
Learning beyond the Institution: A Cultural Capital 
Perspective on the International Student Experience 

(0270) 

 
Ms. Laura Morosanu, Oxford Brookes University, UK 

 
 
Abstract 
 
 
Whilst internationalisation discourses have gained currency in UK higher 
education, evidence from students' accounts of their experience has cast some 
doubt on its actual functioning. In contrast to the predicted benefits of economic 
advantage and development of ‘(inter)cultural competences’ lying at the core of 
the internationalisation agenda (see Bolsmann and Miller 2008, Otten 2003), a 
growing number of studies have documented international students’ difficulties 
of adjustment to their host institutions (Caruana and Spurling 2007, Currie 2007, 
Ledwith and Seymour 2001, Volet and Ang 1998).  
 
The dominant understanding of the international student experience, however, 
seems disproportionately focused on curriculum design, teaching methods, and 
staff-student interactions within the university milieu (see Caruana and Spurling 
2007, Haigh 2008). The institutional context thus achieves prominence in current 
studies. Yet in many cases, studying is only part of the students' overseas 
experience, providing one, albeit significant, route to developing cultural 
competences. In contrast, we suggest that the value of overseas education is 
reflected not only by Western qualifications, but also (and perhaps more 
importantly) by ‘a whole host of cultural, embodied traits conducive to 
employment success in a global economic arena’ (Waters 2006, p. 181), which 
can also be acquired in various non-academic settings, such as informal 
socialisation or part-time employment. Indeed, we argue that the wider socio-
cultural context is not simply a 'container' for the development of academic 
literacies and practices, but constitutes a fruitful site for the growth of cultural 
competences in itself. Focusing on the institutional context however obscures it 
from view.  

 
Our paper addresses this omission by taking a broader perspective on the 
student experience, which encompasses non-academic alongside 
academic/institutionally-located spheres of participation. Whilst we support 
initiatives to adjust the curricula to promote a more positive – and 
transformative – student experience, we argue for an enquiry beyond the 
academic institutional confines. In particular, we suggest that Bourdieu’s (1986) 
concept of cultural capital (and its embodied, institutionalised and objectified 
forms) provides a useful lens for grappling with students’ wider experience 
overseas.  

 



Bourdieu’s theory has had an echo in the sociology of education particularly with 
respect to the performance of students from different class backgrounds 
(Grayson 2010, Sullivan 2001). Cultural capital has also been interpreted as 
‘highbrow culture’ rather than general human skills, although scholars have 
increasingly expanded this ‘narrow’ focus (Lareau and Weininger 2003, p. 569) 
to include, for example, ‘any values and dispositions that may predispose 
individuals to successful navigation of the educational system’ (Grayson 2010, p. 
5). With these caveats in mind, we suggest that international students form, in 
certain respects, another ‘disadvantaged’ category that may benefit from 
Bourdieu’s analysis. Internationalisation debates are generally focused on the 
institutional pedagogic context, but international students, we argue, accumulate 
potentially valuable embodied cultural capital through a variety of academic and 
non-academic-based strategies and activities. These competences, be they 
language fluency, social or other skills, may then be ‘converted’ into institutional 
cultural capital (degrees) and economic returns (jobs and income) (see also Sin 
2009). 

 
Our discussion draws on an exploratory study of the international student 
experience based on audio-diaries collected over one semester in a British 
Business School during 2007. The spontaneous, unprompted nature of our data 
revealed three important sites for students’ accumulation of cultural capital: 
academia, informal socialisation and the part-time job. Looking at these areas, 
we firstly examine students’ more or less purposeful strategies to adjust to their 
host educational and socio-cultural environment, their overall positive 
experience, and desire to be 'successful'; secondly we explore the transformative 
potential of innovative or targeted academic activities designed to enable 
international students to act out 'provisional selves', allowing them to display 
academic competencies and identities in a safe environment (Ibarra 1999, 
Markus and Nurius 1986). We show the particular skills derived from the three 
different sites of engagement as well as the impact they have on academic 
attainment and future development. In doing so, and in contrast with the 
literature on students’ difficulties and non-integration, we derive theoretical and 
policy implications from successful experiences, which contain but eventually 
overcome problems and uncertainties. 
 
Our paper contributes to internationalisation debates in two ways. First, we aim 
to widen the scope and focus of these debates by revealing the crossing of 
boundaries between academic and non-academic contexts in which international 
students are engaged. Students’ conscious attempts at maximising their cultural 
capital through participation in a multiplicity of activities in their host 
environment that are not strictly academic are a strong reminder that these 
constitute essential sites for understanding and improving their (learning) 
experience. Narrowing the focus only on the academic context and practices 
risks obliterating them from view, reproducing a compartmentalised view of 
learning as separated from the broader social context.  

 
Second, using Bourdieu’s theory to analyse international students’ accumulation 
of cultural capital, we seek to contribute to debates on educational practice in a 
multicultural setting. Reviewing existing approaches, Warren (2005) identifies 
three main types of pedagogy: ‘assimilative,’ ‘inclusive’ and ‘transformative’. 



Whilst the ‘assimilative’ approach has lost its appeal due to its normative 
implications, we argue that for international students some form of assimilation 
may still occur and be beneficial, if understood as a partial, student-driven, 
rather than inflicted process. We suggest that, contrary to the old view of 
assimilation as forced compliance with dominant norms, the new - ‘intransitive’ - 
understanding of assimilation proposed by Brubaker (2001) provides interesting 
insights into the educational experience of international students, and is not 
incompatible with the ‘transformative’ approach.  

 
Our findings thus highlight fruitful sites for the development of cultural 
competences that remain undervalued in internationalisation debates, such as 
informal socialisation and the external work environment. These constitute 
alternative pathways of learning which impact on academic achievement and 
students’ broader career development. Furthermore, we indicate the 
transformative potential of innovative academic activities which give students 
space to act out 'provisional selves' and develop their identities in a safe arena. 
 

References 
 
Bolsmann, C. and Miller, H. (2008) ‘International Student Recruitment to 
Universities in England: Discourse, Rationales and Globalisation,’ Globalisation, 
Societies and Education, 6(1): 75-88. 
 
Bourdieu, P. (1986) ‘The Forms of Capital,’ in J. Richardson, ed. Handbook of 
Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, New York: Greenwood, pp. 
241-258. 

 
Brubaker, R. (2001) ‘The Return of Assimilation? Changing Perspectives on 
Immigration and Its Sequels in France, Germany, and the United States,’ Ethnic 
and Racial Studies, 24(4): 531-548. 

 
Caruana, V. and Spurling, N. (2007) ‘The Internationalisation of UK Higher 
Education: A Review of Selected Material,’ available at 
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/tla/internationali
sation/lit_review_internationalisation_of_uk_he_v2.pdf 

 
Currie, G. (2007) ‘Beyond Our Imagination: The Voice of International Students 
on the MBA,’ Management Learning, 38(5): 539-556. 

 
Grayson, J. P. (2010) ‘Cultural Capital and Academic Achievement of First 
Generation Domestic and International Students in Canadian Universities,’ British 
Educational Research Journal, iFirst.   

 
Ibarra, H. (1999) ‘Provisional Selves: Experimenting with Image and Identity in 
Professional Adaptation,’ Administrative Science Quarterly, 44: 764-791. 
 
Lareau, A., and Weininger, E. B. (2003) ‘Cultural Capital in Educational 
Research: A Critical Assessment,’ Theory and Society, 32, pp. 567-606. 

 



Ottevill, R., and Laughton, D. (2000) ‘East Meets West: Using Multi-Cultural 
Groupwork to Develop the Cross-Cultural Capability of Tomorrow's International 
Managers,’ Journal of Teaching in International Business, 12(1): 1-22. 

 
Ledwith, S. and Seymour, D. (2001) ‘Home and Away: Preparing Students for 
Multicultural Management,’ International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 12(8): 1292-1312(21) 

 
Markus, H. and Nurius, P. (1986) ‘Possible Selves,’ American Psychologist, 41: 
954-969. 
 
Otten, M. (2003) ‘Intercultural Learning and Diversity in Higher Education,’ 
Journal of Studies in International Education, 7(1): 12-26. 

 
Sin, I. L. (2009) ‘The Aspiration for Social Distinction: Malaysian Students in a 
British University,’ Studies in Higher Education, 34(3): 285-299. 

 
Sullivan, A. (2001) ‘Cultural Capital and Educational Attainment,’ Sociology, 
35(4): 893-912. 

 
Volet, S.E. & Ang, G. (1998) ‘Culturally Mixed Groups on International 
Campuses: An Opportunity for Inter-cultural Learning,’ Higher Education 
Research & Development, 17(1), 5-23. 

 
Warren, D. (2005) ‘Approaches to the Challenge of Student Cultural Diversity: 
Learning from Scholarship and Practice,’ in Warren, D. and Fangharel, J. (eds) 
International Conference on the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning: 
Proceedings 2003 and 2004, London: Education Development Centre, City 
University, pp. 237-253. 
 
Waters, J. (2006) ‘Geographies of Cultural Capital: Education, International 
Migration and Family Strategies between Hong Kong and Canada’, Transactions 
of the Institute of British Geographers, 31(2): 179 – 192. 
 
 


