chase, 2018; Riessman, 2008). This dual
approach, combining thematic and narrative analysis, allows the analysis to address both
what participants speak about and how they construct their accounts within the interview

itself.

The concept of witnessing is not treated merely as a theme to be coded, but as a
methodological orientation. Informed by Frank (2013) and Felman and Laub (1992),
witnessing is understood here as a relational practice in which the listener’s ethical
engagement co-creates the conditions for narration. In the analysis, this meant attending not
only to what participants said about being heard or ignored, but also to how the interview
encounter itself could become a site where participants’ experiences were witnessed rather

than simply recorded.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Padova prior to data collection. All
participants provided written and recorded verbal consent. They were informed that
participation was entirely voluntary, that they could decline to answer any question, and that

they could withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.
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Because qualitative research with people whose experiences are often underrepresented
carries distinct ethical responsibilities beyond procedural compliance, the study also attended
to the relational and political dimensions of the research encounter (Christians, 2018).
Particular care was taken to avoid extracting stories in a purely instrumental manner; the
interview was framed as a space where participants’ experiences could be witnessed, not

merely collected.

3.7.1 Reflexivity

Because this study is interpretive in nature, my own positionality formed part of the research
process. As a Nigerian completing a Master’s degree, I brought firsthand experience of
language barriers, visa procedures, and the broader sense of foreignness described by many
participants. This proximity provided contextual insight, but it also required continuous
reflexive awareness. I was not a neutral listener; at times, participants’ experiences resonated
with my own, and I therefore remained attentive to the distinction between their narratives

and my personal interpretations.

My positionality also shifted across research contexts. At University B, I occupied a different
social location as a newcomer to China, simultaneously learning to navigate the university
environment and the city alongside participants. In this setting, [ was more clearly positioned
as an outsider. These shifting dynamics influenced the interview process in different ways.
Some participants appeared more cautious when speaking with a fellow international student,
while others became more open due to perceived shared identities, including nationality,

language, or regional background.

I also remained attentive to the institutional and social spaces within which these interviews
emerged. Conversations took place across university environments, digital platforms, and
everyday settings shaped by mobility, language, bureaucracy, and unequal experiences of
belonging. These contexts influenced not only what participants chose to share, but also how

experiences were expressed, negotiated, or at times withheld during the interview process.
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During both the interview and coding stages, I kept analytic and reflective notes to remain
reflexively attentive throughout the study. These reflections helped me examine how my
assumptions, emotional responses, and social positioning may have shaped the questions I
asked, the meanings I foregrounded, and the interpretations I developed during analysis.
Reflexivity was therefore approached not as a methodological limitation to be eliminated,
but as an analytical practice that strengthened interpretive awareness and transparency

throughout the research process.

In this sense, the interviews were approached not as passive collections of testimony, but as
relational encounters shaped by witnessing, interpretation, and shared yet unequal
experiences of mobility and institutional life. Recognising my own positionality became
central to understanding how narratives of belonging, mobility, and institutional life were co-

constructed within the research encounter itself.

To protect anonymity, all names were replaced with pseudonyms (P1-P8 for University A;
B1-B10 for University B). Any details that could identify individuals, specific degree titles,
workplaces, or hometowns, were removed or generalised. In the participant table,

departments rather than exact programme names are reported to further reduce traceability.

3.8 Limitations

Several limitations of the study should be acknowledged. First, the snowball sampling
strategy, while necessary in practical terms, may mean that the sample over-represents
students with stronger social ties and under-represents those who are more isolated. Second,
the short duration of some interviews, although compensated for by narrative richness in
other cases, may have restricted the exploration of certain topics. Third, online interviews
constrained the observation of embodied and non-verbal interaction, and occasionally
suffered from connectivity interruptions, a difficulty that was more pronounced in the
Chinese context. During some in-person interviews at University B, the room being used was
a shared space, and occasional interruptions from people knocking at the door required me

to pause the recording briefly before resuming. Fourth, the small sample size does not permit
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statistical generalisation; rather, the findings offer situated, context-rich insights that may
resonate with other non-Anglophone settings. Fifth, the sample's national composition
shifted between sites: University A participants were predominantly Nigerian and Pakistani,
whereas University B participants came from a wider mix of nationalities, predominantly
from sub-Saharan African countries, including Botswana, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Malawi,
and Nigeria. This variation was a product of differential access in the field rather than a
deliberate design choice. The analysis remains attentive to where nationally specific

experiences are being described and where themes cut across national backgrounds.

3.9 Summary

This chapter has described the qualitative, interpretive methodology designed to investigate
how Global South international students negotiate belonging through storytelling and
witnessing in Italy and China. A total of 18 semi-structured interviews were conducted across
two field sites, using snowball sampling to reach a population that formal recruitment might
have missed. The data were analysed through a combination of thematic and narrative
analysis, with attention both to recurring patterns and to the particular ways in which
participants construct their accounts. Chapter Four presents the findings emerging from this
analysis. Chapter Five returns to the theoretical framework to discuss what those findings
reveal about storytelling, witnessing, and belonging, and to consider their implications for

research, pedagogy, and institutional practice.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Findings and Analysis of Data

4.1 Introduction: Storytelling as a Strategic Practice

This chapter does not aim to retell participants’ stories. Its purpose is to examine how, why,
when, and to whom Global South international students tell their mobility stories. The
preceding chapters have shown that research on international students remains concentrated
in Anglophone countries and has rarely examined how students from the Global South
negotiate belonging through narrative in non-Anglophone university settings where

institutional provisions for them are often limited.

The chapter approaches storytelling as a strategic practice, a tool students use to express
themselves, manage their identities, and navigate institutional life. This dimension of
storytelling has remained underexplored in the literature. The analysis follows the integrated
conceptual framework developed in Chapter Two, moving from the self-narrating student

outward to the audiences, moments, and structural conditions that shape what can be said.

The analysis is based on semi-structured interviews with 18 postgraduate students studying
at a university in Italy and a university in China. Participants whose accounts most directly
address the study’s analytical concerns appear more frequently in the analysis; this reflects
the richness and relevance of their contributions rather than a systematic exclusion of others.
Findings are reported according to the research objectives and interpreted within the

theoretical framework of storytelling, witnessing, epistemic injustice, and belonging.

4.2 Narrating the Self: Identity, Recognition, and Misrecognition

This section examines how Global South international students become narratable within

racialised or global hierarchies.

4.2.1 The Self Narrated by Others

Before students from the Global South speak, they are already positioned by visible and

audible markers, such as, skin colour, dress, and accent, that assign them a place in a
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racialised hierarchy. This ascription is not an occasional inconvenience; for many

participants it was the background condition of everyday life.

B7, a Sierra Leonean master’s student at University B (China), described how his body was

read long before his voice could be heard:

"You see a lot of discrimination, even in the elevator. You see them shifting to
one side of the elevator or just leave you standing. If you take the bus, even if
you offer your seat to someone, an elderly person, the person will prefer not

to sit but stand." (B7, University B)

The physical withdrawal B7 recounts is silent but unequivocal. It communicates that his
presence is unwelcome, that his body is out of place, and that no words he might speak would
undo that initial judgement. The elevator and the bus, the most mundane of shared spaces,

become sites where belonging is denied before it can be claimed.

In Italy, P6 had been negotiating with a landlord over the phone, in English, and the

conversation had been warm and promising. Everything changed when they met in person:

"I remember once I was looking for a house and I was talking to the owner
and, uh, she was okay with me talking in English and she was really happy.
Until she saw me and she immediately changed her decision to give me her
house. So 1 felt that's weird and I could understand that it was because of me

not being white." (P6, University A)

P6’s account isolates the body as the decisive factor. Language had been no barrier; the
conversation on the phone had been easy. Only when the landlord saw her, only when her
skin colour entered the interaction, did the offer collapse. P6 names the mechanism directly:
"because of me not being white." This is ascription operating through a transaction (housing

market), that sorts bodies into those who may live somewhere and those who may not.

Language could function as an equally efficient gatekeeper. P8, a Pakistani student at
University A (Italy), remembered attempting to order a coffee in Italian and being met with

irritation:
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"[ tried ordering it in Italian... he very rudely replied me in English and then
he said, you can order in English. So that was something, uh, [ would take as

a setback.”" (P8, University A)

The shopkeeper’s response did more than refuse the student’s Italian; it refused her attempt
at linguistic belonging. By switching to English, the shopkeeper re-imposed the student’s
foreignness at the very moment the student was trying to cross into a shared local identity.
P8’s word "setback" captures the cumulative effect of these micro-encounters, each one a

small erosion of the sense that one might ever be seen on one’s own terms.

These moments are structurally similar. Whether through bodily avoidance at University B,
the withdrawal of a housing offer at University A, or the refusal of a simple attempt to speak
the local language, the dynamic is consistent: the student is narrated by others before they
can narrate themselves. In Antonsich's (2010) terms, the boundaries of who may be "at home"
are drawn not by the person who moves but by those already there. For Global South students,

the starting point of belonging is therefore always conditional, always already under question.

The next section turns to the ways students responded to this ascription: how they sought to
assert identities that could counter, or at least complicate, the stories that had been assigned

to them.

4.2.2 Asserting the Self

If the previous section showed how students are narrated by others before they can speak,
this section examines what they do in response. Across both sites, participants did not simply
accept the identities assigned to them; they actively asserted versions of themselves that could
counter, complicate, or resist the deficit stories they encountered. These assertions took
different forms, verbal self-positioning in the classroom, the cultivation of academic
excellence, and the insistence on an unchanged core identity, but they shared a common
function: to claim a place in an environment that had already marked the speaker as out of

place.

At University B (China), B7 described the deliberate effort required to make himself seen on

his own terms:
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"You need to like argue your way to feel like you are present in the room. Most
times, it’s based on your presentation for you to showcase something that is
unique about where you’re coming from. So it has a lot to do with you as a
person to have that authority or to feel belonging within this space. If you are
Jjust in your comfort zone, they will consider you how they already perceive
you from start to finish. But when you start showing up, then some of them
start thinking, OK, despite he is black, he is from this part of the world, I think
he has some potential." (B7, University B)

B7’s account is striking for its clarity about the burden of proof. He does not expect to be
accepted simply by being present; he expects to be assessed against a pre-existing deficit
image, and his response is to show up, to perform competence, to make his voice heard. The
phrase "argue your way" captures the combative, effortful nature of this self-assertion.

Belonging, in B7’s experience, is not passively received; it must be actively produced.

B10, a Nigerian master’s student at University B (China), found a similar path to recognition

through academic performance:

"[ think academically I was able to stand out, and that just made it easy for
me, especially at my department, School of Economics. That made it easy for
me. So, um, I got to be close to my professors because, okay, the name was
ringing a bell, and everybody comes to class and, 'Oh, you're the B10. Oh,
you're the B10," and all of that. So, um, the sense of belonging came basically

from academic prowess." (B10, University B)

For B10, academic excellence functioned as a counter-narrative. In a context where her body
and her nationality might otherwise position her as an outsider, high performance in the
classroom gave her an identity that the institution could recognise. The conditional nature of
this belonging is important to note: it rested on continued high achievement, not on any

unconditional acceptance of who she already was.
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Other participants took a different route: they refused the premise that their identity needed
to change at all. B1, a Botswana student at University B (China), resisted the idea that

mobility should alter his core self:

"Absolutely not. When you talk about identity, something that is actually
embedded. I mean, I grew up in my country for decades. And for me to change
my identity is something that is very, very difficult to do. But of course,
adaptation in terms of how we live with people from different cultures, I’ll

adapt." (B1, University B)

B1’s statement asserts a boundary. He is willing to adapt his behaviour, to learn new cultural
codes, to adjust to a different daily rhythm, but he refuses the idea that his fundamental self

should be rewritten by his mobility experience.

At University A (Italy), P1, a Nigerian recent graduate, articulated a similar resistance, but
with a crucial addition: for her, self-assertion was tied to a deliberate control over when and

how she spoke:

"I am who I am. It's either I don't speak or I speak very well of myself anytime
I decide to speak." (P1, University A)

P1’s statement contains a strategic logic that is easy to miss on first reading. She does not
speak thoughtlessly or impulsively; she chooses her moments, and when she does speak, she
ensures that her words present her in the best possible light. The silence is not passivity; it is

the necessary condition for a speech act that carries weight.

These four accounts reveal the agency that students exercised even within tightly constrained
conditions. In Fricker's (2007) terms, these acts of self-assertion can be understood as
attempts to correct testimonial injustice: to demonstrate, through words or deeds, that the
speaker is credible after all. Yet the very need to do so, the fact that belonging had to be

earned, confirms that the starting point was always one of deficit.
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4.2.3 Nationality as a Filter for Belonging

If ascription operates through the body and assertion through the self, nationality occupies
an intermediate space: it is assigned from without yet can also be mobilised from within.
Across both sites, students found that their nationality preceded them into every interaction,
shaping expectations, opening or closing doors, and colouring the way their individual

qualities were perceived.

For some participants, nationality functioned as an unearned advantage. B8, a Pakistani PhD
student at University B (China), described how the long-standing political friendship between
Pakistan and China translated into tangible, everyday benefits:

"Being a Pakistani in China is so beneficial because we have a very good
relationship for last more than seven decades, so usually whenever I tell
locals that I'm from Pakistan, they give you the overwhelming response, they
like treat you well and so being a Pakistani I haven’t seen any kind of racism
and they like it if you are a foreigner. If you go to some of the offices, like if
you want police clearance or anything you get extra benefit because you get
a protocol and you don't like have to wait in the long queue." (BS, University

B)

B8's account is remarkable for its frankness. He does not attribute his positive treatment to
personal merit but to a national identity that carries diplomatic weight. His nationality
functions as a form of capital, a "beneficial" tag that fast-tracks him through bureaucratic

queues and shields him from the everyday racism that other participants describe.

The contrast with other participants was sharp. B7 noted that his nationality, when it was

recognised at all, carried none of the same weight:

"Most people think, of course, the most popular black country they know is
Nigeria, Cameroon, Ghana. So when they mention Sierra Leone, they ask,

where is Sierra Leone?" (B7, University B)

Where Pakistan signalled a known ally, Sierra Leone signalled an unknown. B7’s account

captures a form of hermeneutical exclusion: not only is his nationality not an asset, it is not
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even legible within the dominant frame. He must first educate his interlocutor before any
conversation about who he is can proceed. The burden of explanation is itself a marker of

marginality.

At University A, P2, a Pakistani master’s student, found that the same nationality offered no

such protection in Italy:

"Yeah, 1 feel like my nationality comes at play, and somehow it matters where
I'm coming from, and that does not leave a good impression. So yeah, based
on that, 1 feel like in a certain way that I probably don't feel like I belong
here." (P2, University A)

This asymmetry is itself a comparative finding: the geopolitical value of a national identity
is not portable. It is context-dependent, reconfigured by the specific histories that link each
sending and receiving country. The same national identity that opened doors for B8 at

University B was, for P2 at University A, a quiet liability.
P2’s awakening to this dynamic was explicit and worth noting here:

"I never really knew. I never had this awareness of global North and Global
South division until I got here. That's the first time I realised the clear
distinction between the global north and global south in terms of this division
was very clear in the institution as well, in the society as well. That’s how I
learned it, you know. And it was just a practical example of how this plays out

in global politics as well." (P2, University A)

P2’s account is striking because it frames her education as happening not only in the
classroom but through the experience of inequality itself. The institution and the society
became "a practical example" of a global hierarchy. For storytelling, this awareness carries
implications: if one understands oneself as occupying a subordinate position in a global order,

the act of speaking to those positioned as superordinate is already freighted with power.

Yet nationality was not only a burden. P4, a Nigerian recent graduate at University A,
described how the initial coldness of arrival was partly offset by finding others from the same

continent:
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"The sense of belonging when I arrived at University A was quite cold at the
beginning because I got to meet new students also from Africa, maybe not
necessarily from Nigeria, but in general... The difference from here to back
home is, uh, I can say family relationships though... we don't really have our
close relatives together, but at the end of the day, we try to form new

relationships when we get to University A." (P4, University A)

Taken together, these accounts show that nationality in the context of international student
mobility is never simply a fact. It is a node in a global hierarchy of recognition, a carrier of
historical relations, colonial, diplomatic, economic, that structure who is seen as a legitimate
knower. Its effects are context-dependent, conferring advantage in one setting and

disadvantage in another.

4.2.4 Accent and the Intimate Ascription

If the body is the first marker of difference and nationality supplies its content, accent
operates at a still more intimate level: it is the sound of the self, the voice through which
interiority becomes public. For many Global South students, accent functioned as a

mechanism of ascription that was both immediate and deeply personal.

P2 described how the simple choice of language, and the accent that accompanied it, could

determine the warmth or coldness of a response:

"[ feel like when I speak English, most of the time I get a bit cold response and
a bit forced responses, if I'm forcing people to speak in English, and then some
people also get extremely rude, and they respond in English out of frustration.
But when [ speak in Italian, which I'm learning, so I get relatively a better
response from them just because I'm speaking their language." (P2,

University A)

The word "relatively" is telling: it acknowledges that the improvement is real but modest,
that speaking Italian does not erase her foreignness but mitigates its sharpest edge. This is
ascription that operates through the ear, assigning the speaker a position based not on what

she says but on how she sounds saying it.
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At University B (China), B7 described how a single mispronounced word, "museum,"

became an object of repeated mockery:

"There was a time we visited the museum. Then the way I pronounced the
word museum, they were like, what is he saying? Then she was like, you need
to say museum. Museum, I was like, no. My accent and yours might be
different, but we are communicating... it got to a point, they wanted to use
that like a way of mocking. Anytime we met on the way, they reckoned

museum." (B7, University B)

What B7 describes is not a single incident but an ongoing pattern. The mispronunciation
became a running joke, a shorthand through which his peers could continually re-position
him as linguistically deficient. His response, "My accent and yours might be different, but we

are communicating," is both a defence and an assertion of linguistic equality.

P6 described how the language barrier intersected with racial perception to produce a

compounded form of exclusion:

"When you are going to the, you know, government buildings or where you
want to get your things done and they don’t treat you in the same way they
treat other people. So obviously language and being not European, uh, can

be felt at different places.” (P6, University A)

P6 links language directly to racialised identity. It is not only the inability to speak Italian
that produces differential treatment; it is the combination of linguistic difference and "being
not European." Accent and skin colour operate together, each amplifying the exclusionary

effect of the other.

These accounts illustrate that linguistic racism is a form of testimonial injustice (Fricker,
2007) that operates through the voice. Before the content of speech can be assessed, the
accent has already assigned the speaker a position: as a learner rather than a knower, as a
foreigner rather than a participant. The cumulative effect is a persistent, low-level
delegitimisation that shapes not only what students can say but whether they feel entitled to

speak at all.
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It is against this layered architecture of ascription that students’ strategies of assertion, and
their decisions about when and to whom they tell their stories, must be understood. The next
section turns from the self to the audience: who becomes a safe listener, and under what

conditions students decide that speaking is worth the risk.

4.3 Audience and Relational Safety: To Whom Are Stories Told?

If Section 4.2 examined the self that speaks, this section turns to the other half of the
storytelling encounter: the listener. For Global South international students, the decision to
tell a story was never a matter of simple self-expression; it was a relational calculation,
shaped by an acute awareness that not all listeners were equally safe, equally receptive, or

equally capable of understanding what was being shared.

Across both sites, participants described a careful mapping of their social worlds into circles
of trust: those with whom they could speak freely, those with whom speech required caution,
and those from whom speech was withheld altogether. This section examines that mapping
in three steps: the networks of shared experience within which students found their most
reliable listeners (4.3.1); the silences that students deliberately maintained (4.3.2); and the

rare but powerful moments when institutional figures became witnesses (4.3.3).

4.3.1 Social Support Network: The Circle of Shared Experience

The most frequently invoked safe listener was someone who shared a similar background,
nationality, region, continent, or the simple fact of being an international student. This was
not a casual preference; it was a rational response to the difficulty of making oneself
understood across the epistemic and experiential divides that separated students from the

majority population.
P7, a Nigerian master’s student at University A (Italy), described this calculus with clarity:

"Sometimes I talk to people who are also in my shoes. That means they are
from a different background here in Italy. If ['m talking to those set of people,
it’s easier for us to both understand what we ve been through... If 'm sharing

my story with some other people who are my friends, but they’re not here in
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Italy, it’s might not be easy for them to understand me, but at least they listen."
(P7, University A)

P7’s distinction is layered. She draws one boundary between those who share the experience
of mobility and those who do not, and a second boundary between those who share a racial
identity and those who do not. The "safe listener" for P7 was therefore not simply anyone
willing to hear her; it was someone whose own body and history had been read in similar

ways.
P3, a Pakistani master's student at University A (Italy), drew an even sharper line:

"I would like to share my story with the person who can also relate my
situation, like, I think Italians or the people from other countries cannot
understand my situation, as well as my friends from Pakistan or any other
South Asian. I would say... not with Italians or any other international
student, because we can’t relate things, like Italians and my personal

experience is very different from them." (P3, University A)

P3’s statement reveals the active boundary work that students performed. She distinguished
not only between nationals and internationals, but between different categories of
internationals: South Asian peers could understand; others, however well-intentioned, could
not. This was not a rejection of diversity but a pragmatic assessment of the limits of empathy.
Storytelling, for P3, required a listener who did not need to be taught the context of her life

before the story could even begin.

At University B (China), similar patterns emerged. B7 found his closest listeners among other
African international students. B4, a Tanzanian student, described friendships forming along
African lines because "we are in the same continent so we can talk, we can share ideas." In
both settings, the logic was the same: the labour of explanation was a burden, and the safest
listener was one who already knew, from lived experience, much of what the story would

contain.
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The Collective as Witness

Beyond the one-to-one listener, students also described collective spaces where stories could
be told and heard without the pressure of individual justification. P6 described these

encounters vividly:

"It happens when we meet other students, especially who are not European or
the locals and everybody is telling their story, because everybody has their
own story. How do they come here and, you know, what were the things that
they experienced? So I think it’s kind of a gathering in which everybody share
their initial experiences with each other... And of course, because the time
has passed now and uh, when it was happening, we used to feel really bad
and now we kind of remember that, how we went through it and how we

passed that phase." (P6, University A)

What P6 describes is a ritual of collective narration. The stories that were once painful are
retold not to solicit help but to affirm shared survival. P6 captured the emotional function of

this collective listening:

"We do listen to each other’s stories and we try to have that sense of
relatability because, um, most of us have been through this... it’s kind of a
thing that creates bond between us ... these people, basically it’s kind of family
that we make here." (P6, University A)

The word "family" recurs across multiple accounts. P4 described the new relationships
formed at University A (Italy) as a direct substitute for absent kin. P8 spoke of the motivation
that came from encountering others who had "gone through the same phase of their life as
you." At University B (China), B2 described a similar function performed by the international
student ambassador network. The collective witness, in both sites, served a dual purpose: it
validated the individual’s story and reinforced the bonds that made the next challenge

survivable.
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4.3.2 Preemptive Silence: The Stories Not Told

If the previous subsection mapped the circles of trust within which students felt able to speak,
this subsection examines the opposite: the stories that were deliberately withheld. Preemptive
silence was not the silence of having nothing to say. It was an active, strategic choice, made

in anticipation of consequences that students had learned to foresee.

Silence as Institutional Self-Protection

For some students, the decision to remain silent was shaped by a direct assessment of
institutional power. P1, a Nigerian student at University A (Italy), described this calculus
with precision. She had evidence, emails, documentation, that a professor had treated her

unfairly, but she chose not to pursue it:

"Even in classrooms, that will feel like I don’t really want to talk about a
particular case because of the fear of at the end of the day, what could happen
vou get I don't know... I have proof from my like email, but at the same time,
there’s this fear of, oh, if I talk or I try to address it, or I try to tell another
professor at the end of the day, I don’t know what will happen. I came here to
study. So sometimes I just choose to remain silent, and just focus on my

academics." (P1, University A)

The phrase "just came here to study" captures the instrumental logic behind her silence.
Speaking up might protect her dignity, but it might also jeopardise the very purpose of her
presence: her degree, her visa, her future. Silence was not submission; it was a strategy for
staying focused on the goal that had brought her to Italy. Her later remark, "if my silence
could speak, it would say, no condition is permanent," reframes silence not as passivity but

as endurance, a form of agency exercised through withholding.

At University B (China), similar patterns appeared in students’ avoidance of political topics.
B2 described how he had learned, after a classroom incident in which a professor corrected
his remarks about the Chinese political system, that certain subjects were simply off limits.
B7 recalled asking a question about Chinese NGOs and watching the professor struggle to

answer; a classmate later told him, "at times you don't need to ask." In both cases, silence
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was a learned response to an environment that signalled, clearly if indirectly, what could and

could not be said.

P2 described a more diffuse form of the same dynamic. She had not even attempted to share

her story, because the environment itself communicated that her voice was unwelcome:

"I never tried to share my story. But even before attempting to do that, I get
the treatment that indicates that, okay, this is not the place where my opinions

or voice will be considered.”" (P2, University A)

P2's statement reveals the anticipatory nature of preemptive silence. She did not need a direct
threat; the "treatment" she received was enough to tell her that speaking would be futile. The

institution did not need to forbid speech; it simply needed to make it feel pointless.

Silence as Protection of Others

A second form of preemptive silence was directed not at institutional risk but at the emotional

wellbeing of loved ones. P6 described this dynamic with particular clarity:

"I personally don't like to share my story a lot with my family because, you
know, because I come from a culture where everybody is so emotional and,
you know, they really care about each other. So if I really tell them too much
about my difficulties, they will be so worried. So I do tell them things, but in
a limited manner because, you know, even if I tell them they really can’t help
me a lot, I have to face things over here. So there’s no point of telling them

and making them worried." (P6, University A)

P6’s silence was not a rejection of her family’s care but an expression of it. Her partial
disclosures represent a careful balancing act: maintaining the connection without imposing
the weight. This was silence as protection, an act of care directed outward rather than a retreat

inward.

Silence in the Face of Anticipated Incomprehension

A third form of preemptive silence arose from a simple, weary recognition that some

experiences could not be adequately translated across cultural and experiential divides. P8
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described how she avoided discussing the political situation in her home country with her

international friends:

"I wouldn’t talk about the political unrest in my country with my international
friends... when you try to explain and they haven't experienced it in their own
country, it’s very hard for them to feel it, which is very common for us, but it’s
not common for them. So of course they have questions, uh, like why wouldn’t,
why would they do so... These are questions we don’t have the answers for
because we, we residents of those countries or citizens of those countries still
don’t know why we are suffering from those things. So I avoid it because |
don’t have the answers for those questions they might ask." (P8, University

4)

P8’s silence reveals multiple layers of reasoning. First, there is the epistemic gap: her friends
have not experienced what she lives through, and bridging that gap requires enormous
explanatory labour. Second, there is the uncomfortable position of being asked to account for
her country’s suffering, to provide answers to questions that she, as a citizen, does not have.
The silence is a refusal of a role that is both impossible and unfair: the native informant who

must explain her nation’s pain to an audience that cannot fully comprehend it.

Taken together, these accounts reveal preemptive silence as a rational, multi-faceted strategy.
Students were not passive victims of circumstance; they were active analysts of their own
situations, making careful calculations about the costs and benefits of speech. This analysis
complicates any simple celebration of "voice" or "speaking out" as inherently empowering.
For Global South students in non-Anglophone universities, speaking was like playing a risky
gambit; silence was a quiet castling move, not a retreat, but a way to safeguard the most

important pieces before re-entering the struggle.
4.3.3 Institutional Belonging: The Exceptional Witness and the Institutional Norm

If the previous two subsections mapped the informal circles of trust that students built for
themselves, this subsection turns to a different kind of audience: the institution itself. For

Global South students, the question of whether the institution could be a site of belonging
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hinged on whether its figures could move beyond their formal roles to become something
more: witnesses who actively recognised students as full persons rather than processing them

as cascs.

The data suggest that such moments were possible, but they were rare. They stood out in
students’ accounts precisely because they were exceptional, contrasting sharply with a more

common experience of institutional distance.

The Exceptional Witness

The most powerful account of institutional witnessing came from P1, who described an
encounter at the Questura while attempting to resolve a document issue for her residence

permit:

"The lady opened the door, and she was like, go and book appointment. So
she wanted to shut the door but I actually held on to the door. And I tried to
explain my situation, oh, I've done this thing for like, two months now... 1
couldn’t speak the language, but I was just trying... I started crying. And for
the very first time, she looked at me, and she said, come inside. After coming
in, she told me that on a normal day, you 're supposed to book an appointment
for this, but because of this current situation, I understand how frustrated you
are. I'm going to do this for you... I really felt loved and I prayed for her,

because it really meant a lot." (P1, University A)

This is a rich account of witnessing in action. The official initially performed her institutional
role exactly as expected: she enforced the rule, she refused entry. But something changed
when P1 began to cry. The official saw not a case but a person in distress. She broke protocol
and in doing so transformed a bureaucratic encounter into a moment of genuine recognition.
P1’s language is revealing: she "felt loved," she "prayed for her." These are not the words
one uses for efficient service; they are the words one uses for being seen, for being treated as

a student whose struggles matters.

What the Questura encounter illustrates is that witnessing, as Felman and Laub (1992) and

Oliver (2001) theorise it, is not an institutional property but a human one. It cannot be scripted
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into a procedure or guaranteed by a policy. It requires an individual to step outside their
institutional role and encounter another person as a person. The rarity of such moments in
this study does not mean that witnessing is impossible within institutional settings; it means
that institutions, as currently organised, do not produce the conditions under which it

becomes likely.

At University B (China), B2 described a similarly exceptional moment of institutional care:
when he suffered a medical emergency at 1 a.m., the head of the international student office
answered her phone, arranged transport to the hospital, and followed up repeatedly on his
recovery. B2 framed this as evidence that " University B felt like home away from home." But,
as with P1’s Questura story, the intensity of the account signals its exceptionality. This was
not everyday institutional behaviour; it was a moment that stood out precisely because it was

so far beyond what students had come to expect.

The Institutional Norm: Distance and Disconnection

For every account of institutional witnessing, there were many more that described a very
different reality. P2 put it most starkly: "I never tried to share my story. But even before
attempting to do that, I get the treatment that indicates that, okay, this is not the place where
my opinions or voice will be considered." For P2, the institution did not need to actively
silence her; it simply needed to communicate, through countless small signals, that her voice

was not expected or wanted.

P1, the same student who described the Questura witnessing, was also the most articulate

critic of institutional shortcomings:

"It’s so difficult to actually get housing for international students. And I feel
like the university has not been doing anything to help us. Over the years,
there has always been initiative like, okay, you can get apartments on this
website, but at the end of the day, none of them is forthcoming... I feel like the
university accomodation building is not even enough for 50% of the

international student that they are taking in." (P1, University A)

112



P1’s analysis is systemic. The problem is not a single unhelpful staff member; it is a structural
mismatch between the number of international students the university recruits and the
resources it provides. The initiatives she describes constitute a form of performative

inclusion: the institution says it helps, but the help does not materialise.

The sense of institutional distance was not confined to University A (Italy). At University B
(China), the institution provided material support, stipends, organised trips, well-functioning
international offices, but the personal, relational dimension was often missing. B1 described

his daily life as "my room, the classroom, the kitchen and the gym," a routine that was
materially comfortable but socially thin. The institution provided a framework for living; it

did not necessarily provide witnesses.

The data suggest that belonging is not something an institution can simply declare or promise;
it is something that happens, or fails to happen, in the micro-encounters between students
and the individuals who represent the institution. A professor who remembers a name, a staff
member who breaks protocol to help, these are the faces of institutional witnessing. But they
are faces, not structures. In both Italy and China, whether an institution can systematise what

is inherently personal remained an open question.
4.4 Moments of Tellability: When Narratives Emerge and When They Do Not

4.4.1 Anticipated Retaliation: The Expected Cost of Speech

Across both sites, students did not withhold their stories simply because they feared being
misunderstood or because they wanted to protect loved ones from worry. They also withheld
them because they expected, with good reason, that speaking could carry tangible negative
consequences. These anticipated consequences ranged from the social (losing friends or
being ostracised) to the institutional (academic penalties, visa complications), to the
existential (a generalised sense of insecurity as an immigrant in a country where one’s

presence was always conditional).
P2 articulated this logic with particular clarity:

"[ feel like there will always be retaliation from the Italians, they wouldn’t

appreciate the feedback, and that could mean withdrawing and not being
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friends with me, even though I don't have much time. But that is one

consequence that I often have in mind." (P2, University A)

P2 names a specific audience, a specific action, and a specific calculus: the cost of losing
even a small social connection is not worth the benefit of speaking. The phrase "even though
I don't have much time" is revealing: it suggests that social ties in the host country are already

thin, and that losing even one would represent a meaningful loss.

P7 described a broader, less easily named form of anticipated retaliation. After recounting an
incident in which an Italian classmate had directed a curse word at her in class, she explained

why she chose not to report it:

"As an immigrant in another country, you have to tread carefully more like
being security wise. You don’t know how safe you are in another country
because now you are been seen as an immigrant with the aim to take off their

own privileges. So you have to be careful." (P7, University A)

P7’s anticipated retaliation is diffuse, structural, tied to her legal and existential status as an
immigrant. The word "security" functions as a catch-all for a range of possible consequences.
She does not know exactly what might happen if she speaks, and that very uncertainty is part

of the mechanism of control.

At University B (China), the anticipated retaliation took a different form, shaped by the
specific political context. B2 described how a classroom incident had led to a quiet but firm
correction from his professor. B3, a Nigerian student, explained that he avoided political
topics not because he feared arrest or physical harm, but because "I really don't want to
infuriate anybody." The anticipated retaliation here was not necessarily legal or physical; it
was the risk of damaging a relationship, of losing the fragile goodwill that made daily life

possible.

Anticipated retaliation was a structural feature of the storytelling environment for Global
South students. It was not paranoia; it was a rational reading of the power asymmetries within

which students lived. The institution held power over their academic futures, their visa
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statuses, and their access to resources. In such a context, speaking openly was not an act of

simple self-expression; it was a risk, and the risk was borne alone.

4.4.2 Personal Growth: The Self Transformed Through Struggle

If anticipated retaliation explained why stories were withheld, personal growth was one of
the reasons they were sometimes told. Across both sites, students described how the
experience of mobility had reshaped them. This was not a simple narrative of self-
improvement. Students spoke of becoming stronger, more confident, more adaptable, but
they also spoke of loss: of old selves left behind, of the person they might have been had they
stayed. Personal growth, in these accounts, was a process that had to be narrated in order to
be made sense of, a story that gave shape to experiences that might otherwise have felt merely

chaotic.

P6 described how the collective sharing of experiences among international students created

a sense of solidarity that reframed suffering as something survivable:

"It happens when we meet other students, especially who are not European or
the locals and everybody is telling their story... We used to feel really bad and
now we kind of remember that, how we went through it and how we passed

that phase." (P6, University A)
P1 expressed a similar sentiment:

"There has been moments I felt like I will not survive while studying... So
when I look back, it just made me realize, Yeah, nothing is permanent. It's just

a phase that will be over." (P1, University A)

The phrase "nothing is permanent" serves as a kind of personal mantra, a distillation of hard-
won wisdom. It does not deny the pain of the experience; it contextualises it within a temporal

frame that makes it bearable.

For some students, the transformation went deeper. P8 described the process in explicitly

evolutionary terms:
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"When you get out of your comfort zone, it actually expands you or let you
know how evolved you can be... the struggles, even though they sometimes
are very unbearable, but they build you... I have evolved as a person because
I learned to solve my own problems, get myself out of anything which is
bothering me. I've been very verbal about it as well... I learned to, uh, name

my needs as well." (P8, University A)

nmn

P8's language, "evolved," "build you," "name my needs," suggests a self that has not merely
adapted but been remade. P3, also a Pakistani student at University A (Italy), offered a similar

account anchored in temporal comparison:

"But now I think I changed myself a lot, and I learned so many things, but if
compare myself one year back, I'm quite a different person, like if I had that
kind of situation. Now I can, maybe I can do it very confidently and easily."
(P3, University A)

Not all accounts of personal growth were unequivocal. B10, a Nigerian student at University

B (China), resisted the narrative of transformation through mobility:

"It has only just made me appreciate my achievements more, appreciate
myself more... it hasn’t changed how I see myself. I've always seen myself as
an achiever... It has not changed it. It has only made me see the possibilities

of better opportunities back home." (B10, University B)

B10’s account resists the idea that mobility made her who she is. She was already an achiever;
mobility expanded her vision. This is growth as expansion, not as reinvention, a more modest
and perhaps more honest account than the narratives of total transformation that sometimes

appear in the internationalisation literature.

These accounts reveal that stories of personal growth served a dual function for Global South
international students. On the one hand, they were a way of making sense of difficult
experiences, transforming chaos into a coherent narrative arc. On the other, they were a way
of asserting agency: by narrating growth, students claimed the mobility experience as their

own, as something they had survived and from which they had emerged stronger.
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4.5 Storytelling as Agency, Representation, and Future-Making

4.5.1 Voice and Agency: Storytelling as Self-Representation

Across both sites, students used storytelling to assert control over how they were seen. In a
context where their identities were routinely ascribed by others, through the body, the accent,

the nationality, storytelling offered a means of talking back.

P1 described an active practice of sharing her story on social media, not as a passive

performance but as a deliberate intervention:

"Yes, I do. And personally, too, I do that on my social media, like I tell my
story. And there's been, I’ve been on people’s channels to tell my story, and
also some people have been on my page to tell their story. Yes, I do share my

stories online a lot." (P1, University A)

P1’s account reveals storytelling as a reciprocal practice. She tells her story, but she also
hosts the stories of others. By making her experience visible, she refuses the silence that
institutional structures might otherwise impose, and she creates a space in which others can

do the same.

At University B (China), B7, a self-described "social media person" with more than fifty
thousand TikTok followers, used his platform to present Sierra Leonean culture to audiences

who knew nothing about it:

"I'm a social media person... I share my story. Most of the things I talk about
Sierra Leone, our music, our costume, our food... I put Sierra Leone on

sound." (B7, University B)

B7’s storytelling is both personal and national. When people ask "where is Sierra Leone?",
his posts become an answer. Storytelling, in this mode, is a form of epistemic labour: the
work of making a place, a people, and an experience legible to audiences who lack the frames

to see them.

B2 described how his positive accounts of life at University B (China) had directly influenced

others’ decisions to apply:

117



"They see me like a mini god amongst them... they want to come to University
B... I'm actually urging them that they should apply ... we had like six of Sierra
Leoneans that were accepted.” (B2, University B)

B2’s storytelling is not merely expressive; it is consequential. It shapes the life trajectories
of others. And B2 was aware of this responsibility, serving as an international student
ambassador for his university, a role that formalised his storytelling and gave it institutional

recognition.

Students’ sense of agency in storytelling was shaped not only by their own choices but by
the responses of their audiences. P7 noted that even when her listeners could not fully
understand her experience, the act of being listened to was itself affirming: "at least they
listen and they care to know." The listener who "cares to know" is a co-producer of the

storyteller’s agency, validating the story by the simple act of attending to it.

4.5.2 Grateful Compliance: The Constrained Voice of Gratitude

If storytelling could be an act of self-representation, it could also be shaped by a powerful,
and often unspoken, obligation: the need to appear grateful. For many Global South
international students, the opportunity to study in Italy or China came through scholarships,
regional programmes or institutional arrangements that framed their presence as a gift. To
speak critically of the host country, the university, or the conditions of one's own life was to
risk being seen as ungrateful. Grateful compliance was therefore not simply a feeling; it was
a discursive strategy, a way of navigating the tension between genuine appreciation and the

constraints that appreciation imposed on voice.

P2 described how her regional scholarship became something she actively avoided

discussing with Italians:

"Maybe just about discussing the fact that [ am on the regional scholarship,
that is something that I don’t feel comfortable talking about, especially with
Italians. I may feel like they probably think we’re taking advantage and
exploiting the whole regional scholarship and we 're somehow violating the

rights of the European Union citizens." (P2, University A)
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The scholarship, in this framing, is not a neutral financial arrangement; it is a potential
accusation. P2 does not feel "safe enough to talk about it," a phrase that links grateful

compliance directly to the preemptive silence and anticipated retaliation analysed earlier.
At University B (China), B2 experienced a similar tension:

"[ feel grateful because of how the staff... is treating us... I've been taken to
over five cities... fully funded... but then I feel somehow dissatisfied with how

the system is, especially the Chinese interface." (B2, University B)

B2 can hold both feelings, gratitude and frustration, but the gratitude makes the frustration
harder to voice. Grateful compliance, in B2’s case, is not a refusal to criticise; it is a careful
balancing act in which criticism is expressed but hedged, softened, framed within a broader

context of appreciation.

For other students, grateful compliance was internalised as a moral framework. B3 articulated

this through the metaphor of the guest:

"I just believe when you are a visitor in a place, you should respect their
norms... it’s just me trying to be a good visitor to my accommodating host.”

(B3, University B)

The metaphor of the "good visitor" naturalises the constraints on speech: it is not that B3 is
being silenced; it is that he is being polite. This is grateful compliance as a self-imposed

moral framework that makes silence feel not like a loss but like a virtue.

If grateful compliance was pervasive, it was not absolute. B10 was the most articulate voice

of refusal:

"I always see it in the view of [ was invited, I was begged to come... when I

felt undervalued, I would not speak out simply because I was given a
scholarship... I speak out. When my colleagues might be quiet, I speak out."
(B10, University B)

B10’s reframing is powerful. She inverts the usual power dynamic: it is not she who should

be grateful to the university; the university invited her, sought her out. This sense of having
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been actively recruited, already noted in Chapter Two in the discussion of Nada et al.’s
(2023) migration profiles, gave B10 a different footing from students who felt they had won
a competitive gift. From her position, gratitude does not oblige silence; silence, when it

occurs, is a choice, and for B10 it is a choice she refuses.

B10’s stance demonstrates that grateful compliance, however pervasive, was not total. It was
a structure of feeling that students navigated, negotiated, and sometimes resisted. Its

existence reveals that the link between gratitude and silence, while strong, was not inevitable.

4.5.3 Career Goals: Storytelling as Future-Making

For some Global South students, storytelling was oriented not only toward the past or the
present but toward the future. Narratives about career aspirations, post-study plans, and the
return home were a significant subset of the stories students told. By articulating what they
hoped to become, students were engaged in a form of future-making, using narrative to bridge
the gap between their present circumstances and the professional selves they were striving to

realise.

This dimension of storytelling was far more prominent at University B’s interviews than at
University A, a difference that is itself analytically significant. In China, the scholarship
system often explicitly linked funding to post-graduation obligations, making the future a
matter of institutional regulation as well as personal aspiration. In Italy, by contrast, the
absence of such structured pathways meant that career trajectories were less clearly defined,

and storytelling about the future correspondingly less frequent.

This contrast suggests that narrative agency, the capacity to project oneself into a future, is
not only a psychological resource but an institutionally enabled one. Where the institution
provides a legible pathway, students can narrate themselves along it; where it does not, the

future falls silent.

For students at University B (China), career storytelling was often shaped by the specific
conditions of their scholarships. B10 described the MOFCOM scholarship's clause matter-
of-factly:
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"The clause is once you're done, you're going back home to work. So yeah, 1

have to go back home." (B10, University B)

B10’s statement is notably devoid of complaint. The future is not something she negotiates;
it is something that has already been decided. Yet her broader stance, analysed in the previous
subsection, suggests that even within this constrained future, she retains a sense of agency.

Returning home is an obligation, but it is also a choice she has made peace with.
B6 described a more open but still structured set of possibilities:

"I would like to go to the teaching line... if I get my postdoc here in China...
I want to join the Chinese media here." (B6, University B)

B7’s future storytelling was more diagnostic than aspirational, a clear-eyed assessment of

structural conditions:

"I can only stay back in China if [ want to pursue a PhD... Because working
in China, if you want to stay back, you need to start working on your HSK."

(B7, University B)

At University A (Italy), career-focused storytelling was notably less prominent. This absence
is not a weakness in the data but a finding in itself. Career storytelling is facilitated by
structures that make the future narratable: clear scholarship terms, defined post-study
pathways, institutional mechanisms that link education to employment. Where those
structures are absent or fragmented, as they were for many students at University A, the future

becomes harder to narrate.

4.6 Constraints on Narration: Silence, Fear, and Performative Inclusion

The preceding sections have traced the conditions under which storytelling became possible
for Global South international students. This section turns to the forces that worked in the
opposite direction. Three such constraints are examined in turn: performative inclusion, the
gap between institutional promises of welcome and the lived experience of exclusion;

language, understood as a mechanism that sorted speakers into categories of legitimacy; and
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institutional gaps, the concrete failures of provision that signalled to students that their

presence was tolerated rather than planned for.

4.6.1 Performative Inclusion: The Rhetoric-Reality Gap

One of the most corrosive constraints on narration was not an explicit prohibition but a
pervasive discrepancy between what the institution claimed to be and what students
experienced. This gap between rhetoric and practice was not simply a disappointment; it was
a structural condition that shaped storytelling by undermining the credibility of the institution
as a listener. If the university said it welcomed you but treated you as an outsider, why would

you trust it with your story?
P2 gave the most direct articulation of this dynamic:

"No, I don’t find myself easy comfortable talking about it, because I think [
often feel like I'm not welcomed and I’'m not wanted, and it’s just a formality
that is being done to make the whole institution more inclusive on paper, but

on the grounds it can be a bit different.” (P2, University A)

The phrase "on paper, but on the grounds" captures the essence of performative inclusion.
The "formality" of inclusion, the policies, the statements, the diversity rhetoric, is present,
but it does not translate into a genuine welcome. And because the welcome is not genuine,

P2 does not feel safe sharing her story.
P1 deepened this critique:

"How many of us as the institution allowed to tell our stories? Let us even
start from there... How many of us, for instance, people coming from where I
come from as the institution allowed to actually tell them where it hurts? So

that already answers the question.”" (P1, University A)

P1’s rhetorical questions invert the usual framing. It is not that students are unwilling to
speak; it is that the institution does not "allow" them to do so in any meaningful way.
Performative inclusion, in P1’s account, is not just a gap between words and deeds; it is an

active denial of voice.
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P7 offered a concrete illustration in a classroom group exercise, where she tried to take a
coordinating role to ensure that non-Italian-speaking members could participate. An Italian

classmate responded with a curse word in Italian, assuming she would not understand:

"Someone in the group said something in Italian that was a curse word
towards me... I really felt bad. I felt wronged because I was trying to make the
group work fine... But if me trying to coordinate the whole exercise is now
seen as a bad thing to them, then what’s more of, if you are trying to like be,

take up the stage and lead them?" (P7, University A)

P7 did not report the incident; she "fotally avoid those people," a response shaped by the
anticipated retaliation analysed earlier. The rhetoric of inclusion had not created a space in

which she could safely name what had happened to her.

At University B (China), performative inclusion took a different form. Students at University
B frequently praised the institution’s material generosity, yet this generosity coexisted with
systemic barriers that were often overlooked in the institution’s own account of itself. The
most telling example came from the everyday frustrations students described, particularly the
all-Chinese university portal, which made routine academic tasks needlessly difficult for
students who could not read Mandarin. When B2 complained, he was told it was "a national
issue," not something the department could fix. The explanation may have been true, but it

did not solve the problem.

Across both sites, performative inclusion had a specific effect on storytelling: it delegitimised
the act of speaking. If the institution claimed to welcome you, then your experience of
exclusion became unsayable, not because it was false, but because it contradicted the official
narrative. Performative inclusion did not simply fail to provide a hearing; it made the act of

seeking one feel like an act of ingratitude.

4.6.2 Language: The Gatekeeping Function of Speech

Language functioned as a gatekeeper across both sites: it determined who could speak, who

could be understood, and who was, quite literally, heard. Language was not only a practical

123



barrier; it was a social filter, sorting speakers into categories of insider and outsider,

legitimate and illegitimate, welcome and merely tolerated.
P7 captured the practical dimension straightforwardly:

"Nigeria is a English speaking country, and as we know, Italy is an Italian
speaking country. Even though University A as a whole is a student
environment because there are lot of students around, it doesn't take away the
fact that there are locals here, who are Italian. So it’s kind of difficult to like

speak and understand people around you." (P7, University A)
P8 described the daily friction this produced:

"Not everybody spoke English. So I had to use Google Translate to make my
life easier because it wasn't about being judged. It was more about if they
sometimes get irritated. Yes, I have experienced, you can say irritation, when
they don’t get your point and you're not able to make them understand the
little Italian you know... even though I'm a very regular there now, but she
still gets very irritated when I try to talk in English or explain my situation.”
(P8, University A)

Language, in this context, is not merely a tool for communication; it is a site of repeated,

low-level rejection that wears away at the sense of being welcome.

At University B (China), B4 described the cognitive and emotional constriction that language

barriers produce:

"My mother tongue is Swahili so I don’t see people using Swahili here. Every
time [ feel like I am in the same room which I cannot expand my brain... and
I see too many Chinese, but also to get a friendship with Chinese, is difficult
because every time people are very busy with their own things." (B4,

University B)

Language also functioned as a mechanism of social exclusion within nominally shared

spaces. P7 described how Italians in her class would default to their own language:
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"They mainly speak their language and they don’t care if you do not
understand them or if you are different from them. They’ll just be like, okay,
you 're not part of us, and that’s it." (P7, University A)

At University B (China), B6 described how language barriers created a mutual standoft:

"I don’t engage with any Chinese student here online... even if I just feel
hesitant in communicating with Chinese people, so they are also hesitating to

communicate with me." (B6, University B)

B6’s observation is analytically important because it shows that linguistic exclusion is not
always a matter of one group actively excluding another. Sometimes it takes the form of

mutual withdrawal, a shared reluctance born of the anticipation of difficulty.

Despite these barriers, some students described learning the local language as a deliberate
strategy for building belonging. B9, a Brazilian student at University B (China), described

how even minimal efforts were met with disproportionate warmth:

"So I had to learn, I'm still learning how to speak Chinese but this even
knowing just a little bit I feel that they want there and I mentioned that I want
to do a PhD here and even if it is in Chinese and I feel that they're happy for
it when they they hear that I'm actually trying to learn Chinese they feel
overjoyed." (B9, University B)

The phrase "overjoyed" is disproportionate to the linguistic achievement, suggesting that
what is being appreciated is not the language skill but the gesture of respect it represents. The
phrase "a bit difficult," used independently by both B4 and BS5 to describe interactions with
Chinese students, captures a shared experience of linguistic marginalisation that students

consistently understated, framing structural exclusion in the mildest possible terms.

Taken together, language was a multi-layered constraint on students’ capacity to tell their
stories and to be heard: practical at the level of daily communication, social at the level of
peer relations, and symbolic at the level of who is an insider and who is merely permitted to

be present.
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4.6.3 Institutional Gaps: The Absence That Speaks

Institutional gaps were the structural absences that shaped students’ lives quietly but
powerfully. Across both sites, students described a range of failures in institutional provision:
housing that was promised but not delivered, bureaucratic systems that were difficult to
navigate, support services that were fragmented or absent. These gaps were not merely
practical inconveniences; they were communicative acts, telling students that their presence

had not been fully planned for, that they were being accommodated rather than included.

The most visceral accounts of institutional shortcomings concerned housing. P6 described an

arrival that was nothing short of traumatic:

"My arriving experience was not very good because I arrived in Italy and |
was not aware about how the transportation system worked here. So I arrived
quite late at night, and then of course I was really short on budget as well... [
had to spend the whole night at the train station, outside the train station... |
was very confused and maybe, you know, for a time regretting my decision.”

(P6, University A)

P6’s first night in Italy was spent not in a room but at a train station. The university had
admitted him, but had not ensured that he had a place to sleep. P3 described an exhausting
cycle of temporary accommodation: "I changed my accommodation three to five times, and
I had very bad experience sometimes." Moving three to five times in a single degree

programme is not simply inconvenient; it is destabilising.
P1 diagnosed the problem as systemic:

"It’s so difficult to actually get housing for international students. And I feel
like the university has not been doing anything to help us. Over the years,
there has always been initiative like, okay, you can get apartments in this
website, in this website, but at the end of the day, none of them is
forthcoming... I feel like the university accomodation building is not even
enough for 50% of the international student that they are taking." (PI,
University A)
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At University B (China), housing was provided, but institutional gaps emerged in other
forms. B4 described how he and his cohort arrived to find themselves without access to their
stipends for two months because the Chinese banking system was not yet set up to receive

them:

"We didn’t get stipends... we had no Chinese bank account... we use so much

money by that time... it was too difficult.” (B4, University B)

The university had told them to bring cash, but the amount proved insufficient. Like the
housing shortcomings at University A (Italy), this communicated a message: you are

welcome here, but only up to a point, and beyond that point you are on your own.
P3 noted a further dimension of institutional fragmentation:

"[ think there is a proper check and balance, like how the University is
interacting with international students, like, if something good is happening
in one department, and another department is like doing completely opposite
thing. But there is no check and balance, like how they are doing these kind
of things with the students."” (P3, University A)

P3’s call for "proper check and balance" is a call for institutional accountability. The
university, in her account, is not a unified entity but a collection of departments, each
operating by its own norms, with no oversight to ensure that international students are treated

equitably across the board.

These institutional gaps did more than make life difficult for international students. They
communicated a message that was absorbed and internalised: the institution was not fully
prepared for them. It had recruited them, but it had not fully built the infrastructure to support
them. Students who felt that the institution was not meeting their basic needs were less likely
to trust it with their stories, less likely to see it as a potential audience for their experiences,

and more likely to turn inward to the peer networks that earlier sections have described.
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4.7 Structural Conditions of Storytelling

The preceding sections traced the interpersonal and institutional forces that enabled or
constrained storytelling. This section steps back to consider the broader structural conditions
within which those forces operated. Two structural dimensions are examined: segregation in
education, which limited the audiences available to students, and institutional navigation, the

practical labour of moving through university systems not designed with their needs in mind.

4.7.1 Segregation in Education: The Classroom as a Divided Space

The classroom is often imagined as a shared space, a site where diverse students come
together on equal terms. For many participants, this ideal was far from the reality. Across
both sites, students described patterns of segregation that ran through their educational
experience, patterns that were rarely formalised but were nonetheless effective in separating

international students from their local peers.

At University A (China), P7 described a classroom environment where Italians and

international students occupied separate social worlds:

"Majority of the students in my department are Italians... There’s no sense of
belonging in the class amongst us because there’s this segregation, or shall I
say, a separate system where Italians want to form groups and clusters with

each other, and they 're not really much Africans in class." (P7, University A)

P7 does not describe overt hostility but a "separate system" that operates through clustering.
Italian students form groups that are closed to outsiders, and because they are the majority,
the effect is to exclude those who are not Italian. The phrase "no sense of belonging in the
class" is stark: the classroom, the primary site of educational experience, is a place where she

does not feel she belongs.
This segregation had direct consequences for P7’s ability to build relationships:

"If it’s for my educational part in class, it’s a little bit tensed because it’s not

easy for me to like form friend groups with other people.”" (P7, University A)

At University B (China), B4 described a contracted social world:
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"To get a friendship with Chinese, is difficult because every time people are
very busy with their things... we are in the same continent so we can talk, we
can share ideas, we can make friendships... but not Asian people and other

people because maybe the problem is the language.” (B4, University B)

The significance of these patterns for storytelling is substantial. Students told their stories
largely within the communities they had, to other international students, to co-nationals, to
family back home. The local student body, which might have been a rich source of cross-
cultural exchange, was largely absent as an audience. Segregation in education was therefore

not only a social phenomenon but a narrative constraint.

4.7.2 Institutional Navigation: The Patchwork of Institutional Reception

Institutional navigation was the daily, practical labour that shaped students’ lives and, by
extension, their capacity to narrate their experiences. The term "navigation" itself is
significant: it suggests an environment that is not transparently accessible but must be

charted, negotiated, and learned.

Across both sites, students described a patchwork of institutional encounters, some smooth
and supportive, others frustrating and opaque, that together constituted the lived experience
of being an international student. This patchwork quality is analytically important: the
institution was not a monolithic entity, uniformly welcoming or uniformly hostile; it was a

collection of offices, individuals, and procedures whose quality varied dramatically.

Some students reported institutional encounters that were straightforward and affirming. P8
described his interactions with university offices in unequivocally positive terms: "I had a
very positive experience with the international desk, with, uh, my department and any of the
offices I've been to." At University B (China), B3 described the ICT centre staff as patient
and persistent: "When you go to the ICT centre, they are always accommodating... they will

sit with you patiently and make sure you sort that issue."

B10 described smooth experiences with offices and residence permits, but added a crucial
qualifier: "I don’t know if that also applies to every other student on University B’s campus."

This reflexive awareness is analytically significant. B10 recognised that her smooth
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institutional navigation might be a function of her particular visibility and academic standing,

not a property of the institution itself.

Not all accounts were positive. B9 described the residence permit process in terms that

contrasted sharply with the smoothness reported by others:

"It was so stressful... why do I need to go do this 500 times, take 500

pictures... maybe it took like three weeks." (B9, University B)

The same process that others described as smooth was, for B9, a multi-week ordeal. This
variation, across students at the same institution navigating the same procedure, is precisely

the patchwork quality that characterises institutional navigation.

When institutional encounters are inconsistent, trust is difficult to build. A student who has
a positive experience with one office may still hesitate to share a difficult story with a
different office, unsure of the reception they will receive. The institution, as an audience for

student stories, is only as credible as its least responsive encounter.

4.8 Summary of Findings

This chapter has traced how Global South international students in Italy and China negotiate
belonging through storytelling, revealing that the act of narration is embedded in layers of
ascription, strategic agency, relational calculation, and structural constraint. The findings

cohere around several interconnected themes.

First, the storytelling self is never a blank slate. Before students speak, they are already
narrated by others through bodily, national, and linguistic markers that assign them a
conditional place within a racialised hierarchy. In response, students exercise agency by
asserting identities that counter deficit perceptions, through academic excellence, strategic
self-presentation, and the refusal to be remade, yet this agency is always exercised from a
position of precarity. The burden of proof lies on the speaker, and belonging, when it arrives,

is often conditional on continued performance.

Second, storytelling is a profoundly relational practice. Students map their social worlds into

concentric circles of trust, with co-national and co-continental peers at the centre, where
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shared experience reduces the labour of explanation. Collective storytelling among
international students functions as a form of mutual witnessing, transforming individual
hardship into shared memory. Institutional figures, by contrast, rarely become witnesses;
when they do, breaking protocol to offer genuine care, these moments are exceptional and

reveal the gap between what institutions promise and what they ordinarily deliver.

Third, silence is not the absence of voice but a strategic resource. Preemptive silence is a
rational response to anticipated retaliation, the desire to protect loved ones from worry, and
the recognition that some experiences cannot travel across cultural and epistemic divides.
Grateful compliance adds a further layer: the framing of mobility as a gift, particularly
through scholarships, imposes an obligation that constrains critical speech, though some

students, most notably B10, refuse that obligation and insist on their right to speak out.

Fourth, storytelling serves as a mode of agency and future-making. Students use narrative to
represent themselves publicly, to advise prospective students, and to project professional
futures, yet the capacity to narrate a career is shaped by institutional structures that make the
future more or less legible. The contrast between University B (China), where scholarship
terms script the future, and University A, where the absence of such pathways mutes career

storytelling, underscores how institutional contexts enable or constrain what can be said.

Fifth, and crucially for the comparative dimension of this study, the two sites produced
contrasting configurations of belonging. China offered more systematic material provision,
structured scholarship pathways, and organised international student support, but greater
political restriction on voice. Italy offered more discursive openness, fewer explicit
constraints on what students could say, but left students structurally unsupported in housing,
administration, and post-study pathways. Both configurations produced conditional
belonging, though through different mechanisms. This contrast is itself one of the study’s

original empirical contributions.

Finally, the conditions that enable or suppress storytelling are structural. Performative
inclusion, the gap between institutional rhetoric and lived experience, undermines trust and
makes speaking feel risky or futile. Language functions as a gatekeeper, sorting speakers into

categories of legitimacy. Institutional gaps in housing, administration, and support
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communicate that students are accommodated rather than genuinely expected. Classroom
segregation and the uneven terrain of institutional navigation further shape the entire

storytelling landscape.

These findings underscore that belonging for Global South students is not primarily about
being given a platform to speak; it is about being witnessed, having one’s knowledge, accent,
and personhood taken seriously. Where witnessing occurs, belonging becomes momentarily
possible; where it is absent, students carry the burden of narrating themselves into
environments that are often indifferent or hostile. Chapter Five situates these empirical
findings within the conceptual framework of belonging, epistemic injustice, and witnessing,
discusses their implications for higher education policy and practice, reflects on the

limitations and contributions of the research, and offers recommendations for future study.
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Chapter 5:

Discussion and Conclusions

5.1 Introduction

This study set out to examine how Global South international students negotiate belonging
through storytelling and witnessing in two non-Anglophone higher education contexts:
University A (Italy) and University B (China). Drawing on 18 in-depth interviews analysed
through a framework that brings together belonging, epistemic injustice, and witnessing, the
preceding chapter traced the multilayered narrative practices through which students
navigated environments that were often welcoming in rhetoric but exclusionary in practice.
This chapter discusses those empirical findings in relation to the existing literature and the
study’s conceptual framework, outlines the research contributions, explores implications for
institutional policy and practice, acknowledges limitations, and suggests directions for future

research.
5.2 Discussion of Key Findings

5.2.1 Conditional Belonging and the Ascribed Self

A foundational finding of this study is that belonging for Global South students was never
automatic; it was always conditional. As the narratives in Section 4.2 demonstrated, students
were ascribed identities based on visible and audible markers, skin colour, nationality, accent,
long before they had an opportunity to speak. The elevator withdrawals at University B, the
housing rejections at University A, and the irritation at attempted Italian were not isolated
incidents but structural features of an environment in which students were positioned as
outsiders before they could narrate themselves. This finding resonates strongly with
Antonsich's (2010) distinction between place-belongingness and the politics of belonging:
the intimate sense of being 'at home' was constantly undercut by discursive and spatial

practices that drew boundaries around who could belong and on what terms.

Moreover, the data extend Antonsich’s framework by showing that the politics of belonging

operate not only through formal citizenship regimes but through the micro-interactions of
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everyday life, the elevator, the café, the rental market. These are the sites where the racialised
and linguistic hierarchies described by Lentin (2020) and Grosfoguel (2016) are enacted and
where testimonial injustice (Fricker, 2007) becomes a lived, embodied experience. Students
were not simply told they did not belong; they were shown, through countless small gestures,
that their presence was tolerated rather than welcomed. The study’s attention to these spatial
and institutional conditions, from the elevator to the Questura, echoes the spatial theories of
Lefebvre (1991) and Massey (2005), while the foregrounding of students’ own locus of

enunciation (Grosfoguel, 2007) underpins the decolonial orientation of the research.

5.2.2 Strategic Silence and the Anticipation of Harm

If conditional belonging was the backdrop, strategic silence was one of the most significant
responses. The analysis in Sections 4.3.2 and 4.4.1 revealed that students’ decisions to
withhold their stories were not evidence of passivity or disengagement but rather carefully
calibrated acts of self-protection. Silence was directed at institutional audiences (fear of
academic retaliation), at loved ones (protection from worry), and at those perceived as
incapable of understanding (anticipated incomprehension). The concept of preemptive
silence, as developed in this thesis, captures the anticipatory logic that shaped these decisions:

students did not need to experience direct punishment to learn that speaking could be costly.

This finding complicates the often uncritical discourse around 'student voice' in higher
education. As the literature on epistemic injustice would predict, the risks of speaking are
unequally distributed. The students in this study, who were navigating precarious visa
situations, scholarships framed as gifts, and racialised hierarchies, bore a disproportionate
burden of those risks. Their silence was a rational response to a structural condition, not a
personal deficit. This aligns with the findings of Lee (2007) on neo-racism and Phan (2025)
on the structural marginalisation of international students, while also extending that work by
showing the specific narrative mechanisms through which silence becomes a strategy of

survival.
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5.2.3 Witnessing as a Counter-Practice to Epistemic Injustice

A central theoretical contribution of this thesis is the distinction it draws between testimony
and witnessing, and the empirical evidence it provides for the significance of that distinction.
Throughout the interviews, students described moments when they felt genuinely heard, a
staff member at the international student office responding to a medical emergency at
midnight, a member of administrative staff breaking protocol to offer help, a peer asking not
only where someone was from but what that place meant. These were not instances of
efficient information transmission; they were instances of witnessing, in the sense theorised
by Felman and Laub (1992) and Oliver (2001), where the listener’s ethical engagement co-

created the conditions for the speaker’s account to emerge.

Crucially, these moments were rare. They stood out in students’ narratives precisely because
they departed so markedly from the everyday. The more common experience was of
institutional distance, performative inclusion, and the sense that one’s story would not be
welcomed. This gap, between the moment of genuine recognition and the institutional norm,
is analytically significant. It suggests that the university, as currently organised, is not
structured to produce witnessing; rather, witnessing occurs when individuals within the
institution step outside their formal roles. The institution provides the stage, but it does not

guarantee the performance of recognition.

This finding supports the study’s central contention that belonging is not primarily about
being given a platform to speak (testimony) but about being truly heard within a relational
practice of witnessing. It also suggests that Fricker’s (2007) account of epistemic injustice,
while powerful, needs to be complemented by a positive account of the practices that can

interrupt it. Witnessing, as operationalised in this thesis, provides one such account.

5.2.4 Agency, Gratitude, and the Constrained Voice

The findings also reveal a complex picture of agency. Students were not passive victims;
they actively asserted their identities, used storytelling to represent themselves and their
cultures, advised prospective students, and projected future career paths. Yet this agency was

exercised within sharply constrained fields of possibility. Grateful compliance, the sense that
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one must appear appreciative of a scholarship or a welcome, functioned as a powerful
discursive constraint, limiting what could be said and to whom. The metaphor of the 'good
visitor,' invoked by several participants, naturalised the obligation to be grateful and thereby

to remain silent about experiences of exclusion.

This analysis resonates with the work of De Capitani (2023) on the burden of narration placed
on refugees, and extends it to the international student context. Like the refugees in De
Capitani's study, the students in this research were often expected to perform their stories in
ways that validated the host institution’s self-image, and the failure to do so risked being read
as ingratitude. Yet, as the case of B10 illustrates, some students explicitly refused this
framing, insisting that being on a scholarship did not oblige them to silence. These moments
of refusal are important not because they were common, they were not, but because they

demonstrate that the link between gratitude and silence, while powerful, is not inevitable.

5.2.5 Institutional Gaps and Performative Inclusion

The findings further reveal a persistent gap between institutional rhetoric and lived
experience. Across both sites, students described universities that presented themselves as
inclusive, diverse, and welcoming, yet failed to provide the material and relational conditions
that would make that welcome real. Housing shortages, inaccessible digital systems,
fragmented administrative support, and the absence of accountability mechanisms all
communicated to students that their presence had not been fully planned for. This
performative inclusion, as the study terms it, did not simply disappoint students; it actively
undermined their willingness to share their stories. If the institution was not a credible

listener, why would students trust it with their accounts of struggle and exclusion?

The comparison between University A and University B revealed different configurations of
this gap. At University B, material support was often generous, but political restrictions on
voice were more pronounced, and the everyday social distance between international and
local students could be vast. At University A, discursive openness was greater, but
institutional support was more fragmented, and the private housing market operated as a
racialised gatekeeper (Grosfoguel, 2016; Lentin, 2020). These findings demonstrate that

performative inclusion is not a single phenomenon but takes context-specific forms, shaped
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by local histories, political structures, and the particular architecture of each university's

internationalisation strategy.

5.2.6 Structural Conditions and the Narrative Landscape

Finally, the findings underscore that storytelling does not occur in a vacuum. The structural
conditions examined in Section 4.7, segregation in education, the North-South division, and
the labour of institutional navigation, formed the deeper architecture within which all other
storytelling practices took place. Classroom segregation limited the audiences available to
students and reinforced the boundaries that storytelling had to cross. The North-South
division, newly visible to many participants, provided a geopolitical frame that shaped how
students understood their own position and how their stories were received. And the sheer
labour of navigating bureaucracies, finding housing, and managing visas drained the energy
that might otherwise have been invested in building the relationships through which stories

are told.

These structural conditions are not unique to this study, but their cumulative effect on the
storytelling landscape has rarely been documented with such granularity. They confirm, at
the empirical level, what the theoretical framework anticipated: that epistemic injustice is not
an abstract concept but a material, institutional, and spatial reality. Changing that reality
requires more than good intentions; it requires a fundamental rethinking of the structures that

produce it.

5.3 Contributions to Knowledge
This study makes three principal contributions.

Empirically, it provides one of the first in-depth, comparative qualitative accounts of Global
South international students' narrative practices in two non-Anglophone settings. By centring
storytelling as the unit of analysis rather than integration outcomes or academic performance,
it moves beyond the Anglophone dominance of the existing literature and beyond the survey-
based methodologies that have characterised much prior research on international student

belonging. The dual-site design, contrasting University A and University B, reveals both
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convergences and divergences in how belonging is negotiated across different institutional

and geopolitical contexts.

Methodologically, the study treats storytelling not as a data-collection technique but as a
situated social practice. By directing analytical attention to the conditions of narration, the
who, when, why, and to whom of speaking, it offers a model for future research that seeks to
understand the relational and structural dimensions of narrative, rather than treating stories

merely as repositories of content.

Theoretically, the study advances the concept of witnessing as a productive alternative to
testimony in research on migration, education, and belonging. By grounding the testimony-
witnessing distinction in the concrete experiences of students and connecting it to the
framework of epistemic injustice, the thesis demonstrates that belonging is not primarily a

matter of being given a platform to speak but of being actively and ethically heard.

5.4 Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings carry direct implications for higher education institutions that seek to move

beyond the rhetoric of internationalisation toward genuine inclusion.

First, institutions must close the gap between recruitment and support. The data show that
students were often recruited without adequate provision for housing, financial integration,
and accessible administrative systems. A commitment to internationalisation must be
matched by investment in the infrastructure, both material and human, that makes belonging

possible from the moment of arrival.

Second, institutions must address the linguistic and racialised hierarchies that structure
everyday interactions. The data show that accent, skin colour, and nationality functioned as
gatekeepers long before any words were exchanged. Anti-racism training, linguistically
inclusive practices, and the intentional diversification of faculty and staff are not peripheral
concerns; they are structural prerequisites for an environment in which all students can

narrate themselves without fear.

Third, institutions should cultivate cultures of witnessing, not just policies of inclusion. The

exceptional moments of institutional care reported in this study were almost always the result
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of individual staff members acting with empathy and discretion, not the outcome of formal
procedures. While individual goodwill cannot be mandated, institutions can create the
conditions in which witnessing is more likely: through training that emphasises relational
listening, through workload models that allow staff the time to engage meaningfully with
students, and through reward structures that recognise the pastoral as well as the bureaucratic

dimensions of student support.

Fourth, the finding that grateful compliance constrains voice has implications for how
scholarships and financial support are framed and communicated. When mobility is
presented as a gift, students may feel that critical feedback is an act of ingratitude. Institutions
should therefore frame support as an entitlement based on merit and mutual benefit, not as
charity, and should actively solicit critical feedback through channels that protect students

from real or perceived retaliation.

5.5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. The snowball sampling strategy,
while necessary to access a hard-to-reach population, may have over-represented students
with stronger social ties. The relatively short duration of some interviews, though
compensated for by narrative density, may have limited the exploration of certain topics. The
small sample size does not permit statistical generalisation, although the depth of the
qualitative data offers transferable insights. Additionally, the national composition of the
sample differed across sites, University A participants were predominantly Nigerian and
Pakistani, while University B participants came from a wider range of sub-Saharan African
countries, a product of differential access in the field that limits direct country-to-country

comparisons within the findings.

Reflecting on the research process, a longer fieldwork period at each site would have allowed
for more sustained ethnographic observation alongside the interviews, which might have
captured storytelling practices in their natural settings rather than only as accounts given
within the interview encounter itself. The inclusion of a member-checking stage, where
participants could respond to preliminary interpretations of their accounts, would also have

added a further layer of interpretive rigour.
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Future research could address these limitations through larger, multi-site comparative studies
that include a wider range of non-Anglophone destinations. Longitudinal designs would
allow an examination of how storytelling practices and belonging evolve over the course of
a degree programme and into the post-graduation period. Further theoretical work could
explore the relationship between witnessing and other counter-practices to epistemic
injustice, such as solidarity, advocacy, and institutional accountability. Research that centres
the experiences of undergraduate students, who face different institutional pressures and
fewer opportunities for the kind of sustained self-narration that postgraduate study affords,
would also extend the scope of the inquiry. Finally, research that investigates the perspectives
of institutional staff, professors, administrators, international office personnel, on what
witnessing looks like from their side of the encounter would complement the student-centred
focus of this thesis and offer insights into how cultures of witnessing might be cultivated

within higher education institutions.

5.6 Conclusion

This thesis has shown that for Global South international students in Italy and China,
storytelling is not a simple act of self-expression but a complex, strategic practice shaped by
racialised ascription, institutional gaps, and the constant calculation of risk. It has argued that
belonging is not primarily about being given a voice but about being witnessed, about having
one's knowledge, accent, and full personhood taken seriously by the institution and the people
within it. Where witnessing occurs, belonging becomes momentarily possible. Where it is
absent, students are left to carry the burden of narrating themselves into environments that

are often indifferent or hostile.

The study’s shift from testimony to witnessing, grounded in the empirical realities of student
experience, offers both a conceptual tool for future research and a practical orientation for
institutions that wish to move beyond the rhetoric of internationalisation toward the reality
of inclusion. The task, as the narratives in this thesis attest, is not simply to let students speak,

but to learn to listen in such a way that their speaking matters.
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Appendix A:

Section

Theme

Questions

Part 1

Background and Migration
Trajectory

1. Can you tell me a little
about yourself and where
you come from?

2. What motivated you to
come to China/Italy, and
specifically to this
university?

3. When did you arrive, and
how would you describe

your first months here?

Part 2

Everyday Life and Sense of
Belonging

4. How would you describe
your daily life as a student?
5. Do you feel a sense of
belonging here? Why or
why not?

6. What does “belonging”
mean to you in the context
of your life here?

7. Some researchers say
belonging is something you
claim. Have you ever had to
argue for your right to be

here?

Part 3

Storytelling Practices

8. Do you usually talk about
your mobility experience
with others?

9. When do you feel the
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need to share your story?
10. What makes you decide
to speak, or to remain
silent?

11. Who do you tell your
story to (friends, family,
other students, staff, online
audiences)?

12. Do you tell different
versions of your story
depending on who is
listening?

13. When you tell your
story, do you feel listened to
or understood?

14. Can you recall a

moment when you felt truly

heard?

Part 4

Language and

Communicative Power

15. In which language do
you usually tell your story?
16. Does language affect
how confident or
comfortable you feel when
speaking?

17. Have you ever felt
judged or treated differently
because of your accent or

language level?
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Part 5

Institutional Encounters and

Risk Perception

18. How have your
experiences been with
university offices or
services?

19. Does your scholarship
cover housing and a
stipend?

20. Have you ever had to
explain your situation to
access housing or work?
21. Did your story help you,
or work against you, in
those situations?

22. Are there things you
avoid talking about as an
international student?

23. Do you ever feel the
need to show gratitude or
avoid complaining?

24. What do you think
might happen if you spoke
openly about negative

experiences?

Part 6

Social Media and Public
Storytelling

25. Do you engage with
migration or student stories
on social media?

26. Have you ever shared
your own story online, or

thought about doing so?
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Part 7

Identity, Self-Perception,
and Closing

27. Has telling your story
changed how you see
yourself?

28. Has living here changed
the way you think about
home or identity?

29. If someone asked “Who
are you?” today, how would
you answer? Has that
changed?

30. Are there situations
where you feel more
“yourself” and others where
you hide parts?

31. Some distinguish
“international student” from
“local” or “migrant”. Does
that matter in your life?

32. How long did it take to
get your residence permit?
33. Are there post-study
work provisions on your
visa?

34. Anything else you’d
like to share about being a

Global South student here?
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