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Learner, Customer or Ambassador?:    Identity Constructions of Overseas Students within the Discourse of Entrepreneurialism

The recent debates and policy development with regard to international student visa regulations and their English language proficiency have received significant attention from the media, English language educators, course providers and policy makers. These debates reflect different, but interrelated, concerns. UK higher education institutions (HEIs) have a strong financial incentive to attract international students and have therefore adopted entrepreneurial approaches in relation to the market. However, the entry requirements pertaining to the English level of international students vary greatly between individual institutions and courses. Additionally, this situation has raised concerns that “illegal immigrants [are] abusing the student route to get in to the UK” (Whitehead, 09 Jul 2010). 

This presentation draws on recent doctoral research that problematizes the way in which international students’ identities are constructed in the UK.  The study, which was conducted in four UK universities, involved an interpretive ethnographic approach. The results suggest that in their interactions with academic and support staff international students often find themselves negotiating between conflicting identities as consumers, learners and ambassadors.

I argue that policy developments are latently entwined with the construction of international students as simultaneously problems and beneficiaries of the marketization of HE. This construction overshadows their learner and ambassador identities. This presentation seeks to invite discussion on the question of what we can do to enhance international student experiences while at the same time regulating the selection of international students entering UK universities.
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