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Unknowable: International Students in English Higher Education

‘I was alone, undisturbed and happy before the other person crossed my path. I, now and in this moment, have to give way, and, now in this moment, I am alone and solitary in my responsibility.’ (Purcell 2006: 11)
This paper will offer theoretical reflections on empirical data gathered during interviews with postgraduate students and video recordings of student group work in an English higher education institution. Essentially it will propose a challenge to the ways in which the ‘international student experience’ has been framed in English higher education. Starting from a video recording of a session in which international and home students were working in small groups, I will develop a line of argument about the wider context of international student recruitment in English higher education. More specifically, the data will act as a springboard into some reflections on the ways in which international students are positioned within the higher education system, in terms of policies of recruitment, pedagogic practices and the research literature on the experiences of international students.
The category of ‘international student’ has been readily adopted through all layers of university activities as though there is a common consensus as to who these students are. Technically, ‘international students’ are those who pay full-cost fees and meet particular residency requirements. ‘International students’ are, for many universities, a significant source of revenue. At the same time, there is a tendency in the literature to focus on the cultural and linguistic deficiencies of international students (although this deficit model is beginning to be challenged: see Turner 2006). The construction of the ‘international student experience’, therefore, is largely based on an ethically spurious notion of students who hold economic but not academic capital.
The particular framework through which ‘international students’ are inscribed will be critiqued on the grounds that universities are diminished culturally and educationally in the absence of an ethical relationship with all students. In other words, if our understandings of ‘international students’ are ethically spurious, so too are our understandings of the experiences of all students. Drawing from the ideas of Levinas (2006), I wish to explore the current failure of staff and students in sharing responsibility towards the experiences of the ‘other’. Levinas suggests that everyone is an ‘other’: accepting that the other will always be an ‘unknown’ is a way of accepting responsibility for others. By this line of thinking, it will be suggested, the inscription of international students into a particular space (those who pay high fees and need extra ‘help’ to catch up), is an act of irresponsibility.  Ways forward, in terms of theoretical conceptualisations and pedagogic relationships, will be suggested.
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