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Abstract. 

The international education landscape continues to shift and evolve. Central to this is an 

increase in the number of schools offering international education curricula, an 

increasing diversity of schools, and more host nation students opting to study in 

international schools or schools offering international curricula. Educationally rooted in 

Western Constructivist education traditions, international curricula often differ greatly 

from local student’s and teacher’s prior educational experiences or expectations. This 

includes aspects of international mindedness such as the acceptance and celebration of 

diverse beliefs and traditions and a focus on English or other European languages as the 

language of instruction and assessment. Successfully navigating this changing 

educational landscape therefore requires schools to build cultures, and practice 

leadership, that blends both international and local language, ideas, identity and 

practices, effectively straddling the many realities of school communities.  

 

Using an ethnographic case study approach, this research explores how school culture, 

leadership, and Chinese/English bilingualism develop in a new hybrid Chinese 

international secondary school in Beijing, China. Key findings from this research include 

the importance of school identity in guiding individual ideas and practices with these 

subsequently forming the bedrock for successful leadership and school culture building. 

Similarly, key findings on the development of English/Chinese bilingualism suggest 

cultural factors such the avoidance of public embarrassment must be key considerations 

for scaffolding effective language learning, alongside a whole school approach to 

building a successful bilingual program. 

 

Contributing to the field of educational leadership in international education, this 

research illustrates the vital role of school leaders as the connection point between 

school goals, school culture and the everyday practices and experiences of teachers, 

students and parents within the school community. Similarly, this research highlights 

the need for school leaders in international contexts to actively articulate school identity 

and consistently lead and manage culture building. 
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Chapter 1: Outlining the Research 

 

Introduction and Definition of Terms. 

The preceding two decades in particular have seen unprecedented growth in the 

number of schools who can lay claim to the title of international school. At the turn of 

the millennium, for example, there were approximately 2500 international schools 

operating globally compared to approximately 11400 today (ISC Research, 2020). These 

numbers are problematic, however, as the question of what constitutes an international 

school becomes increasingly difficult to answer. Many institutions eschew the use of the 

term international in their name, or do not categorise themselves as international 

schools despite offering an international type curriculum (Hayden & Thompson, 2008). 

Exemplifying this, two of the most common international education curricula, the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) and the IGCSE (International General Certificate of 

Secondary Education are currently offered in 6812 (International Baccalaureate 

Organisation, 2019) and over 10 000 schools respectively, (Cambridge, 2020), far 

exceeding the numbers of schools classified as international schools.  

 

What have traditionally been seen as international schools have existed for close to a 

century, initially established in response to the needs of international expatriate 

communities seeking educational continuation for their children (Hayden, 2011). 

Historically, this education was offered in English or other widely spoken European 

languages such as French or German and was often connected to the process of 

educating the children of colonial families (Kim, 2019). Institutions offering this type of 

program were private, usually operating outside the national curriculum or 

administrative constraints of the host country (Hayden & Thompson, 2008). At the 

centre of these schools was offering largely expatriate student bodies an educational 

experience that resembled that of their own country (Kim, 2019).  

 

International schools have subsequently multiplied in number, expanding to include 

more host nations on almost every continent, and a more diverse population that 

includes increasing numbers of local students (Zupanc & Zupanc, 2009). Indeed, in 

somewhat of a reversal from three decades ago, when an estimated eighty percent of 
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international school students were expatriate, local students are thought to fill up to 

eighty percent of places in international school classrooms (Bunnell, Fertig & James, 

2016). Overall, the numbers of students studying in international schools has likewise 

increased, now accounting for over five million K-12 students worldwide (Kim, 2019). 

Growing beyond the traditional expatriate populations, international schools are now 

seen as servicing the needs of three major groups: expatriates who are native speakers 

in the language of instruction; expatriates who are not native speakers of the language 

of instruction but want to learn it and perhaps have limited options for mother tongue 

schools locally; and local students who want to learn the language of instruction or are 

attracted to the perceived prestige of international education programs (Roberts, 2009).  

 

Given the private, fee-paying, and in some cases the privately owned, status of many 

international schools, host nation students in international schools are predominantly 

derived from the local elite or other privileged classes and may already be part of an 

internationally mobile demographic within their nation (Hayden, 2011). Commonly too, 

there is an increased focus on English as the language of instruction (Hayden & 

Thompson, 2008). Within this environment, the term international education has 

subsequently come to mean different things in different contexts, and this breadth of 

use has meant that the term continues to become less useful when discussing the global 

education space. Roberts (2009) notes that the term international has been defined in 

various contexts in education:  

 

• Non-national: not subject to one nation’s requirements;  

• Ex-national, referring to the expatriate community;  

• Multinational, including ideas from different nations;  

• Pan-national, based on partnerships between different nations;  

• Transnational, referring to internationally transferable matriculation 

certification.  

 

Identifying schools as being international becomes more complicated given that 

organisations in these spaces may only share limited elements of a common educational 

philosophy and perhaps differ substantially in their organisational structure or 

institutional goals (Hayden & Thompson, 2008). Further complicating this space is the 
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number of English language of instruction international schools in English speaking 

countries, or countries with long histories of teaching in English alongside their native 

tongue, such as India. The breadth of these categories suggests that international 

education has become a “broad church” encompassing many diverse elements, making 

clear definitions very difficult. Resnik (2012) subsequently offers a typological approach 

for categorising international schools:  

 

• Purely international schools catering for largely expatriate student bodies 

offering an international curriculum, usually in English;  

• Foreign schools in a host nation: offering a European curriculum such as the 

British, French, American, or German matriculation system;  

• Government or private schools offering an international curriculum such as 

the International Baccalaureate or International Primary Curriculum as their 

only course of study; 

• International programs offered as alternatives for students alongside 

national curricula in national schools. 

 

Though offering a nuanced typology, schools blending the international and the national 

remain difficult to classify in light of the origins of international schools as operating 

largely being outside the administrative control of the host nation (Hayden, 2011). As 

international curricula continue to spread into local schools and education systems 

(Hayden, 2011), a more refined approach to defining these organisations is 

subsequently required. Hayden and Thompson (2008) consequently offer a 

philosophical approach to categorising schools, moving away from who operates 

schools and how they are managed, towards a set of shared characteristics: 

 

• An increased focus on English as a tool for global mobility;  

• A curriculum that differs from that of the national system;  

• A focus on preparing students for a globalised employment future;  

• Students that are typically expatriate or derived from a local elite;  

• Their teachers and administrators typically include a significant proportion of 

expatriates;  

• They enjoy a status outside of local governance;  
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• They include global statements in their vision centred on sustainability, 

citizenship and international cooperation 

(Hayden & Thompson, 2008). 

 

The characteristics suggested by Hayden & Thompson (2008) likewise suggest that 

defining a school as an international school from an organisational perspective is of less 

importance than in describing the student educational experiences within the school. 

This consequently creates a case for cleaving international education away from what 

have historically been seen as international schools. Central to the separation of these 

terms is the connection of local curricula to essentially national perspectives, with 

international education being variously connected with one form or other of 

international mindedness or universal values (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2016). Viewed 

in this way, international education becomes more closely concerned with the 

educational experiences of students within the daily routines of their education, as 

opposed to being connected to the structure and governance of specific organisations. 

 

In this context, Taylor (2013) describes international education as necessarily concerned 

with outcomes focused on international mindedness. Whilst making a case that the 

modern concept of international mindedness in education stretches back to the 17th 

Century with the writing of John Comenius, international mindedness as an educational 

aim is most commonly connected with the foundation of the first international schools 

in Geneva and Japan where students learnt in a curriculum committed to 

internationalism and reflective of their parents multinational business and diplomatic 

environment (Hill, 2012). Though continuing to develop and mature as an educational 

ideal, Taylor sees international mindedness as comprising two main approaches: an 

ideological approach where students develop international perspectives through 

engaging in global social and political issues; and a pragmatic approach driven by the 

need for students to develop the skills required to navigate the globalised world as they 

enter the workforce or go on to further study (Taylor 2013). Similarly, Brunold-Conesa 

(2011) identifies global citizenship as a key component of international education 

programs and includes international, intercultural and global knowledge in the form of 

tolerance, acceptance, cooperation, the ability to identify and solve global problems, 

promoting multiculturalism, respect for other cultures, a belief in the interdependence 
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of humanity, and a respect for human rights, as necessary components. Typically, many 

schools continue to approach this process of internationalisation through the adoption 

of existing international curricula such as the International Baccalaureate (IB) or the 

International General Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE) that are built around 

ideas of international mindedness, civic responsibility, multiculturalism, and global 

citizenship (Arfani & Nakaya, 2019). Registered as an organisation in 1968, the 

International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO) education programs in primary and 

secondary schools are focused on developing students who possess and promote 

intercultural understanding, with the explicit understanding that people with other 

perspectives can also be right (IBO, 2020). The IGCSE meanwhile, was established in 

1988, emerging from the University of Cambridge examinations, accepted as the UK 

standard since the mid 1800s (Cambridge, 2020). Modelled on the UK General 

Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) undertaken by students in the UK, the IGCSE 

is purposefully designed so international students can attain an educational qualification 

that is recognised globally and that can help them access universities worldwide, 

particularly in the UK (Cambridge, 2020). 

 

From this, Bunnell, Fertig, and James (2016), building upon the work of Hayden and 

Thompson (2008), subsequently suggest a three-tier system for categorising schools in 

the international educational space: 

 

• Type A International Schools as being the “standard type” traditionally 

associated with the international education space, catering to predominantly 

expatriate children, with students from many different countries with the 

curriculum traditionally delivered in English and not typically profit making 

(Poole, 2018); 

• Type B International Schools as being institutions founded on ideological 

grounds such as institutions like the United World College group of schools based 

on the philosophical ideas of Kurt Hahn. Central to these schools is a 

commitment to education for democratic citizenship, and experiential or service 

education as integral components of the learning experiences of their students 

(Smith & Knapp, 2010); 
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• Type C International Schools as being schools for home country students, 

predominantly profit making and aimed at the aspirational middle classes, and 

offering, amongst other things, the opportunity for students to acquire globally 

recognised and competitive qualifications such as the IB Diploma as a precursor 

to further study or opportunity outside their home country or on the world stage 

(Poole, 2018). 

 

This categorisation is particularly useful as its focus on organisational characteristics 

helps to effectively separate the structure and governance of the organisation from the 

education process taking place within. In this case, the typology categorises the 

ownership and management of the schools, but makes the assumption that education 

experiences are somewhat comparable. However, though the adoption of Type C as a 

descriptor of schools is both useful and appropriate for schools in this space, it may not 

be wholly adequate in capturing the nuance and diversity of institutions. Examples of 

these nuances include schools offering a dual local/international program overseen by 

the national education body, or schools with the same basic clientele offering only 

international curriculum pathways, or state funded versus fee paying private 

institutions. This subsequently necessitates further brachiation of definitions into an 

arguably already crowded space. To these ends, I consequently propose somewhat of a 

simplification of terms based around the practice or philosophy of teaching and learning 

within the classroom, as opposed to being based upon school governance and 

demographics. 

 

Summarising the distinction between international education and international schools, 

Nisbet (2014) argues that international education is more concerned with how students 

learn, while the label of international school is more useful to describe where students 

come from and who runs the school. This idea of international education being linked 

to how students learn consequently acts as the basis for definitions used throughout 

this research. Specifically: 

 

• International education is conceived as a philosophical paradigm of how 

students learn, how teachers teach and how schools incorporate global 

perspectives in their curricula, mission and vision. Centred on Western 
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constructivist philosophies, international education programs are largely free of 

locally mandated standards or practices and are geared toward preparing 

students for international mobility through a globally recognised and 

transferable end of school certification (Nisbet, 2014; Hughes, 2009). 

 

• International schools are defined from an organisational perspective, denoting a 

varied student demographic, and teaching faculty from a number of nations 

including a significant number from outside the host nation, with non-national 

management practices or managers, with a status somewhat outside local 

education governance (Nisbet, 2014). 

 

Connected to these definitions is the understanding that international schools and local 

schools can both offer an international curriculum, such as the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) or International General Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE), 

with the difference being the organisational context within which education occurs. 

Defining the context of international schools often includes traits such as a degree of 

independence outside national systems, with oversight provided by groups independent 

of direct government control such as boards of directors, and a high degree of funding 

and budgetary independence (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2016). This also includes a rising 

number of satellite colleges, schools branded and named after existing private schools 

in places such as the United Kingdom (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2016). For schools in 

national systems, integrating or adopting international education curricula like the 

International Baccalaureate often poses significant structural and philosophical 

challenges. This includes cultural and professional practice factors such as teaching and 

assessment philosophies, as well as structural issues such as the starting age for high 

school students, with students commencing high school in IB programs in grade six, but 

some national systems starting students in high school a year later (Visser, 2010). 

Consequently, international schools possess more freedom to align their structures and 

practices with the philosophies and aims of international education organisations such 

as the International Baccalaureate.  

 

These organisational traits, however, can be characterised as essentially structural 

characteristics as opposed to educational ones. In essence, how teaching and learning 
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occur within schools can be seen as somewhat independent of each other, such as the 

increasing adoption of the IB Middle Years Programme in Dutch schools (Visser, 2010). 

That is, schools within a national system may adopt the educational practices, cultures 

and philosophies reflecting international outlooks without the need or ability to adopt 

organisational characteristics such as administrative or organisational status outside the 

national system. 

 

With many aspects of modern life driven by pressures of globalisation, many 

government educational policies as well as individual education institutions are more 

frequently incorporating global contexts into local educational settings (Harth, 2010). 

With globalisation narrowing many of the social, cultural, economic and political divides 

between the world’s nations, the idea of a more singular world has led to global trends 

being made local through their assimilation or adaptation into existing local norms, 

commonly referred to as “glocalisation” (Thornton, 2010, p. 80). Defined simply, glocal 

refers to the merger of global and local perspectives in areas of socio-economic, political 

and cultural practices and beliefs (Patel & Lynch, 2013). In educational terms, this 

glocalisation incorporates the inclusion of elements of international education into local 

curricula, or an approach to education that interweaves the local and the international 

into a unique blueprint for how education occurs. This may also include bilingual 

approaches to education, or the educational experiences students encounter on a daily 

basis in the classroom. This transformation of the national education space reshapes the 

student educational experience to one that simultaneously draws on both the local and 

international. The outcome of this is that students and the broader school community 

develop the tools to live two cultures, the local and the global, simultaneously. The term 

internationalised curriculum is subsequently used to describe this blending of the local 

and global. In this context, the term internationalised curriculum draws on Poole’s 

(2020) definition of internationalised Chinese schools whose educational programs 

centre around combining Chinese and Western educational components, often 

including bilingualism. 

 

Consequently, an internationalised curriculum contains elements of both the national 

and international, targeted essentially at preparing local students for the 

internationalised global economic, social and cultural spaces, whilst maintaining and 
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promoting links to local culture, social norms and employment and study opportunities. 

Schools offering an internationalised curriculum may utilise an existing international 

education program such as the IGCSE or the IB either alongside or instead of local 

models, or may reimagine their existing curricula utilising these programs as a template. 

Within this, there are is also significant scope for how schools approach scaffolding 

second languages, approach the task of management and organisation, and go about 

the process of creating school culture.  

 
Further key definitions central to this research are school culture, school leadership and 

language development. A vital understanding in defining these concepts is their 

interdependent nature. In the simplest terms, school culture describes the common 

values, customs, tradition, and ways of doing held by individual members of the group 

(Carpenter, 2014), and it is within this social environment that both leadership and 

language development take place. In other words, it is school culture that informs how 

individuals think and act within the organisation (Deal & Peterson, 2016) and is also the 

mechanism by which individuals influence and impact the school environment (Zhang, 

2015). 

 

Zhang (2015), sees school culture as comprised of, firstly, the physical space – the 

campus on which learning takes place; and secondly school spirit, or the consciousness 

or personality of the school. School spirit in this sense can be tangible in that it can be 

marked out by the school vision and mission, and artefacts such as uniform, mottoes 

badges and as so on. Consequently, school culture, as the product of physical spaces and 

school spirit, is unique to the organisation, not only shaped by the beliefs of individuals 

as they navigate the social and physical environment, but also shaping the beliefs and 

assumptions people carry into each individual experience and interaction (Deal & 

Peterson, 2016). 

 

Within this complex environment, school leadership is subsequently enacted. Torrance 

and Humes (2015) see management as distinct from leadership, characterising 

leadership as being about tapping into institution’s extant capabilities or the potential 

that exists within the individual members of the school community. In this case 

management or administration encompasses the systems and strategies that enable 
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leadership to effectively take place (Torrance & Humes, 2015). This suggests that 

effective leadership may still be possible despite prohibitive or restrictive institutional 

systems and practice. However, given the complexity of school culture, a degree of 

synergy between leadership practice and administrative or management processes can 

be seen as requisite to the creation of effective school cultures (Carpenter, 2014). In this 

regard, Turan and Bektas (2013) see school leaders as being simultaneously 

representative of the school’s bureaucracy as well as the moral guides in charge of 

setting the organisational culture. Reframing this relationship subsequently positions 

school leaders as the nexus between the school mission and vision, and the everyday 

practices that define teaching and learning, as well as how individuals and groups within 

the community interact. 

 

Understandably, given the dynamic context of many international schools, no single 

model of leadership has been found to adequately describe the processes and practice 

of successful school leaders (Gurr, 2015). However, in seeking to define the role of 

school leader, it is possible to identify commonalities in the types of expected 

responsibilities. Keller (2015) identifies the core role of school leaders as including: 

teacher recruitment and retention; providing motivation to the school community, 

creating effective teams, and integrating the school into the community. Gurr (2015) 

similarly sees leadership in the international context as encompassing four key areas: 

setting direction; developing people; leading change; and improving teaching and 

learning. Adding detail to these, Gurr (2015) notes that it is the leader’s role to articulate 

core values of the school, build trust, and introduce productive forms of instruction to 

the school.  

 

Characterising school leaders as key contributors to what Zhang (2015) sees as school 

spirit, as well as perhaps the most important voices in the development of management 

systems (Hume, 2015) and as the bridge between vision, mission and practice (Gurr, 

2015), school culture and school leadership can be seen as inextricably connected. The 

decisions of school leaders therefore become integral to the development of school 

culture, and it is the school culture that serves as guidepost for possible necessary 

leadership strategies. As active leaders then, it becomes apparent that setting 

institutional goals, articulating school values, scaffolding individuals within the 
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organisation in how these values can be upheld and these goals met, as well as working 

to create an environment of trust are vitally important processes (Turan & Bektas, 2013). 

Within this environment of shared understanding, subsequent successes become 

shared experiences that serve to reinforce the unified culture and further engender 

trust between what may otherwise be disparate groups (Hill, 2018). The outcome of this 

is not only support for the school mission and goals, but for the vision and process of 

the school leader. 

 

School culture and school leadership subsequently define the environment and 

approaches to language development. Language development in the context of this 

research is defined in broad terms as a second language immersion program in Chinese 

and English, with non-native English speaking students recognised as the non-dominant 

group despite comprising close to ninety nine percent of the student population (Wei, 

2018). Wei (2018) sees second language immersion programs as distinct from foreign 

language immersion with the latter placing all learners on a relatively similar footing in 

terms of learning experiences and expectations. Philosophically, language development 

in the English language immersion program in this research is seen as aspirational as 

opposed to obligatory, with English proficiency seen as key to post-secondary success in 

many aspect of Chinese educational and professional life (Cheng, 2012). Connecting 

success in second language immersion programs to school culture and leadership, Wei 

(2018) sees that a positive socio-cultural environment is a primary contributor to 

student learning. Systemically, Wei (2018) sees with a positive sense of a pupil’s home 

language and culture through the granting of Chinese and English the same status with 

in the school as a of vital importance, with the formulation and execution of this 

intrinsically connected to the visioning and management roles of school leaders. 

 

Research Questions 

The rise in the number of schools offering international education programs or 

internationalised curricula, particularly those aimed predominantly at populations of 

local students, asks important questions of school leaders and broader school 

communities. At the centre of these questions are issues of how schools in this space 

envision their identities, and how they can best prepare their students for both the local 

and international cultural, linguistic, social and economic spaces. Precipitating these 
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questions in the first instance are the motivations prompting families to select these 

education experiences for their children. Key to these motivations are the 

transformative pressures of globalisation 

 

Education has become to be seen by many as being a vital aspect of individual and social 

capital, with particular educational achievements, such as a tertiary degree, necessary 

for accessing many local or global employment opportunities in the twenty first century 

(Joseph, 2011). Education has therefore become a form of global currency (Hayden, 

2011), with education institutions cast as key players in preparing individuals for the 

global playing field (Joseph, 2011). These programs are also seen as being academically 

rigorous, with students who successfully matriculate through these programs often 

enjoying access to a wide selection of education opportunities worldwide, particularly 

in Western nations in Europe or North America (Reznik, 2012). 

 

Connected to this is the status of English as the international language, with the 

implication that a degree of English language mastery is therefore imperative for 

students if they are to most successfully access these opportunities (Xiong & Feng, 

2018). For schools offering internationalised curricula, or international education 

programs to students for whom English is a second language, this situates English 

language acquisition as a primary consideration. This becomes even more salient in the 

Chinese/ English context of this research where the languages sit linguistically far apart. 

Language acquisition in the Chinese/English programs in China is not well studied, with 

many common approaches to language acquisition used in schools globally generating 

mixed results in the Chinese/English context (Cheng, 2012). Further, language is often 

seen as intrinsically connected to an individual’s culture, and language itself may impose 

limitations on how an individual interacts with the world around them (Kmiotek & Boski, 

2017). This intersection between language and bilingualism, culture, school leadership, 

and identity are consequently questions that sit at the heart of international education. 

This research subsequently explores these intersections in the Chinese/international 

context, focusing on the following four questions: 

 

1 What are some emergent characteristics of a hybrid Chinese-International 

school in Mainland China? 
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2 How do students, faculty and parents experience education within a Hybrid 

Chinese-International school in China? 

 

3 How is leadership practice, policy and language use defined and developed in a 

hybrid Chinese-International School? 

 

4 How do stakeholders negotiate the development of culture, professional 

practice and linguistic practices in a hybrid Chinese-International school? 

 

 

Research Aims 

The focal point of this research is to explore the changing nature of the international 

education environment through the lens of a new school in mainland China whose aim 

is to combine, in an English/ Chinese bilingual environment, the education paradigms 

and philosophies that underpin local and international education models. Within this 

overarching goal, the research focuses on four specific strands: language use and the 

effectiveness of the bilingual immersion model adopted by the school; the formation of 

school culture; leadership in the context of the a school environment defined by the 

amalgamation of local and international education philosophies; and the experiences of 

individuals as they navigate and negotiate the school environment. 

 

Given the relatively limited research on the effectiveness of English/ Chinese bilingual 

immersion programs (Cheng, 2012), a key research aim is to explore the effectiveness 

of the school’s language immersion approach. Consequently, using the school as a lens, 

a central aim is to identify a number of the factors limiting or promoting the 

effectiveness of the school’s approach to promoting bilingualism. Identifying language 

limiting or language promoting factors subsequently connects to a broader exploration 

of the culture building process and outcome of this, as well as the leadership strategies 

that promote or otherwise, a school culture that aligns with the school’s goals. In this 

context, the school’s stated goals are taken as the overarching philosophy of identity 

and aspiration as expressed in its vision and mission statements. 
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The primary vehicle for exploring these aims is the collective experiences of individuals 

within the school as they navigate and negotiate the processes of language acquisition 

and use, undertake and experience leadership, and participate in the processes and 

practices of culture building. Through exploring the processes of culture building, English 

language acquisition in the Chinese/ English context and school leadership through the 

eyes of research participants, this work aims to contribute to the literature and 

professional practices around school management in the international education arena. 

 

Thesis Structure 

Guiding the structure of this research is the exploration of individual’s experiences in a 

new private, bilingual, school in Beijing China. Commencing with the definition of key 

terms as a means of guiding the remainder of the chapter, chapter one focuses on an 

exploration of the theoretical framework as the foundation for an outline of the data 

gathering process. The purpose of this structure is to firstly detail the theoretical space 

in which this research is situated, then consequently provide a foundation for the 

approach to data analysis as a means for exploring this space. 

 

Chapter two subsequently explores the literature connected to themes from the 

research questions. This commences with an exploration of the forces of global 

educational change, connecting ideas of cultural third spaces in schools to the forces 

behind their creation. Connecting the theoretical framework and forces of change 

subsequently scaffolds the exploration of literature. This commences with a broader 

view of leadership and school culture in the global context, before narrowing to explore 

the specific educational environment within which this research was conducted. 

Organised in this manner, the thesis flows from theoretical positioning to the physical 

environment in which this research takes place and the way in which this environment 

will be explored. 

 

Chapter three focuses on the research methodology, building on chapter two by 

commencing with a detailed description of important characteristics of the research site 

before detailing the approach used to gather and analyse data within this context. Most 

importantly, the research site is characterised in terms of the individuals that inhabit it, 

and this forms the foundation of how participants are selected and how their narratives 
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and voices are recorded. Concluding this chapter are the ethical considerations 

underpinning the research, with this leading into chapter four and an exploration of 

results. 

 

Chapter four is organised thematically, focusing on emergent themes from the data as 

derived from the research questions.  The flow of this chapter is deliberate, commencing 

with the individual aspects that were found to contribute to school culture, before 

moving to an exploration of how these contribute to and shape identity and culture in a 

broader, organisational sense. This approach focuses around the individual voices of 

participants as narrators in the formation of language use, identity and the formation of 

school culture. The construction of this chapter around themes from the research 

questions purposefully links chapters two and three to the representation of the data, 

with this structure carried into chapter five. 

 

Chapter five commences with an unpacking of the research questions as a way to 

structure the discussion of results. This framework means each key theme can be 

addressed in turn through the lens of the research questions. Central to this chapter is 

the diagrammatic representation of the results in both the Cultural Core Framework, 

and the Organisational Blueprint, both of which outline the key findings of the research 

as well as illustrate the links between the school culture, leadership, and language use. 

This consequently prefaces chapter six, where the implications of the research findings 

are explored for organisations and individual leaders operating in the international 

education space. 

 

Theoretical framework 

Contextualising the theoretical framework for this research are international schools as 

arenas of cultural and linguistic transformation. At the centre of this transformation is 

the prominence of languages such English as the medium of instruction, and the 

Constructivist conception of teaching and learning that places student directed learning 

and discovery at the centre of a student’s educational journey (Cox, 2018). Similarly, 

with international mindedness an integral perspective in international curricula 

(Brunold-Conesa 2011), it becomes implicit that within these programs, students would 
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be both asked and expected to explore, and be accepting of, cultural ideas different 

from their own, as well as engage in critiques of their personal worldview.  

 

Historically, schools offering international education programs included a diverse 

demographic of largely Western expatriate students (Kim, 2019). However, the 

increasing demand for international education places has more recently been driven by 

local students at international schools, the internationalisation of local curricula, and 

the adoption of international education programs in local schools (Bunnell, Fertig, & 

James, 2016). The internationalisation of curricula, the adoption of international 

curricula in local schools, and international schools with a significant proportion of 

majority of local students consequently place these institutions between the traditional 

paradigm of national or local education for nation building, and the goals of 

internationalism and international mindedness (Yemini, 2017). Schools in this space 

therefore find themselves at the junction of cultural expectations where local norms and 

practices meet ideas of internationalism that are intrinsically connected to Western 

educational and language traditions (Yemini, 2017). 

 

The mutual transformation of culture and language as the local intersects with the global 

connects to what Bhabha (1994) sees as the cultural third space. Emerging from 

postcolonial theoretical positions, Bhabha’s (1994) Third Space theory explores culture 

formation through processes of hybridity (Mythen, 2012). Hybridity in the postcolonial 

context essentially means the mutual influencing and changing of the colonial and local 

cultures through ongoing interactions with each other (Burke, 2013). Situated within 

broader postcolonial narratives, Bhabha’s (1994) Third Space theory is primarily 

concerned with exploring the ongoing negotiation of cultural norms and practices that 

takes place when the dominant ex-coloniser interacts with the less powerful ex-

colonised (Mythen, 2012). Bhabha (1994) argues that the hybridity process is inherently 

disruptive to the oppressive structures of the dominant culture, resulting in the 

fundamental redistribution of power. Within Bhabha’s Third Space, the purity or sanctity 

of the dominant culture is untenable (Bhabha, 1994), in that it cannot help but be 

modified and renegotiated by interaction with the historically less powerful local 

culture.   
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Bhabha (1994) defines the Third Space in terms of its constituents, with the first space 

seen as being the indigenous culture, the second space seen as the colonial or global 

culture, and the third space the resultant cultural, political and social environment 

emerging from the blending of these within which new paradigms can emerge (Ikas & 

Wagner, 2008). By seeing cultural changes as a process of hybridity, Bhabha (1994) 

purposefully steers the narrative on culture formation away from seeing relationships 

between local and global in an overtly political manner (Parry, 1994). By doing this, 

narratives of culture formation become future-looking; concerned with exploring the 

nature and characteristics of the cultural third space formed by the blending of the local 

and international as opposed to the historical status of the contributing cultures as 

either the colonised or coloniser.  

 

This future-looking position is particularly important within this research as the spread 

of the English language and its emergence as the global lingua franca have variously 

been seen as neo-colonial and postcolonial (Majhanovich, 2013), therefore carrying with 

it ideas of traditional colonial powers maintaining their roles as oppressors and the 

colonised at the oppressed (Parry, 1994). Similarly, globalisation as the catalyst for 

commodification of education and the shift towards a more connected world is variously 

seen as little more than the imposition of Western agendas onto less powerful nations 

of the world for continued benefit of traditional colonial powers (Hebert, & Abdi, 2013). 

Whilst acknowledging these criticisms, by adopting a Bhabhabian (1994) lens, narratives 

on culture formation through the process of hybridity become less about the historical 

relationship between the colonised and the coloniser, and become more aspirational in 

their nature. By purposefully accessing international education programs, and in 

particular bilingual or English language programs, students and their families move from 

the role of passive participants, or the colonised, to active voices in the culture building 

and linguistic processes. From a Bhabhabian perspective, these hybrid school spaces are 

therefore concerned in the first instance with bringing people together and connecting 

the knowledge of home with the knowledge of the global (Idrus, 2015). Bhabha (1994) 

therefore argues that the cultural third space is one that transcends both the local and 

the global cultures of origin. In this context the relationship between the global culture 

and the local culture becomes one of empowerment, not displacement (Parry, 1994). 

 



 18 

Applying the idea of cultural hybridity at the core of Bhabha’s (1994) Third Space theory, 

a third space approach will be utilised as the theoretical framework for this research. At 

its heart, the process of bringing an international education program into a school with 

a population drawn largely from local students means that these schools must become 

institutions that look simultaneously outwards and inwards, drawing aspects of their 

identity and practice from each of these cultural spheres. This accordingly means 

students and their parents, as well as teachers and school leaders and administrators, 

must be able to inhabit both of these worlds simultaneously. Students, and by proxy 

their parents, carry personal and cultural agency with them as they act and interact in 

this educational environment, with the outcome being that they simultaneously change, 

and are changed by, the school cultural and linguistic environment as they navigate 

everyday school experiences.  

 

Drawing on Bhabha’s (1994) idea of Third Space, this research argues that the 

internationalisation of schools, the increase in the number of local students in 

international schools, or the offering of international education programs in local 

schools, amounts to the creation of educational third spaces. These educational spaces 

become neither fully local nor international, but rather a product of both, and different 

from each. Schools in this space therefore become interfaces between the familiar 

cultural, social and linguistic worlds where students have come from, and the unfamiliar, 

internationally focused, often second language, space that is a precursor to where 

students are aiming to go.  

 

Third spaces often emerge in times of cultural transformation, hybridising the 

incumbent culture as it encounters new cultural paradigms (Nilan & Feixa, 2006). This 

highlights a subtle yet important distinction between the terms third space and hybrid, 

with third space referring to the cultural and social space at the threshold where the 

local and global paradigms intersect; hybrid referring to the characteristics of the 

subsequent emergent culture. Put simply, the third space can be characterised as the 

environment in which hybridity, or the product of transculturation, can occur. It is this 

distinction that will be utilised throughout this work, with third space denoting the 

productive area between the global and local modes and hybrid, or hybridity, indicating 

the products of that interaction. Within this third space, the essential impetus for 
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creating and defining a hybrid culture is the need for individuals to find new ways of 

defining themselves and their beliefs as they are asked to simultaneously navigate local 

and global norms. Hybrid cultures in this context necessarily defy existing racial, cultural 

and linguistic norms, and instead become focused around shared experiences of 

navigating the cultural third space. 

 

Traditionally, questions of ethnicity, race, ethnopolitics, nationalism and nationhood 

have been seen as discrete from each other, with a tendency to define these in groupist 

terms (Brubaker, 2009). Groupism sees culture or ethnicity as identifiers for large groups 

in society, where individuals within the group can be thought of as sharing common 

ideas and beliefs with other members of the group in spite of age, gender, or 

socioeconomic differences (Brubaker, 2009). Giroux (1992) sees this as a traditionalist 

view, where ideas of culture and social identity become normative. That is, culture is 

seen as a unifying entity dictating how things are done, with the goal of maintaining the 

status quo and existing power hierarchies and relationships. Meerwald (2001) equates 

this cultural typology or homogenising national identity as a modernist cultural 

identification card, alluding to its unsuitability for defining culture in globalised, 

postmodern times. 

 

Subsequently, the diffusion of global ideas and trends into local settings via globalisation 

has more recently meant a cross-discipline approach to defining identity, culture, race, 

ethnicity and citizenship has been required as individuals adopt, abandon or adapt 

global ideas into their personal cultural paradigm and move further away from 

traditional ideas of group culture (Brubaker, 2009). This changing approach to the study 

of culture and identity has essentially meant that descriptors used to identify individuals 

such as race or ethnicity, politics, culture or nation, are no longer adequate for their 

former purpose (Brubaker, 2009). The integrated study of these formerly discrete areas 

has subsequently led to new ways of defining and exploring them, giving rise to new 

discourses on culture and identity amongst others (Smith, 2012). The global diffusion of 

culture has been likewise increased by a rise in migrations, either voluntary or forced 

(Hall, 2003), leading to the conclusion that local culture, if indeed it was ever possible to 

truly define ‘local’, now exists only as a glocalised version of itself (Thornton, 2010). That 
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is, a combination of global and local perspectives in areas of socio-economic, political 

and cultural practices and beliefs (Patel & Lynch, 2013). 

 

Exploring the glocalised space, Ye (2018) sees the identity of many Chinese students 

studying overseas being as connected individual notions of “colonising the future” (Ye, 

2018, p. 209). Identity comes to be defined in terms of where the individual is going, 

intrinsically connected to goals and hopes. However, identity also derives from 

interactions and experiences with other individuals within a community, with the 

outcome being that personal identity therefore includes an individual identity and a 

social identity, with social identities connected to individual’s geographic, cultural, 

religious and cultural heritage (Bobro, 2018). This effectively shifts the narrative on 

culture and identity away from groupist categorisations, connecting it instead to each 

individual’s experiences of their past and the conceptions of their future. This 

consequently suggests both culture and identity as being inherently changeable, 

adapted by individuals as they explore new cultural spaces. Culture therefore becomes 

connected to sense of place, with cultural hybridity the product of interplay between 

the inward looking local and outward looking global cultures (Smith, 2012). Successfully 

navigating these cultural spaces therefore necessitates individuals drawing on different 

behaviours, language, and customs.  

 

This redefinition of how culture and identity are quantified subsequently creates 

opportunities for the development of a cultural third space between the local and global 

cultures where individuals must find new ways to identify themselves, using new 

language and behaviours to navigate relationships that subsequently give rise to new, 

shared, experiences (Bhabha, 1994). Individuals within this hybrid culture subsequently 

come to define and represent themselves on those terms (Hall, 2003) and the hybrid 

culture becomes a foundation for identifying oneself, or the community to which an 

individual belongs (Bhabha, 1994). In opposition to postcolonial ideas of Western 

cultural imperialism, this third space becomes less concerned with the imposition of 

traditionally Western philosophies into local environments, and more concerned with 

how individuals navigate the new cultural space to create meaning and live the cultural 

experience (Keenan & Miehls, 2007). This hybridity necessitates a multiplicity in identity: 

individuals must simultaneously learn to be citizens of their own culture, citizens of the 
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global culture, and citizens and meaning makers within the resultant hybrid culture. 

Fundamental to this hybrid space, is balancing the influence of global cultural and social 

norms with local practices, traditions and ideas (Nilan & Feixa, 2006). Central to 

redrawing this dynamic, Bhatt (2008) includes as necessity a rebalancing of the linguistic 

power hierarchy between the global language, in this case English, and local languages.  

 

As Keenan and Miehls (2007) note, ideas of third spaces extend to the physical as well 

as psychological. This offers the opportunity for creating new kinds of built or structural 

third spaces conducive to individuals exploring new hybrid solutions, or developing skills 

to effectively navigate the resulting cultural environments. As both built and cultural 

spaces, schools therefore become central to the process of cultural hybridisation, 

allowing students to explore and question assumptions about both the local and global 

cultures in which they exist. Indeed, Bhabha himself advocated for a third space 

approach to curriculum reform (Jacobs & Brandt, 2012). Such an approach would 

necessarily draw upon the best of local and global practices and be open to sometimes 

competing epistemologies (Bhabha, 1994). In practical terms, the challenges for schools 

operating within this third space is how best to achieve this environment. 

 

Giroux’s notion of liminality provides guidance in this area. Liminal spaces can be 

defined simply as the cultural or psychological spaces that manifest at the boundaries 

or borders of what is considered the cultural core (Conroy & de Ruyter, 2009). 

Individuals or organisations positioned in a liminal space can be classified as still being 

members of the core, whilst simultaneously maintaining a view “outside the walls” from 

where they can view and interact with other cultural, psychological or linguistic 

paradigms (Conroy & de Ruyter, 2008; Land, Rattray & Vivian, 2014). The concept of 

standing at the outer wall and simultaneously looking both inwards and outward 

suggests that it is at the intersection of cultural norms within the third space, that 

cultural hybridisation takes place.  

For schools seeking to operate in this third space, or seeking to build a hybrid culture 

that is by definition both inclusive and exclusionary of elements of its contributing 

cultures, a fundamental question that must be addressed is what is meant by the term 

international in a cultural sense (Keßler & Krüger, 2018). In the Chinese/international 
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context of this research these questions are particularly pertinent given the legal 

ambiguity of English as a medium of instruction in China, the shortage of appropriately 

qualified language acquisition teachers and resources (Xiong & Feng, 2018), and the 

view that constructivist educational approaches are at odds with the traditional 

transmission approach long connected to Chinese education (Tan, 2014). This is 

particularly so in the case of assessment methodologies (Tan, 2016). Likewise, Mast 

(2018) sees international education curricula as representative of Western educational 

philosophies, assumptions and goals, with the curriculum documents and resources 

representing the Western cultural experience. The question emerges as to where the 

Chinese student has the opportunity to include their own cultural perspective, or how 

schools seeking to operate in this third space can create learning experiences that 

incorporate Chinese voice. 

 

From a postcolonial perspective, this lack of space for Chinese student voice may 

consequently disempower and delegitimise Chinese student learning styles (Schmidt, 

Berynets, Wi, & Scott, 2018). The outcome of this may therefore be to neutralise student 

identity rather than include student cultural perspectives in the creation of a new, 

hybrid, school culture (Mythen, 2012). In this regard, Hofstede’s idea of cultural indexes, 

a measure of difference or similarity between cultures, provides a framework for how 

organisations can navigate a cultural space characterised by such power imbalances 

(Frenkel, 2008). Through examining how the local and international culture differ from 

each other in ways that are important to the organisation such as power distance, 

individualism, and uncertainty avoidance (Yeganah, 2011), organisations can 

consequently base their actions and decisions around ways that minimise this distance. 

This point is vitally important to this research as it implies that building successful  hybrid 

cultures where both contributing cultures are granted agency requires conscious 

planning and execution (Mythen, 2012). 

 

Central to creating this successful hybrid culture, consequently, is the establishment of 

shared meanings, with the importance of these being that an individual’s values, for 

example, can help predict their attitudes and actions (West & Graham, 2004). This 

becomes even more important in light of the considerable “West versus the rest” 

cultural distance (Yeganah, 2011). This suggests that the process of hybridisation, or the 
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process of creating a shared culture is not an automatic one. This makes an important 

connection to the idea of social identity (Bobro, 2018) in that the social spaces in which 

individuals interact within the organisation become important culture building arenas. 

Exploring organisational change in Western multinational corporations operating in 

China, Fu, Zhang, Li and Leung (2016) note that exposure to cultural symbols in the 

workplace, known as cultural priming, invoked the corresponding cultural responses in 

individuals. This included areas such as cultural values, norms and behaviours, and led 

to individuals in some instances becoming resistant to organisational changes that were 

seen to weaken those aspects of their culture (Fu, et.al., 2016).  

 

Resistance or acceptance to organisational change becomes an important part of 

creating a successful hybrid culture when viewed through the lens of Rajaram and 

Bordia’s (2011) findings of Chinese university students studying in Singapore. Student 

academic success was found to be linked to the degree of cultural congruence between 

themselves and the university the students were studying in (Rajaram & Bordia, 2011). 

The implications of this in the context of this research is to suggest that creating an 

effective hybrid school culture is essential for students studying an international 

curricula in a Chinese school if students are to achieve to their potential.  

 

Outlining Approaches to Data Analysis. 

To explore the processes and emergent characteristics of culture and culture formation 

within this educational third space, a grounded theory approach will the used. Grounded 

Theory entails the generation of theory from systematically gathered social research 

data (Urquhart, 2013). The primary goal of Grounded Theory is to construct theory from 

important experiences and moments in people’s lives, with the researcher adopting an 

inductive position to build theoretical constructions of positions as opposed to 

deductive hypothesis testing (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006). Grounded Theory 

originated from the work of Glaser and Strauss in 1967 (Rieger, 2019) and despite 

experiencing a methodological divergence with the publication by Corbin and Glaser in 

1990 of their version of Grounded Theory, the core of Grounded Theory remains to 

explore the meanings of words, language and the implications of these (Walker & 

Myrick, 2006). Though both Glaser’s and Strauss’ approach to data analysis in Grounded 
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Theory is similar in many ways, a key difference between the two lies in their different 

approaches to how data is coded, or processed for analysis, with Strauss and Corbin 

including three steps in the coding process, and Glaser including only two (Urquhart, 

2017).  

 

For Glaser, whose approach to coding is often regarded as more closely aligning with 

the original iteration of Grounded Theory, the coding process consists of substantive 

coding, a two stage process of open coding and selective coding, and theoretical coding, 

or the bringing together of substantive coding threads into theory (Walker & Myrick, 

2006). Data is dissected line by line, coded in as many different ways as possible, then 

subsequently categorised into larger codes that uncover aspects of the broader 

theoretical picture (Urquhart, 2017). Once open coding has been completed, selective 

coding follows, with subsequent data coded using the initial emergent codes until 

saturation occurs, essentially equating to larger codes containing many instances and 

examples that give dimension and context to the code (Urquhart, 2017). Substantive 

coding takes place once selective coding has led to the saturation of the emergent 

codes, with the emergent codes brought together to create hypotheses and theory 

(Walker & Myrick, 2006). 

 

By contrast with Glaser’s relatively adaptive and less prescriptive approach, Straussian 

Grounded Theory promotes a more rigid approach to coding (Siedel & Urquhart, 2013). 

Straussian open coding includes developing contextual descriptions for each emergent 

code, as well as establishing the descriptive connections between codes (Walker & 

Myrick, 2016). Following the open coding process, Straussian Grounded Theory includes 

axial coding, a stage of data analysis absent from Glaser’s approach where emergent 

codes are reassembled using a coding model that includes the dimensions of causality, 

context, intervening conditions, action/interaction, and consequences (Urquhart, 2013). 

Axial coding therefore seeks to hypothesise the connections between categories and 

sub-categories, linking categories by property (Siedel & Urquhart, 2013). This process of 

axial coding marks a critical difference between Glaserian and Straussian Grounded 

Theory, with Glaser maintaining that axial coding incorporates too much researcher 

intervention, and therefore too much researcher influence on the shape of the final 

codes and resultant theory (Urquhart, 2013; Walker & Myrick, 2016). With the 
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completion of axial coding, Straussian Grounded Theory, similar to the Glaserian 

approach, uses a process of selective coding, though selective coding in Straussian 

Grounded Theory entails the researcher actively selecting a core category and building 

the grounded theory from this by exploring its relationships with the other categories 

(Rieger, 2019).  

 

One key criticism of the Straussian approach important to the selection of research 

methods in this project is the rigidity often associated with axial coding. Consequently, 

a grounded theory approach to coding and data analysis derived from Glaserian 

Grounded Theory will be used in this research, with the critical perceived strength of 

allowing the researcher to maintain sensitivity towards the data in how open and 

selective coding takes place, whilst letting the data speak for itself in how conclusions 

and theory emerge (Urquhart, 2013; Walker & Myrick, 2016).  

 

Though many of the key processes and recommendations of Glaserian Grounded Theory 

will be used, such as the approach to selective coding and code saturation (Rieger, 

2019), key differences exist between classic Glaserian Grounded Theory and the 

approach utilised throughout this research. The first of these differences, is the use of 

the research findings to explore and extend existing understandings and models, 

alongside the generation of unique theory, a use outside of that initially conceived by 

either Strauss or Glaser (Fernandez, 2004). The second key difference between 

Glaserian Grounded Theory and the approach used in this research is the eschewing of 

pre-existing coding families for the organisation and categorisation of data (Böhm, 

2004). Glaser utilised coding families derived from sociological theory (Rieger, 2019) 

such as the Six Cs of causes, contexts, contingencies, consequences, and conditions, and 

other families of code such as Type and Strategy to explore classes, mechanisms and 

behaviours (Böhm, 2004). The approach taken throughout this research, despite 

following Glaser’s process of open followed by selective coding, is to reconstruct the 

data into themes and ideas that emerge from the data as it is being coded, without 

preconceived ideas, structures or categories. 

 

Consequently, whilst an adaptation of Grounded Theory, the processes and procedures 

used throughout this research are derived from the core theme of allowing the data to 
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dictate the narrative, with the goal of uncovering the relationships and themes that will 

allow for the creation and extension of theory. This grounded theory approach 

consequently allows for an exploration of the educational third space formed by the 

amalgamation of Chinese and international educational paradigms that is relatively 

unencumbered by preconceptions, with characteristics, behaviours and norms 

emerging from the data as the analysis process unfolds. 

Scope and Limitations of the Research 

The research site is a private school in Beijing offering an international curriculum in 

place of the local government curriculum, available to Chinese passport holders. At the 

time of writing, students holding only a Chinese passport are precluded from attending 

international schools, though may attend a growing number of private bilingual schools 

that are supported and overseen by local government education licensing organisations 

(Dwyer, 2018). However, the research site differs from most Chinese/international 

bilingual schools in that it is not obliged to deliver the government curriculum in its 

entirety, usually compulsory for students up to the end of grade nine. In the literature, 

Chinese schools operating under this model are commonly referred to as 

internationalised schools, where students study the Chinese curriculum but also have 

the option of matriculating with international curriculum certification such as the 

International Baccalaureate Diploma (Poole, 2018). These schools identify as Chinese 

schools, though in a less traditional sense (Poole, 2018). 

 

A key defining factor of the research site is that it shifts away from identifying itself as 

Chinese school or an internationalised school, seeing itself instead as a world school. A 

significant structural characteristic of the school was that it offers only a single study 

pathway, the International Baccalaureate. Students study Chinese subjects such as 

language, arts, Wu Shu, and Chinese history, delivered by Chinese teachers, though 

these subjects are formulated, programmed and assessed entirely by the school and are 

not continued into the final years program of study and do not contribute to the 

student’s final certification. The school can therefore be seen as representative of an 

evolution in Chinese secondary school education for Chinese passport holders. This 

research subsequently makes a significant contribution to defining and exploring the 
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organisational and cultural spaces that this type of school represents within the Chinese 

educational context. 

 

Perhaps limiting the reach of these research findings is the private fee-paying nature of 

the school, with families and students largely drawn from the growing Chinese middle 

class. This is noteworthy in that students attending the school may have moved to the 

research school from other fee-paying schools offering the Chinese curriculum, or from 

better provisioned Chinese local schools. Consequently, student narratives and those of 

their families may represent a relatively smaller sector of Chinese population. Mitigating 

this though, is the fee paying, private status of the school, representative of a growing 

number of schools in the Chinese school market (Dwyer, 2018). In this regard, the 

school, and the population of students and parents, can be seen as clearly 

representative of the sector, drawn from the Chinese middle class.  

 

One important criterion for inclusion as a participant in the research was the ability to 

communicate verbally in English to a level that allowed participants to effectively 

interpret questions and effectively share their ideas and experiences. Whilst this 

condition potentially excluded some student participants, this was mitigated by drawing 

participants from grades nine and ten. These student cohorts, part of the school’s 

compulsory residential program, were for the most part comprised of students with 

levels of conversational English that was sufficient to warrant inclusion. Consequently, 

student participants can be seen as largely representative of the larger secondary school 

body of students in grades nine and above. 

 

A second criteria for inclusion in the research was that participants were neither 

students in classes taught by the researcher, or the researcher’s direct line managers in 

their role as a teacher at the school. With a very small percentage of foreign, non-

Chinese students studying at the school, this potentially limited the number of non-

Chinese students who could participate in the research.   

 

Given the growth in the number of schools in mainland China offering local students the 

opportunity to study an international education curriculum, this research can be seen 

as indicative of an increasing trend amongst private schools in China. With the research 
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including aspects of school identity and culture formation, bilingualism, and well as 

leadership in a cross-cultural space, this research also informs the success of policy and 

practice at the institutional level, contributing both detail and depth to the narrative of 

educational transition in mainland China. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

Globalisation and Educational Change 

The compulsion to exploit opportunities within the globalised international marketplace 

has exerted significant transformative pressure on nation states and individuals alike. 

Fundamentally, globalisation is the closer integration of the world’s countries and 

peoples in almost every aspect of modern life (Stiglitz, 2002) characterised as 

encompassing systemic changes in three main areas: economic integration, political 

harmonisation and social convergence (Feaver, 2009). These changes have been 

precipitated largely by the enormous reduction in costs associated with transportation; 

the rapid proliferation, reduced expense and efficiency in communications technology; 

and the reduction in barriers to the flows of capital, goods, services, knowledge and 

people across borders (Stiglitz, 2002).  

 

Economic globalisation has opened national economies to international competition as 

a means to promote rapid and efficient movement of goods, services and intellectual 

property (Feaver, 2009). This has prompted a degree of political harmonisation across 

significant numbers of countries, characterised by the convergence of national 

administrative processes towards common institutional structures sharing 

internationally agreed upon sets of rules (Feaver, 2009; Stiglitz, 2002). In social change 

terms, globalisation is often linked to the spread of Western political, economic and 

cultural values (Feaver, 2009), and the adoption of English as the lingua franca of the 

global community (Phan, 2013). The flow-on effect of these changes for individuals has 

been fundamental shifts in the number and diversity of international business and 

education opportunities, and corresponding transformations of the skills individuals 

need to better access the global market and make best use of these opportunities. 

 

Quantifying globalisation as a force of worldwide change within education subsequently 

necessitates the inclusion of ideas of institutional hybridisation as institutions evolve to 

straddle the cultural norms of both the local and international. This view of globalisation 

allows broader scope for contextualising educational change, where changes in national 

government education policy can be rationalised using economic or social arguments. 

The adoption of English can be seen on both political and social terms, increasing 
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individual and national capabilities to contribute to, and benefit from, the global 

economy. Drawing on the work of Stiglitz (2002), Feaver (2015) and Phan (2013), 

globalisation is therefore taken to include increased economic, political and social 

interconnectedness between almost all the nations of the world. In this sense, 

globalisation can be characterised by the spread of market based economic ideals and 

the ongoing development of transnational political cooperation. This has likewise led to 

the spread of English as a global language of trade, social capital and international 

mobility. 

 

To best prepare their students for this global marketplace, schools and governments 

have responded in different ways (Nisbet, 2014). Typifying these different approaches 

is a move towards more internationalised curricula, often seen as representative of a 

move away from education for the nation (Resnik, 2012) towards education for 

tomorrow’s global citizens (Brunold-Conesa, 2010). Incorporating global perspectives 

into national education systems means schools, and ultimately nations, may be better 

placed to meet the demands of the globalised world that students will operate in as they 

progress through their careers and lives (Drake, 2004). In practical terms, this has meant 

changes typically characterised by decentralising school management and deregulation 

of the education market place (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Illustrating the trend towards 

decentralisation is the freedom for many government funded schools in countries such 

as the United States of America to adopt internationalised curriculum models, and 

correspondingly redraft their school vision and mission statements to include a more 

global perspective (Parker, 2011). In the Chinese context this has meant the rapid 

growth of the private, bilingual, education sector. Despite difficulties in accurately 

measuring international schools in China given the poorly defined status of English as a 

medium of instruction, there has been a more than fifteen-fold increase in the numbers 

of stand-alone international schools since the turn of the millennium (Young, 2017). The 

Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS), a set of regulations issued in 

2003 (Jinhui, 2016) has also meant an increase in the number of internationalised school 

programs emerging to help meet the needs of Chinese students whose goals focus on 

studying in English speaking universities overseas (Liu, 2018). 
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Deregulation of the education marketplace in China as a response to globalisation has 

also meant a fundamental shift in what is meant by bilingual education and a rise in the 

number of private language schools that teach English (Cheng, 2012). Despite many 

similar educational policy shifts occurring globally, many of these changes manifest 

differently, in different nations, as a result of existing cultural, political or social 

constraints (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Unifying these different educational reform 

approaches, are schools as prime contributors to the creation and maintenance of the 

global knowledge economy (Hayden, 2011). As important skills for both contributing to, 

and drawing from, the international community, internationalised school curricula often 

mandate that students undertake second language study in some capacity, and are 

often associated with the development of higher levels of intercultural competence 

focused around building collaborative skills, particularly in diverse group situations 

(Hayden, 2011). These attributes are increasingly seen as desirable by universities or 

globally connected businesses as better preparing students or workers for adapting to 

the demands of the globalised workplace (Hayden, 2011). 

 

The rising popularity of international education curricula in local schools has similarly 

corresponded to an increase in brand recognition for many international education 

organisations such as the International Baccalaureate, subsequently strengthening the 

political voice of these organisations in shaping education trends and policy (Reznik, 

2012). As a result, final years high school programs like the International Baccalaureate 

Diploma Program are now seen by many parents in international and national schooling 

systems as a gold standard (Reznik, 2012), or as a benchmark against which to critique 

their local education program (Doherty, 2009).  

 

The growth in the number of national and international schools offering 

internationalised or international education curricula worldwide means that 

international education programs are quickly being seen as a viable alternative to state 

run curricula (Hayden, 2011). Indeed, Brummit (2007) notes that demand for places in 

schools offering English medium international education programs are projected to 

continue to expand worldwide over the coming decades. This includes an increasing 

trend of the internationalisation of local curricula as well as the numerical growth of 

international schools (Hayden, 2011). Illustrating this, the majority of places in 
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international schools worldwide are now taken up by local students seeking 

internationally recognised and accepted school diplomas as a precursor to greater 

international mobility or access to the global marketplace (Bunnell, Fertig & James, 

2016). Similarly, the rise of English as the global lingua franca has seen its use as a 

signifier of membership to the global community gain great momentum (Sung, 2013). 

Exemplifying this trend, despite lingering legal ambiguity, is the rise of English language 

education to a position of great social prominence in China, derived from the greater 

integration over the past several decades of China with the global community (Rai & 

Deng, 2014).  

 

Hayden (2011) attributes the expansion and diversification of the international 

education sector to the rising numbers of globally mobile expatriates resulting from 

globalisation, as well as the rapidly rising numbers of host country middle, and upper, 

class families seeking avenues to international opportunities or tertiary education. 

Increased global opportunity is also seen by many parents and students as better 

facilitating national opportunity, with international education certifications often seen 

as equal or superior to local matriculation qualifications by domestic businesses and 

universities (Doherty, 2009). Ever strengthening ties to the most desirable universities 

worldwide, (Resnik, 2012), and the perceived academically rigorous nature of many 

international education curricula, has meant internationalised curricula are seen by 

many parents and students as catering more for the intellectual elite, thereby 

reinforcing notions of cultural or intellectual capital and supporting the aspirations of 

the middle class (Doherty, 2009). Contextualising this, Doherty (2009) points to the 

Australian government’s ultimate rejection of the International Baccalaureate as a 

prototype for the Australian national curriculum, based on their conclusion of the IB 

diploma programme as being only suited to students planning to undertake subsequent 

tertiary study. Implicit to this conclusion is the sentiment of the International 

Baccalaureate being primarily an educational option for more academically focused 

students. This subsequently lends further weight to the belief amongst some parents 

and students that international education curricula, such as the IB, offer greater prestige 

and can generate greater opportunities for further education. The combination of 

internationalisation of curricula and different policy responses by governments and 

schools has correspondingly diversified and complicated the global education space 
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(Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). This consequently contributes to creation of educational third 

spaces requiring new approaches to how schools are organised and operated.  

 

The following section addresses the implications of this hybridisation of the educational 

space on existing education systems, and explores criticisms central to the growth of 

international schools and the popularity of international education and 

internationalised curricula. 

 

Nature of the Global Education Environment 

The complexity of the global education environment is apparent in the dynamic 

relationship between national and international education systems and curricula. An 

outcome of globalisation has been increasing cross-pollination of ideas between 

national and international education policies and practice.  This continues to lead to the 

generation of new education paradigms and to new opportunities for schools to shape 

their educational approaches to address the changing needs and desires of their school 

communities.  

 

In practice, national and international education have always shared many common 

goals such as fostering tolerance, acceptance, cooperation and the ability to identify and 

pose solutions to global problems, and aimed to develop many of the same universal 

academic skills (Nisbet, 2014). National school educational systems have also 

traditionally honed national identity and commitment to national culture and values 

(Nisbet, 2014). Mass compulsory education has long been linked with the socialisation 

of students as citizens, often guided by political philosophy, with the desired outcome 

of promoting and maintaining social order (Wiseman, Astiz, Fabrega & Baker, 2010). 

Lam’s (2007) discussion of Chinese education policy under Communist rule, with tightly 

controlled curricula utilising state sanctioned materials, illustrates this link between 

socialisation and education within a national context. The strength of nationalism and 

education policies is described by Aydarova (2013) who points to dissent within 

signatory nations of the Bologna Convention, the agreement aimed at aligning practices 

within the tertiary systems of forty-four nations as a mechanism for increasing the 

competitiveness of the Eurozone. Despite agreement on standardised practices for 
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teacher education, many states have refused to adjust their practices and instead 

maintain their national systems of standards. 

 

Influenced by globalisation, however, school graduates worldwide are increasingly 

operating or competing in globalised education and employment markets, with career 

advancement oftentimes dependent on intangibles such as team problem solving 

(Joseph, 2011). In industrialised nations this has prompted a focus on promoting life-

long learning as a means of up-skilling a workforce that must be adaptable as industrial 

jobs, particularly lower skilled positions, are relocated to cheaper labour markets in 

developing nations overseas (Nelson, 2010), and new employment opportunities, 

possibly in newly developing industries arise. Likewise, as nations continue to recognise 

that adaptation and modernisation in line with global standards is imperative to 

remaining economically competitive, national education systems, expectations, and 

government education policies have increasingly looked to the world stage as much as 

the domestic environment (Furlong, 2012). Part of this transformation includes a 

growing number of new institutions with an explicitly global outlook, whose purpose is 

geared towards preparing students for international higher education or employment 

opportunities (Hayden, 2011). 

 

Further complicating the global educational space is the use of Constructivism as the 

philosophy underpinning many international education programs. For example, the 

International Baccalaureate positions the learner as central to the education process 

and encourages learners to actively question, critique and challenge things they have 

previously been taught including the cultural, religious or national norms of their home 

nation (Nisbet, 2014). As part of adopting a more global view, students are expected to 

think critically and examine their own personal, cultural and national values in a critical 

light (Drake, 2004). This aligns internationalised approaches to education with 

predominantly Western educational ideas, which focus on the agency of individuals, as 

opposed to the infallibility of doctrine and faith (Drake, 2004). The integration of 

international education philosophies into national education systems may therefore 

prove problematic for nations with different cultural histories such as Confucianism, 

where the rights and roles of the individuals in society are differently conceived (Nisbet, 

2014) or nations with social policy closely linked to religious doctrine. This cultural 
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tension can ultimately create new educational policy and practices as nations balance 

the need to produce students and graduates with these essential skills for the twenty 

first century, with the desire to maintain cultural and social identity. 

 

This growth in internationalised curricula, and international education more generally, 

therefore continues to attract criticisms, a significant portion of which emerge from 

postcolonial critiques of the neoliberalisation of education as a result of globalisation. 

Within the neoliberal shaped policy environment characterised by consumer choice and 

individualism, many schools that offer internationalised curricula are private 

institutions. This means students without the necessary financial means are often 

excluded from access (Spring, 2008). Illustrating this, Chana (2010) sees that neoliberal 

approaches to education in India have exacerbated existing issues of access to education 

and ultimately access to the global market, with the already privileged upper classes 

being the main beneficiaries.  

 

Discussing the growth of programs such as the IB in Australian schools, either alongside 

national programs or independently, Doherty (2009) sees these institutions as better 

able to attract the most desirable students. With the majority of these schools being 

private institutions, the flow on effect is that some government schools lose their top 

students to the private education sector, contributing to the idea that local schools are 

schools of last resort for those with the means to seek out alternatives (Doherty, 2009). 

This allows those who can afford it to access schools offering international education 

programs, if no government school locally offers a similar program, or allows private 

institutions to offer subsidised or scholarship places to the most desirable students who 

would otherwise be unable to attend. This allows for a class-based closing of the ranks 

that simultaneously opens up opportunities in a more global market not afforded to 

those with fewer economic resources (Chana, 2010; Doherty, 2009; Spring, 2008), or 

lower levels of academic performance. Kenway and Fahey (2014) suggest this risks 

creating an environment where schools offering internationalised curricula become a 

class of their own and contribute to the perpetuation of transgenerational privilege. 

 

From a postcolonial perspective, Hughes (2009) sees difficulty in defining the term 

international as a precursor to discussing international education, arguing 
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“international” as it relates to globalisation, is a product of traditional colonial Western 

powers. Likewise, Chana (2010) argues that modernisation and globalisation have their 

origins in a colonial mindset, often at the expense of local cultures or indigenous 

epistemologies. Western nations, therefore, become the main beneficiaries of the 

transformation of the global economy. That is, Westernisation of the global economy 

essentially substitutes local practices with more traditional Western market economy 

philosophies, Western business models, political ideologies and European languages 

such as English, as the standards for what is seen as global culture. According to 

Andreotti (2011), notions of what constitutes global and best seen through the 

postcolonial lens are rooted in Eurocentrism and neoliberalism, where global is 

concerned with outcomes for a future workforce, and what is deemed to be best are 

ideas and practices from what are essentially other developed, Westernised countries. 

Informing the narrative are Western constructs of development and wealth with 

knowledge constructed using a predominantly Western ethnocentric economic model. 

In particular, where local cultures differ substantially from traditional Western models, 

international schools, or local schools offering international education programs, can be 

viewed as perpetuating this hierarchy, compounded by the numbers of elite local 

students who select the international over local options.   

 

Post-colonial critics argue the influence of Western thought and the acceptance of 

English as the language of international business does not reflect Western ideals as 

necessarily being the right ones, merely that these nations wield the greatest political 

and economic power (Spring, 2008), and reinforce a ‘West versus the rest’ power 

imbalance (Chana, 2010). Similarly, Drake (2004) points to the embedded Western ideas 

in international education as a possible cause of cultural dissonance for local students 

as they are forced to navigate separate home and school lives. In particular, the 

humanist ideologies of individualism, gender equality, critical analysis of political power 

structures and authority, as well as the promotion of inquiry, open-mindedness and 

multiple perspective taking prevalent in the structure of international education 

programs are often in direct contrast to local cultural norms or local political goals 

(Drake, 2004). 
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Whilst the influence of Western ideologies can be seen as problematic from a post-

colonial perspective, others have discussed or highlighted some benefits that 

internationalisation has had on the global education landscape. The globalised 

international climate has meant a corresponding increase in the number and scope of 

regional and international settlements and agreements, many of which have opened up 

national policies to international scrutiny (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). This reduction of 

national policy autonomy has meant that many nations, as a product of participation in 

the international community, have been obliged to address such things as access to 

education (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Illustrating this, international declarations and 

conventions in many developing nations have been identified as instrumental in drawing 

commitment from governments to international standards like compulsory primary 

years education for all citizens (Kim & Boyle, 2012).   

 

Further, Kim and Boyle (2012) note that when international and domestic policies on 

education have come into conflict, the international commitments have been seen to 

take precedence in the majority of cases. The continuing narrowing of the gap between 

the aims of making primary education compulsory worldwide and the percentage of 

children attending school highlight the effect of consistent international pressure by 

both government and non-government organisations on educational commitment in a 

number of developing nations (Kim & Boyle, 2012). Similarly, the diffusion of children’s 

rights globally and the ratification of children’s rights treaties and subsequent 

international pressures to enact these not just in national law but in practice, reinforces 

the social conscience benefits of an increasingly transparent international playing field 

(Kim & Boyle, 2012).  

 

Connections between success in the neoliberal global market and individual nation’s 

prosperity has likewise meant an acceptance by governments around the world that 

improvements in national education provide the direct link to increases in productivity 

and economic prosperity (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). This has prompted educational reforms 

geared towards maximising the productivity of each individual and by proxy maximising 

their benefit to society (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Discussing globalisation’s effects on 

education in Singapore, Tan (2008) notes that this has led to greater flexibility for 

individuals to access the education market, a wider range of educational choices, and 
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greater innovation and more autonomy for the delivery of educational programs. In the 

developing world, pressures to be internationally competitive have also seen an 

increase in spending on education from domestic budgets and an increased 

determination and willingness to form strong partnerships with international non-

government organisations focused on expanding education reform (Kim & Boyle, 2012). 

Coupled with this is an acknowledgment of the need to reform teacher education to 

further improve the standard of school education available to students. In essence, by 

increasing national education standards and practices, national prosperity is likewise 

increased. 

 

Internationalised education for the global marketplace has also been linked to the 

spread of democratic ideals (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). With the development and global 

spread of communication technology subsequently making the diffusion of global ideas 

far simpler (Stiglitz, 2002), many Non-Governmental Organisations or organisations like 

the World Bank, have made aid or loans contingent to a degree on greater governmental 

transparency, personal freedoms and social justice (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Likewise, 

Lutz, Cuaresma and Abbasi-Shavasi (2010) note that a rise in individual’s educational 

level generally corresponds to a rise in their political engagement and interest and is 

often seen as a driver in the transition towards democracy. Though the key criticism of 

access to the commodity of education remains, Smith (2012) characterises globalisation 

not as a one-way imposition of Western ideologies or culture on the global community, 

but as a process of hybridisation and intercultural crossover. Matusitz and Payano 

(2012) point to the deterritorialising of the global film industry and the growing cultural 

reach of Bollywood films in Western markets as evidence of this exchange. Similarly, 

Shin (2016) notes that global popular culture, increasingly facilitated through social 

media, has become participatory, transnational and increasingly cosmopolitan. 

Exemplifying this is the global rise of the Tik Tok social media platform, a Chinese app 

created by parent company ByteDance, recently identified as the world’s most valuable 

unlisted technology start-up and seen as the first Chinese app with a truly global reach 

(Steinglass, 2020). 

 

Operating in this culturally democratised, hybrid, space therefore poses questions to 

school and school leaders. Central to these are questions of how best to define and 
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navigate an organisational culture that simultaneously embeds both local and global 

outlooks, needs, and expectations. The following section consequently explores this, 

beginning with ways in which schools and school leaders can conceptualise the 

organisation’s cultural space. 

 

Leadership and School Culture in the International Education Context. 

Leadership in international schools, and schools offering internationalised curricula, 

often occurs in ambiguous spaces, continually redefined by changing demographics, 

cultural norms and the transient nature of the expatriate teaching community (Keller, 

2015). Similarly, the rising number of local students opting to undertake their education 

in schools offering international education or internationalised curricula poses 

questions of how best to integrate the local and international culture and perspective 

into everyday classroom experiences. Indeed, wealthy local students are believed to be 

the most rapidly expanding demographic in the international education market, often 

seeking credentials and access to university outside their native countries (Gardner-

McTaggart, 2018). This has further implications for the effective scaffolding of additional 

languages in countries where education is not routinely undertaken in English. 

 

In light of the diverse cultural nature of many international schools, particularly when 

considering the rapidly growing number of wealthy local students choosing such 

educational experiences, and the considerable number of expatriate teachers from 

often different cultural backgrounds themselves, the role and process of leadership can 

be seen as vital to the health and success of the school (Huber, 2010). The success of 

leadership in this environment therefore means school leaders must be successful at 

avoiding what Caffyn (2018, p. 5) thinks of as “vampiristic" individuals or groups that 

feed off the culture of the school for their own ends, whilst contributing little 

themselves. In this instance, vampires can be groups teachers, administrators, parents 

or students who may inadvertently or purposefully drain energy away from the school, 

by being resistant to change or by relying on group power to champion their own 

agendas.  

 

Avoiding falling prey to Caffyn’s (2018) idea of a counterproductive vampiristic school 

culture subsequently means adopting leadership strategies that successfully navigate 
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the complexities and ambiguity of the school’s component cultures and demographics 

(Keller, 2015). Hill (2018) sees this as a process of harnessing the subjective 

understanding of each sub-group within the school and uniting these behind the 

school’s ultimate vision. Examined through Bhabha’s (1994) lens of cultural hybridity, 

this means school leaders must be active agents in creating both opportunity and 

impetus for cultural hybridisation. One critical caveat to this is that given the usually 

diverse number of subjective realities coexisting in international schools, the potential 

for misunderstandings is somewhat intensified (Hill, 2018).  

 

As a means of successfully harnessing these subjective realities, Keller (2015) suggests 

leaders may find it useful to view the school culture as a series of dualistic relationships, 

divided between spatial and temporal dualities. Managing spatial dualities entails 

negotiating the differences that arise due to geography. This means bridging the 

boundaries between different cultural norms and expectations held by different 

populations in the school community including local versus expatriate staff and any 

number of other cultural, national or religious groups (Keller, 2015). Temporal dualities 

refer to the need to balance the needs of subgroups within the school community 

separated by time. Examples of this include things such as new teachers versus long 

term teachers, or primary school versus secondary school students (Keller, 2015). 

 

Defining school culture as the common values, customs, tradition, and ways of doing 

things held by individual members of a group (Carpenter, 2014), effective leadership 

must necessarily entail the initial process of gaining an understanding of the key 

dualities (Simkins, 2005). Subsequent to this, Keller (2015) suggests challenges to culture 

creation and leadership can be most effectively addressed by categorising dualities using 

the following: structural challenges, human resource challenges, political challenges, 

and symbolic challenges. He argues that by viewing cultural dualities through these 

lenses, school leaders can address each issue individually, and from different 

perspectives, allowing for the formulation of the most appropriate strategy and 

response, the ultimate aim of which is to build a shared and unified culture believed-in 

and lived by each member of the school community (Keller, 2015; Hill, 2018). 
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In practice, structural dualities include challenges such as defining roles, rules, goals, 

policies, technology and the school environment (Keller, 2015) that are agreed upon and 

understood by all members of the school community. Human resource challenges 

include understanding the skills needed by members of the school community and 

defining the rules as to how professional and social relationships should take place 

between individuals and groups within the school (Keller, 2015). With high teacher 

turnover in international schools identified as having a negative impact on student 

learning (Mancuso, Roberts, & White, 2010), this also entails strategising ways to retain 

effective teachers within the school. Addressing political challenges means successfully 

navigating the organisational politics of power, conflict, and competition. Finally, 

symbolic challenges mean finding ways to build a shared school narrative through 

celebration, creating school traditions and remembering significant individual 

contributors or heroes (Keller, 2015). The need to successfully navigate these dualities 

positions the framing of a cultural third space as being an important component of 

effective culture creation in schools offering internationalised curricula or adopting 

international education programs. 

 

The constant changes to student and parent bodies, staffing, and perhaps the rules of 

the country within which they are situated, means leaders in successful schools must 

necessarily patrol the boundaries of these dualities (Caffyn, 2018). Where this approach 

has been seen to be particularly effective is when leadership of the school is distributed 

throughout the school community (Mancuso, Roberts, & White, 2010). Carpenter (2014) 

sees distributed leadership as synonymous with shared leadership and sees this as 

essential for creating shared understandings of school vision and as a space and process 

for constantly improving schools. In this case, school improvement means improving the 

learning outcomes for students (Carpenter, 2014). However, as Caffyn (2010) suggests, 

these boundaries are the also frontiers where institutional conflict often occurs where 

power, emotion and politics often rub against each other. This suggests that how 

effectively school leaders navigate this landscape is central to the creation of effective 

school culture. As Turan and Bektas (2013) note, this makes leadership and culture 

nested processes. 
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Whilst simultaneously rooted in local cultural contexts, local schools offering 

international education curricula, if they are to fully embrace and incorporate the 

international-mindedness often at the centre of these, must therefore strive to include 

an aspect or aspects of school culture and therefore leadership practice that transcends 

national boundaries (Dvir, Shields, & Yemini, 2018). With effective school leadership 

intrinsically connected to sustainably successful schools (Huber & Muijs, 2009), this 

implies that leaders of local schools offering international curricula, or indeed any school 

occupying the space between local and international, must strive to adopt the same 

strategies for the creation of school culture as may be observed in successful 

international schools. This means successfully identifying the dualities and adopting 

leadership strategies that acknowledge and empower the different subgroups within 

the school, with the goal of creating unified understandings and a hybrid school culture 

that successfully incorporates both the local and global voice. 

 

In practical terms, the success of school leaders has immediate impacts on the school 

social and cultural environment. As Keller (2015) notes, school leaders in international 

schools serve an average tenure of less than four years, with major reasons for leaving 

being school board micro-management, leading to what teachers may experience as 

“destructive leadership”. This cycle of destructive leadership subsequently influences 

teacher decisions to leave a school, with the supportiveness of leadership and teacher 

input into decision making being key factors affecting expatriate staff retention 

(Mancuso, Roberts, & White, 2010). An important consideration within this is the 

significant negative effect on student achievement of a consistently high teacher 

turnover within the school (Mancuso, Roberts, & White, 2010). This suggests, that it is 

imperative for school leaders to be active “community makers” investing considerable 

time in identifying the variety and nature of personal and professional perspectives, or 

subjective realities (Hill, 2018), as well as strategising appropriate methods for 

connecting this to the school’s vision and mission. This means school leaders bear a 

primary responsible for articulating and managing the development of the desired 

school culture, often acting as the bell weather for how things are done within the 

school community (Drysdale, Goode, & Gurr, 2011; Turan & Bektas, 2013). 
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Whilst it may not be possible to identify a one-size-fits-all blueprint for achieving this 

within any given school, Keller (2015) maintains in the first instance that leaders should 

not shy away or avoid potential conflict by simply switching sides. By the same token, 

school leaders should be conscious of not judging one subjective reality as inferior to 

another, and should instead opt to be seen as being impartial as possible (Hill, 2018). 

However, this does not mean that school leaders must be judgement free. On the 

contrary, as Hill (2018) notes, administrators must consider not just the facts, but the 

values that each individual assigns to the facts. In other words, administrators must have 

a clear understanding of the duality of positions at the heart of the conflict as a precursor 

to making a decision that can be understood and supported by all parties, in keeping 

with the school’s vision and mission. The antithesis of this approach reflects Caffyn’s 

(2018) ides of vampirism, which he notes grows in spaces where a lack of unified identity 

exists, and where individuals and groups are each pushing for cultural and institutional 

power. In other words, left to grow organically, it is likely that school culture will reflect 

a series of subcultures contending against one another. 

 

From a leadership perspective, it becomes apparent that setting institutional goals, 

articulating school values, guiding individuals within the organisation in how these 

values can be upheld and these goals met, as well as working to create an environment 

of trust are vitally important processes (Turan & Bektas, 2013). Within this environment 

of shared understanding, subsequent successes become shared experiences that serve 

to reinforce the unified culture and further engender trust between what may otherwise 

be disparate groups (Hill, 2018). The outcome of this is not only support for the school 

mission and goals, but for the vision and process of the school leader. In order to arrive 

at a point of shared understanding, Gurr (2015) suggests that consensus making through 

collaboration as being an important first step. Connecting culture making, leadership 

and student achievement together, and involving teachers in democratic processes of 

decision making can serve to improve teacher work satisfaction, motivation and 

performance, as well as contributing to teacher retention (Torrance & Humes, 2015). 

 

By exploring some key organisational challenges and strategies for schools and school 

leaders operating in a culturally ambiguous environment, this section highlighted the 

role of leaders as critical to creating successful hybrid school culture. The following 
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sections add detail to this discussion, firstly defining the term organic leadership as it is 

used throughout this research, subsequently examining the changing education 

environment in mainland China. With the focus of this research being the educational 

third space formed by the blending of Chinese and international cultural paradigms, this 

section focuses on the historical development of education in the Chinese context, and 

adding detail to the Chinese/Western dualities defining this space. 

 

Contextualising the Meaning of Organic Leadership 

The use of the term organic leadership in the context of this work evolves from 

descriptors used by research participants to describe the process of leadership and 

culture building experienced in the research site. Consequently, the terms organic or 

organic leadership are used throughout this work to describe a hands-off approach to 

management, where institutional practices and norms emerge as individuals navigate 

the social, professional or learning environments they encounter. Organic in this sense 

refers specifically to processes where leaders take a passive role in shaping culture or 

practices. Central to the use of organic in the context of this work are the absence of 

shared understandings of vision and values, and the process whereby individuals find 

solutions to problems in accordance to their own needs as opposed to the needs of the 

organisation. 

 

The definition or use of the term organic in this sense differs substantially from other 

uses in leadership literature. Kantabutra and Suriyankietkaew (2012) see organic 

organisations those in which individuals are involved in mutual sense-making and share 

vision, values and are leaders of self in this regard. Similarly, they see organic leadership 

as including the key attributes of group power through via collaboration and consensual 

decision making, low power-distance inequality, high self-accountability and self-

governing teams (Kantabutra & Suriyankietkaew, 2012). These characteristics speak 

subsequently to an organisational environment that is specifically cultivated around 

these goals as opposed to one in which individuals are given the freedom to shape 

culture autonomously and with minimal guidance.  

 

Lough (2021) similarly defines organic leadership as necessarily including voluntary self-

organisation structured around team and group processes that is underpinned by 
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frequent personal interaction and communication. Specifically, Lough (2021) sees 

organic leadership as situational and suited to environments necessitating quick and 

novel leadership responses. In this regard, Lough (2021) sees organic leadership as a 

decision making process that includes the community - leadership that coalesces as 

required to formulate specific responses to changing situations or issues – as opposed 

to a process of laissez-faire leadership that largely adopts a hand-off, top down,  

approach. 

 

In a school context, King and Stevenson (2017) characterise organic leadership as 

teachers being given the collective responsibility for the learning of their pupils. Intrinsic 

to this definition are collaborative professional initiatives that seek to make positive 

changes from below. That is, the process where policy, initiatives or solutions are 

generated from outside the traditional leadership hierarchy of the school (King & 

Stevenson, 2017). Mirroring both Lough (2021), and Kantabutra and Suriyankietkaew 

(2012), the terms organic or organic leadership reflect as used by King and Stevenson 

(2017) centre around collaboration and self-regulation, with these consequently 

founded on a clear and shared understanding of organisational goals and processes. 

 

The Changing Narrative of Education and Schools in China 

The setting for my research was a new school in mainland China. The school in question 

was seeking to combine elements of Chinese and international education philosophies 

into a unique education experience for its students. For the purposes of adequately 

contextualising Chinese education, and more recently education reform, this section 

focuses on examining mainland China’s educational traditions, including a brief 

examination of Chinese Confucian tradition, an exploration of Chinese state education 

after communist revolution of 1949, and post millennium reform initiatives. Viewed 

against the traditions of international education, an examination of the key philosophies 

underpinning Chinese education helps define the landscape in which the school seeks 

to navigate.  

 

Chinese state-run education has often been seen to operate in a paradigm diametrically 

opposed to Western, humanist traditions (Weatherly, 2007). As a result, Chinese 

education has often been viewed by Western nations as more concerned with rote 
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memorisation, the suppression of individual thinking and lacking in higher order thinking 

and individuality (Tan, 2014), with learners viewed as passive receivers of information 

rather than inquirers (Weatherly, 2007). This, however, simplifies the complex 

educational philosophies and history that has existed in China for up to four thousand 

years (Rainey, 2010). In particular it is important to understand Confucian doctrine, that 

for the last two and half millennia has been seen in one guise or another as providing 

the framework for how individuals should live their lives, how society should be 

organised and, in essence, what it meant to be Chinese (Fouts & Chan, 2006). Indeed, 

until the mid-19th Century, Confucian teachings formed the basis of public service 

exams (Elman, 2000). Traditional Confucian doctrine saw education as the domain of 

every individual, regardless of class or financial means, and placed the development of 

individuals congruent to the growth of society as a whole (Sun, 2008).  

 

In the context of a historically feudal country, it was Confucius’ goal that political rule by 

proxy of hereditary lineage be gradually replaced with political rule based on moral 

authority (Frederickson, 2002). Subsequently, many of Confucius’ notions on effective 

governance and moral leadership ran counter to the ambitions and ideas of the ruling 

elite, meaning that even as many of his teachings remained popular, those centred on 

political evolution and restructuring were gradually and systematically co-opted or 

eroded, becoming instead justifications for the maintenance of social hierarchy and 

tools of societal segregation (Frederickson, 2002). Fouts and Chan (2006) observe that 

the thrust of Confucian teaching became almost entirely focused on respect for 

authority and adherence to tradition, and an emphasis on conformity, where 

individuality was seen as counter to the responsibilities of the individual and therefore 

a threat to the established order.  

 

Following the communist revolution of 1949, the communist party, under Mao Zedong’s 

leadership, sought to distance itself from previous power structures in China with a part 

of this being a strong anti-Confucian stance (Weatherly, 2007). Mao’s publicised distaste 

for Confucian ideas were centred on his belief that it was in many ways elitist in that 

Confucius charged his pupils to attend his school, and that Confucian concepts of 

education as a journey were far removed from notions of education for work and, 

therefore, were inherently bourgeoisie and counter revolutionary (Fouts & Chan, 2006). 
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However, in reality, Mao’s ideas on societal structure and the role of the individual 

within society mirrored that of long accepted Confucian philosophy of civic duties before 

personal rights, with the maintenance of civil society treated as paramount (Weatherly, 

2007). Despite Mao’s attempts to erase the previous two millennia of Confucian 

traditions during the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution, Confucian philosophy persisted 

and was subsequently exploited for political purposes (Fouts & Chan, 2006). In 

particular, the Confucian traditions of individual responsibilities to the nation and their 

political leaders, and a focus on national well-being above individual rights were used as 

the foundation to shape much of communist government’s subsequent social policies, 

including education (Weatherly, 2007). 

 

With Mao’s ideas on education inserted into existing Confucian educational structures, 

mass education became primarily concerned with individuals as a means to the state’s 

ends (Weatherly, 2007). In practice, this meant school curricula were tightly controlled, 

almost exclusively resourced by state sanctioned textbooks that included recommended 

pedagogy, with the focus being preparation for state run examinations that determined 

a student’s future educational direction (Lam, 2007). Moral education courses, included 

in the nine year compulsory schooling program, became overtly political, focused almost 

exclusively on upholding the government’s socialist aims (Misco, 2013). As a control 

mechanism, school districts were coordinated by government inspectors charged with 

the role of ensuring schools and teachers adhered to government guidelines, used only 

state sanctioned teaching materials and employed pedagogy deemed acceptable (Lam, 

2007). Lam, (2007) notes that this environment disempowered educators, who saw 

themselves as passive subordinates to the system, which subsequently lowered the 

status of teachers as a whole. Coupled with student exam results often dictating the 

future career trajectories of teachers (Lam, 2007), this system led to institutionalised 

approaches to teaching and learning characterised by avoidance of controversial topics, 

teaching and memorisation for exam preparation, and almost devoid of any formal 

opportunities for students to develop critical thinking skills or make value judgements 

(Misco, 2013). 

 

Since 2001, however, the Chinese education system has undergone a dramatic 

philosophical overhaul, initially as a product of China’s admission into the World Trade 
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Organisation (WTO) in 2001, later reinforced by the change in government in 2003 

(Yang, 2005). China’s membership in the WTO obliged the country to move towards 

aligning its educational policies with WTO requirements, specifically in relation to 

establishing a transparent and deregulated management system, reinforced by national 

law (Xiaohao, Changjun, & Yuze, 2009). This shift marked the first time in Chinese history 

that education was not effectively under the complete control of the state (He, 2011). 

This decentralisation of education reform subsequently opened economic and social 

spaces for different educational pathways for Chinese mainland students, especially 

bilingual programs centred around English and Chinese (He, 2011). Deregulation of the 

Chinese education sector also meant that the rapidly growing Chinese middle class were 

freer to seek educational opportunities outside of the mainland, spurring many Chinese 

higher education institutions to increase or build partnerships with overseas schools and 

universities (Xiaohao, et. al., 2009). Subsequent government reports highlighted the 

importance of developing human resources for continued national prosperity (Yang, 

2005), leading to a demand for lifelong learning opportunities for students and existing 

workers (Xiaohao, et. al., 2009; Yang, 2005). 

 

Given the scale of China’s education system, with close to half a million schools, ten 

million teachers and two hundred million students (Guo, Guo, Beckett, Li, & Guo, 2013), 

the pace of reform has been slow or negligible in many cases. The Chinese government 

continues to underspend on education, with a reported 2% of GDP allocated for funding, 

well below the 5 - 7% of many Western nations (Yang, 2005). Likewise, reform in teacher 

training and pedagogical practices has stuttered. Despite the relaxation of some of 

China’s end of secondary examination requirements offering greater scope for 

individualisation within courses, Lam (2007), found that a significant majority of 

teachers in Changchun, a thousand kilometres Northeast of Beijing, still adhered to 

previously state sanctioned textbooks and relied on the suggested pedagogy as the basis 

of their teaching practices. Those teachers who had adapted the curriculum to greater 

meet the needs of their students, were still found to focus on the recommended 

teaching points and utilise the recommended teacher centric teaching methodologies 

(Lam, 2007). The structure of many courses, still governed by the need to prepare 

students for exams, means that little room exists within the curriculum for students to 

develop critical thinking skills, or engage in reflective thinking (Misco, 2013). This 



 49 

equates to teachers still being regarded as the keeper of knowledge (Misco, 2013), from 

whom students receive their education (Weatherly, 2007). Lam (2007) concludes that 

for current ideas of what needs to change for teaching and learning in Chinese schools, 

a much greater level of competence is required of Chinese teachers in general, but 

specifically in areas of educational ideology, knowledge of their students and the 

knowledge structure of their subjects. 

 

Alongside the philosophical reforms of the Chinese state-run education system, bilingual 

education has likewise undergone a rapid and radical transformation, almost completely 

reimagined in line with China’s focus on global competitiveness (Xiaohao, et. al., 2009). 

As late as the 1990’s, bilingual education in China most commonly referred to the 

mastery of Chinese, alongside native minority languages, most commonly Mongolian, 

Tibetan, and Korean (He, 2011). More recently, however, bilingual education has 

become synonymous with an English/Chinese coupling as the middle classes seek to 

increase their social and economic capital by being able to better access international 

educational and business opportunities (He, 2011). Corresponding to the change in 

status of English bilingual education in China has been a shift in how these programs are 

being delivered (He, 2011), with an increase of private and corporate capital entering 

the education space (Yang, 2005). The government education system too has rapidly 

transformed how it approaches bilingual education, with school curricula increasingly 

open to adopting bilingual practices at all levels of schooling (He, 2011).  

 

However, the status of English language learning in policy in China that has undergone 

considerable transformation over the preceding decades and has largely been tied to 

economic and reputational national interests. During the 1990s and early 2000s, English 

language learning was tied closely to the sustenance of economic growth, with non-

English majors required to attain a level of English proficiency as a condition of receiving 

their bachelor’s degree (Cheng & Wei, 2021). Wiley and García (2016) see this focus on 

English language acquisition as identifying closely with the two historical aspects of 

Language Policy and Planning (LPP): corpus planning – the focus on codification of the 

language, connected to the teaching practices and expected level of attainment at 

tertiary level; and status planning – the changing of attitudes underpinned by political 

motivations. Reviewing the state of LPP in China, Li (2015) sees that changes in foreign 
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language learning has evolved from English an elitist status symbol, to a more 

foundational aspect of education. Motivating this political and cultural shift is the drive 

for greater global integration and the idea that China aims to have mastery amongst its 

populace of all the world’s official and other languages to further build international 

cooperation, trade, tourism and for introducing China to the world (Li, 2015). 

 

In the mid-2000’s, as China eclipsed Germany to become the third largest economy in 

the world, consequently hosting the Olympic games in 2008, English language 

acquisition continued to be a state priority, driving educational policy as handed down 

from the Chinese Ministry of Education (Cheng & Wei, 2021). This continued 

enhancement of the status of English language learning, driven by the supra-national 

forces of international competitiveness (Wei & Feng, 2015), solidified China as the 

largest foreign language learning market in the world (Li, 2015), and the largest English 

education market (Wei & Feng, 2015). Within this framework, Content and Language 

Integrated Learning (CLIL) became the dominant model of language acquisition 

teaching, mirroring the approach utilised across much of Europe (Wei & Feng, 2015). 

Differing from language immersion where students may be expected to spend up to fifty 

percent of their learning time engaging content in the second language, in CLIL based 

programs Chinese students would typically be engaged with learning in English in five to 

fifteen percent of their learning time (Wei & Feng, 2015). 

 

That Chinese school students gained exposure to English language acquisition programs 

through CLIL as early as their first years in school is also significant (Cheng & Wei, 2021). 

As Hu & Lei (2014) note, research into the success of language immersion education in 

the Chinese/ English context is conspicuously thin, and late immersion students may 

experience lower overall attainment in non-language subjects (Cheng 2012) and fail to 

develop the language skills necessary for future university success (Wang & Curdt-

Christiansen, 2019). The approach of early immersion in English acquisition also speaks 

to cultural differences between Europe and the United States, where much of the 

research on English medium of instruction has been undertaken, and China. In 

particular, the success of later pupil immersion maybe be influenced by different 

cultural attitudes to public embarrassment or losing face or status amongst peers 

(Richard & McFadden, 2016). 
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The enacting of CLIL approaches within the LPP framework in China reflected the 

Chinese government’s view of their identity as a large and significant global power 

seeking to reinforce and legitimise their economic and political position within the global 

hierarchy (García, 2015). This view of Chinese LPP is particularly significant, with LPP 

being seen as inseparable from the cultural, economic, political and ideological context 

in which it develops (García, 2015). Consequently, as China’s view of its own global 

status has continued to transform over the past decade, so too has its approach to LPP. 

In 2010, when China surpassed Japan to emerge as the world’s second largest economy, 

the global economic slowdown following the Global Financial Crisis also saw the 

importance of English as an education milestone in China begin to diminish (Cheng & 

Wei, 2021). Exemplifying this, the Chinese government has introduced new education 

policies for lower primary school students that removes compulsory English lessons for 

students below the third grade, and had reduced the points grade for English as a subject 

in university entrance exams from 150 to 100, whilst at the same time increasing the 

point value for Chinese language to 180 (Wei & Feng, 2015). This change in official stance 

is particularly important in the Chinese context, with the control of education policy 

being highly centralised via the Ministry of Education, prescribing policy objectives to 

education administrators nationally (Cheng & Wei, 2021).  

 

The reimaging of the Chinese government’s LLP has also run in concert with increasing 

resistance by the general public to status of English language learning as being higher 

than Chinese language (Cheng & Wei, 2021). Similarly, the view persisted that English 

language acquisition in China was not executed particularly effectively, often thought of 

as inefficient (Cheng & Wei, 2021). As a consequence of the increasing resistance to the 

rising importance of English language in education, the focus of English in universities 

continues to experience a subtle shift, with this shift built upon the philosophy of the 

internationalisation of higher education as a way to facilitate both the outflow of 

Chinese students overseas and the inflow of foreign students to China (Zhang, 2018). As 

noted by Wang (2017), a key goal for the Chinese Ministry of Education was to develop 

into a provider of education to international students, with the objective of attracting 

the most international students of any Asian country. Through this lens, English 

language acquisition can be seen to have shifted away from a largely economic and 
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political imperative as a mechanism for integration into the global economy, to a cultural 

imperative for inclusion in global academic, social and cultural conversations. This is 

evidenced by the understanding that English remains the most important language for 

scientific reporting amongst other international functions, despite native Mandarin 

speakers outnumbering native English speakers (Zhang, 2018). 

 

The current approach adopted by the Chinese government through the Ministry of 

Education echoes the idea of García (2015) that LPP changes as the goals of governments 

change, and that language education and use can be planned in the same way other 

aspects of national society, such as the economy, can be planned.  That China can now 

be classed as a receiver of overseas students as well as a sender of students overseas 

with approximately 450 000 foreign students from over two hundred countries studying 

in Chinese universities (Ma & Zhao, 2018) is a clear illustration of the outcome of this 

planning.  

 

As of the end of 2017, the Chinese Ministry of Education estimated approximately one 

point four million Chinese students were enrolled in tertiary study overseas (MOE, 

2018). This increase in students seeking international education opportunities has 

likewise exerted transformative pressure on the secondary schooling landscape in 

mainland China, the consequences of which have been a rise in the demand for bilingual 

English/Chinese language programs, and opportunities to study international curricula 

(Xiong & Feng, 2018). The acknowledged importance and desirability of integration with 

the global community, coupled with a strong national desire to maintain close links to 

Chinese heritage and culture has subsequently created an impetus for new approaches 

to education in China, including curriculum structure and school design. Included in this 

is a bilingual approach to curriculum that steps outside the historically typical CLIL 

approach to delivering English language acquisition programs,  a bicultural approach to 

leadership, and the hybridisation of local pedagogy and education philosophy with 

global practices. 

 

With internationalisation at the forefront of change in Chinese education (Xiong & Feng, 

2018), and the growing popularity of international education programs or 

internationalised curricula, schools operating in this space often make three core 
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assumptions. The first of these is that international curricula are inherently better for 

students, linked to the idea that they are a successful product of Western educational 

philosophies (Mast, 2018). Connected to this is the idea that international education 

qualifications have a higher global visibility and perhaps standing than do local curricula, 

with the relatively uncommon nature of these qualifications likewise adding prestige 

(Ingersoll, 2019). A second assumption is that international education programs, 

including their structure and approach to assessment are easily translatable into the 

Chinese context, meaning the Chinese teachers working in these schools will know what 

is required of them in the classroom (Mast, 2018). The third assumption underpinning 

the rise in popularity of international programs in China is that the values at the heart 

of international education program transfer easily to the Chinese context (Mast, 2018). 

However, as noted by Ryan and Slethaug, (2010) very little research has been conducted 

in the area of Chinese learner acculturation to international education classrooms. 

 

Viewed together, these assumptions highlight the belief that international education 

programs are for the large part transferable to the Chinese educational context. The 

same can also be said of approaches to bilingual programs that are largely based on 

Western models of language immersion that are relatively unproven in the Chinese 

context, or have shown mixed results (Hu & Lei, 2014). Despite this, the complex 

environment created by blending Chinese and Western educational traditions in an 

internationalised, bilingual, space has generated comparatively little research.  

  



 54 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Chapter Flow Chart 

This chapter presents the methodology in the manner laid out in figure 1 below. 

Figure 1: Methodology Flow Chart. 

 

 
 
Figure 1 outlines the organisational approach to this chapter. The chapter commences 

with a description of the space in which the research takes place from both a physical 

and philosophical perspective. The focus of these descriptions is to illustrate the hybrid 

nature of the research space, as well as explore the forces shaping the school 

environment from a leadership, language and curricular perspective. The subsequently 

connects to the research framework and the approaches used to explore this 

environment. 

 

Central to this is the use of participant voices as a means of exploring this hybrid 

environment, and the use of a grounded theory approach to analyse participant 

responses and experiences. Following this is a description of the operationalisation of 

the approach, with a description of participant selection, schedules of data gathering, 

and the ethical considerations specific to this research. 
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Research setting 

The research setting was a new, private, co-educational, K-12 school, opened for the 

2014-15 school year, in Beijing, China. For the purpose of anonymity, the pseudonym 

New Beijing School (NBS) will be adopted as the institution’s title. NBS is a day and 

boarding school, built to a capacity of approximately 2000 students with enrolment of 

approximately 350 students from kindergarten to grade 9 in its first year of operation. 

Projected enrolments for the August 2015 - June 2016 school year, when data gathering 

took place, was approximately 650 students from K - 10, with the school planning to add 

enrolment numbers and grade levels each year until capacity was reached, with the first 

graduating class completing their studies at the end of the 2018 school year. The number 

of boarding students for the 2015 -16 school year was approximately 80, situated across 

four floors of the boarding house complex. The NBS boarding program is optional for 

students in grades 7 and 8, but becomes compulsory in grades 9 to 12, even for students 

local to Beijing. 

 

NBS offers one curriculum option for students in the secondary school: the International 

Baccalaureate Middle Years Programme (IBMYP, or MYP) for grades 6 – 10; and the 

Diploma Programme (IBDP, or DP) for grades 11 and 12. However, integrated within the 

MYP is a school designed Chinese cultural and history curriculum that includes subjects 

such as Wu Shu, Chinese history, and Chinese Arts, Music and Language subjects. At the 

time of writing, Chinese students without a second nation passport were prohibited 

from attending international schools in mainland China. NBS subsequently represented 

an opportunity for students and their families to access an international education 

program, and work towards an English/ Chinese bilingual diploma upon graduation. For 

students and their families, graduation from NBS with an International Baccalaureate 

certification also represented the need for tertiary study to be undertaken at 

universities outside of China, with the IB Diploma not recognised for admission into 

Chinese government run universities at the time of writing. 

 

The teaching faculty, including learning assistants, for the 2014-15 academic year 

totalled approximately 70, with an additional 20 new teaching staff anticipated for 2015-

16. Middle and high school teachers were accommodated in apartments in the 
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residential towers on-site, with primary school teachers provided a housing subsidy 

should they decide to live off campus. The teaching faculty was approximately equally 

divided between Chinese nationals and non-Chinese, overseas recruited or foreign staff. 

However, the distribution of Chinese and non-Chinese staff was not uniform in each 

department. Most subjects delivered – or earmarked for delivery only in English as the 

language of instruction – were comprised solely of non-Chinese teachers including the 

English department, Humanities department, Art and Design department that included 

Theatre and Music. Consequently, these departments were managed by a non-Chinese 

department head. Both Science and Mathematics were comprised of both Chinese and 

non-Chinese teachers, with English as the designated language of instruction. 

Mathematics was also headed by an experienced Chinese teacher who had worked both 

within the Chinese private system and international schools in the Middle East.  

 

At the time of writing, the school had opted against appointing a head of science, with 

the department consisting of an equal number of Chinese and non-Chinese teachers, 

and designated as an English medium of instruction subject. In accordance with Chinese 

government requirements, Chinese history was delivered by a team of Chinese trained 

teachers and delivered in Chinese. Further, Chinese Literature and Chinese Language 

departments were staffed with Chinese teacher, as were the Chinese cultural arts 

program that sat outside Physical Education. Physical Education, that included cultural 

dimensions such as Wu-Shu and Chinese dance was a subject delivered in both English 

and Chinese and was staffed by an approximately equal split of Chinese and non-Chinese 

teachers. The department head for Physical Education, an expatriate who had lived and 

worked in international schools in China for close to two decades, was also a member 

of schools Senior Leadership Team in his role as Athletic Director. 

 

In addition to their regular teaching loads, secondary faculty living on campus were 

required to participate in the student residential program, including weekend 

supervision duties on residential floors, or accompanying students on recreational 

excursions. Each student residential floor was supervised by approximately four 

dormitory parents who resided in corner apartments on their designated student 

dormitory floor. The residential program, with job titles and dormitory parent 

expectations, was based on key elements of the US private school boarding system, with 
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the senior leader coordinating the residential system being a long time US boarding 

school administrator. Dormitory parents were roles of responsibility that included a 

yearly stipend, with dormitory parents recruited from the NBS teaching faculty. This 

meant dormitory parent roles were an addendum to a teacher’s classroom load, with 

each dormitory parent also being expected to carry a full teaching load. The teaching 

faculty and administration at NBS were linguistically divided between: 

 

• A small proportion of bilingual, English/ Chinese speakers; 

• A greater proportion of staff being native speakers of either English or Chinese 

whilst being functional speakers of the other;  

• The most significant proportion of the faculty being monolingual in either 

Chinese or English from a professional practice perspective, with only a 

perfunctory ability to speak socially in either Chinese or English.  

 

From an administrative and leadership perspective, the school was split into two main 

sections: primary and secondary. Secondary school, the focus of this research, was  

further split between middle school including grades six to ten, and high school 

consisting of students in the IB Diploma Programme in grades 11 and 12. All non-

teaching support departments of the school such as facilities management, including a 

significant number of maintenance teams and personnel, and the administrative 

divisions of human resources, marketing, payroll and the departments concerned with 

foreign staff visa compliance were all led by local employees recruited from within 

China. Further, with very few exceptions, the staff employed in these departments were 

likewise recruited from within China. The managers of each of these departments were 

included in the school senior leadership teams. The importance of this is that for all non-

teaching inquiries such as housing maintenance, facilities bookings, salary inquiries, 

employment contracts, visas and so on, as well as ordering of teaching materials, 

resources and classroom maintenance, non-Chinese staff would deal directly with 

Chinese members of staff. 

 

The senior leadership teams in both middle and high school were non-Chinese. This was 

also the case for the faculty management office – known as the Dean of Faculty - and 

the manager of the admissions office. Predominantly being from North America, or 
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having undertaken their teacher training and commenced their careers as school leaders 

in either Canada of the United States, the only exception to this was the head of school. 

However, despite not being from North America, the head of school had spent a 

significant proportion of their career leading schools in the United States. Both middle 

and high school divisions were led by their respective principals, with the deputy 

principal role for each division filled by the respective IB Middle Years and IB Diploma 

Programme coordinators. Supporting these positions were locally recruited assistant 

teams. 

 

Adding further layers to the leadership structure, the whole school curriculum was 

overseen by a K-12 Curriculum coordinator’s office, as well as a K-12 curriculum leader 

for the Chinese program, both of whom were Chinese. These administrators were 

responsible for vertical integration between primary and secondary schools, as well as 

integrating and programming the Chinese cultural program for each grade level. Above 

these positions, the Dean of Faculty office was ultimately responsible for managing both 

Chinese and foreign teachers, with the Dean of Faculty position approximating with a 

full campus deputy head of school role. Overall, from K-12, the total number of non-

teaching support staff and school administrators exceeded the number of classroom 

teachers. Middle leadership positions took the form of either the social and emotional 

student management role of Grade Level Leader, with one leader assigned per 

secondary grade level, or academic leaders in the form of Heads of Department. These 

roles were subsequently split approximately equally between Chinese and foreign staff. 

 

NBS represented a shift in education in China, offering local students access to a private 

school teaching a recognised international curriculum, whilst simultaneously aiming to 

promote Chinese culture and identity through a school developed Chinese academic and 

cultural curriculum embedded throughout the academic program. NBS divided the 

academic day into eight, forty-minute teaching blocks, from 8:30am - 3:20pm with the 

activities program commencing each day at 3:30pm until early evening in some cases. 

NBS was conceived as a bilingual immersion school, with students studying an increasing 

proportion of their subjects in English as they progressed towards their final years of 

schooling. Similarly, all aspects of school verbal communication, including every staff 

meeting and school function, was carried out in both English and Chinese through the 
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use of live translators translating between English and Chinese or Chinese and English 

depending on the preferred language of the speaker.  

 

The school’s agreement and licensing status with the Chinese government meant 

enrolment at NBS was open to any Chinese national regardless of previous educational 

history, with the target demographic being predominantly Chinese families. Very few 

non-Chinese students, essentially the children of foreign teaching faculty members,  

attended NBS, giving the school an overwhelming culturally homogenous student body. 

The majority of students at NBS had previously studied in the local Chinese system, with 

a minority of students having previously attended an international school overseas or 

who had more than one passport nation that allowed them to access an international 

school within China. As a private school, enrolment at NBS was contingent upon 

academic testing which, depending on the grade level, included an English language 

competency component. Likewise, NBS was a fee paying school, with yearly enrolment 

costs for the 2014 -15 academic year of: 

 

• 220 000 RMB for Primary School (Approximately $45 000 AUD at time of writing) 

• 250 000 RMB for Middle School (Approximately $ 50 000 AUD at time of writing) 

• 350 000 RMB for boarding students (Approximately $70 000 AUD at time of 

writing) 

 

At the time this research was undertaken, this fee structure meant NBS was amongst 

the most expensive schools offering an international education curriculum in Beijing. 

 

NBS maintained a scholarship program administered in a discretionary manner with no 

specific target number of scholarship students, and varying degrees of support available 

to families within the scholarship program. The discretionary nature of the scholarship 

process, wholly administered by the admissions department, meant teachers had little 

understanding of the scholarship philosophy and no input into the scholarship process. 

At the time of writing, the scholarship process was not articulated as a matter of school 

policy, with details of how scholarships were awarded to students being verbally 

communicated to the researcher by the admissions department. This process was 
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outlined on the school’s website as being merit and needs based for students who 

demonstrated the potential to contribute to the school community. 

 

As a new school, NBS was still in the accreditation phase for both secondary school 

International Baccalaureate courses, the Middle Years, and Diploma Programmes, with 

full accreditation expected within the first five years of school operation, commencing 

with accreditation of the Diploma Programme to ensure the first cohort of students 

receive their official certification. To support its graduates in attending universities 

outside China, NBS was seeking accreditations from multiple international education 

organisations and had begun forging links with universities in the United States. This was 

primarily to ensure that the NBS diploma students received upon graduation was ratified 

as being comparable to other international schools worldwide, giving the students a 

recognised secondary school completion document should they fail to achieve their IB 

diploma. 

 

Vision and Mission of the School 

NBS was built upon the key foundational idea of blending the distinctive traditions of 

Eastern, Western, and international education. A focus of the school, and an aspect 

fundamentally different from the majority of Chinese local government schools, was the 

goal of creating a world school with an academically outstanding liberal arts program. In 

the context of NBS, the meaning of liberal arts reflects the school’s connection to the 

private education system in the United States. This essentially refers, in the context of 

NBS, to a broad education experience where the creative and performing arts, design, 

the social sciences, languages, sciences and mathematics are all studied on an equal 

footing. In the context of NBS, world school refers to the idea of the school being 

simultaneously outwards and inwards looking. In other words, drawing from both the 

Chinese and global context with students developing these identities concurrently. 

However, this remained largely undefined in school mission and vision documentation. 

Within this framework, the everyday life for members of the community was envisaged 

as revolving around three key aspects. As explicitly stated in the school’s mission and 

vision statements, the cornerstones of the school’s educational philosophy consisted of 

a commitment to: 
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• bilingual immersion in Chinese and English; 

• building character and community through a residential program; 

• promote Chinese culture and identity in a world context. 

 

Informed by the school’s connections to Chinese culture, the Confucian values of 

compassion, honesty, justice, respect, and wisdom were adopted as a framework for 

guiding individual actions. These values were envisaged as a covenant of shared 

expectations as to how a member of the NBS community would be expected to act. 

Linking directly to the school’s mission to prepare students for life beyond the school 

gates, these values were also seen as encouraging within NBS students a strong sense 

of responsibility towards the natural environment, a respect and acceptance of different 

cultures and viewpoints, and a commitment to improve the communities in which they 

live.  

IB Diploma Programme and the Bilingual Diploma 

Characterising the school’s international identity was the adoption in the secondary 

school of the IB Middle Years Program (MYP) from grades 6 – 10, and the Diploma 

Programme (DP) for grades 11 and 12. Further, all NBS graduates were envisioned as 

completing an IB Bilingual Diploma in Chinese and English. The nature and structure of 

the IBDP means that students completing the program do so through the completion of 

externally graded, end of program, exams as well as internal assessment components 

submitted to, and subsequently standardised by, the IB. These requirements mean that 

student’s subject choices and achievement are measured globally. As a condition of 

undertaking the Diploma Programme, students are required to study a subject load of 

six subjects drawn from different subject groups.  

 

For the Diploma Programme, the IB delineates curriculum subjects into six distinct 

groups, with these subjects classified as groups 1 - 6. Essentially: 

• Group 1 – Studies in Language and Literature for students who are academically 

proficient in the appropriate language. 

• Group 2 – Language acquisition for students ranging between absolute beginner 

in the language ab initio courses, to students who are proficient, experienced 

and skilled in their second language in the Language B course. 
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• Group 3 – Individuals and Societies, including the three subjects the school has 

selected to initially offer: Economics, History, and Business Management. 

• Group 4 – Science, including the school’s selected courses: Biology, Computer 

Science, Chemistry and the interdisciplinary subject shared with Group 3, 

Environmental Systems and Societies. 

• Group 5 – Mathematics. 

• Group 6 – The Arts, including the school’s selected courses in Drama, Visual Arts 

and Theatre. 

(IBO, 2014) 

 

Students undertaking the Diploma Programme are required to select and study six 

subjects from groups one to five, with the option of another subject from one of these 

groups, or a subject from group six.  

 

Additionally, the majority of these subjects are offered at either a Standard Level (SL) or 

Higher Level (HL) of study, the difference between the two being the number of teaching 

hours, with a recommended 150 hours for SL and 240 hours for HL, the depth and 

breadth of the course material, and the end of course examination requirements. 

Students must select a minimum of three HL subjects (with a maximum of four) amongst 

their subject choices, with the balance made up of SL courses (IBO, 2014). However, two 

further stipulations must be met for students undertaking a bilingual diploma. Students 

can successfully achieve the diploma by satisfactorily meeting either or both of these 

criteria: 

i. Completion of two languages from Group 1 subjects, that is undertake and 

successfully complete literature courses in both their native and second 

languages, in the case of the school these being Chinese and English; 

ii. Satisfactorily complete one subject from the Individuals and Societies (Group 3) 

or Sciences (Group 4) areas of study in the second language. Students 

undertaking this option must attain a grade of three out of seven or higher in 

both the Group 1 language course, and the Group 3 or 4 subject of their 

choosing. 

(IBO, 2014) 
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At the time of writing, to successfully earn an IB Diploma, students must meet key 

academic criteria, key points of which include: 

1. Complete each core component to a satisfactory level. The IB core consists of 

three additional requirements – a subject focused around epistemology called 

Theory of Knowledge, the completion of a 4500 word independent research 

essay, and the completion of an activities portfolio called Creativity, Activity and 

Service. 

2. Achieve a total of 24 points from a possible 45, with each subject awarded a 

grade out of seven. 

3. Be awarded no scores of one, no more than two grade twos, and no more than 

three grade threes across all of the subjects. 

4. Accrue a total of 12 points or more in their three highest HL subjects. 

(IBO, 2014) 

 

With Group One language subjects in the IB DP geared towards students who are 

academically proficient in the language of study and instruction (IBO, 2014), academic 

mastery of their second language can be seen as a critical component of student success 

before students enter the Diploma Programme. In the case of NBS and the school’s 

commitment to offering Group Three and Four subjects in English, creating an effective 

and comprehensive bilingual school and learning environment is consequently vital for 

student success. Compounding the need for a strong mastery of academic English, most 

Group One, Three and Four subjects are envisioned to be taught by foreign teachers, 

recruited overseas, the majority of whom have little to no academic Chinese language 

proficiency. 

 

Alongside the school’s vision of a bilingual, Chinese/international educational 

environment and residential program, effectively scaffolding and encouraging a strong 

culture of English language development into the everyday functioning of the school can 

be seen as vital. Likewise, the explicit global perspectives of the IB Programme also point 

to a desired school culture that should seek to be inclusive of both local and 

international perspectives and practices as a way of best preparing students for their 

future study opportunities. These perspectives necessarily include a school culture that 

is receptive to both Chinese and non-Chinese ways of working. 
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Research Framework 

Taken together, the US, Chinese and international components of the NBS social, 

academic, and cultural environment, as well as the broader globally benchmarked 

academic requirements of the IB Bilingual Diploma contribute to dynamic and complex 

school environment. Characterising this environment are overlapping social, academic, 

cultural and professional habitats, each possessing their own expectations of language 

and behaviour. Individuals are having to develop strategies and behaviours to help them 

successfully navigate each habitat they encounter, and each interaction they experience 

with different members of the school community. The codification of these behaviours 

into unwritten and explicit community expectations means that at its core, this research 

seeks to explore questions connected to the formation and transformation of school 

culture over time. This focus on exploring complex systems of human behaviour, with 

individuals as meaning makers (Somekh & Lewin, 2011) in the broader context of culture 

as the sum of individual social constructions (Garneau & Pepin, 2015), positions this 

research as being firmly rooted in a social constructivist paradigm. Simplifying this, 

Creswell and Creswell (2017) see social constructivist research as including the study of 

individuals, their contexts, and their subsequent behaviours.  

 

Consequently, with a focus primarily on capturing the contextual richness of a situation 

as it occurs, Yin (2018) sees a qualitative approach as being ideal. Indeed, qualitative 

inquiry has long been well suited to investigating how schools function and are 

experienced through the participant’s eyes (Lapan, Quartaroli & Riemer, 2012), with an 

important emphasis on what individuals can contribute to understanding events, 

actions and activities over time, in context (Bryman, 2016; Gillham, 2000). However, 

rather than seeing different research methodologies as discreet and the choice of 

qualitative or quantitative being a simple matter of numerical and closed ended, or 

exploratory and open ended, Creswell and Creswell (2017) see the choice of research 

methodology as being intrinsically connected to the methods of data gathering and 

analysis. Similarly, Stake, (2010) suggests that selecting appropriate research 

methodology is most effectively linked to what data gathering methods are most 

appropriate for addressing the research questions.   
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A research methodology focused on exploring individual’s experiences and behaviours 

within the context of their daily routines is consequently well suited to investigating the 

research questions. Based on this, the key approach to data use in this project will be an 

ethnographic case study. As Walters (2006) notes, the use of ethnography, with its focus 

on creating a holistic picture of a group or system, positions this research firmly as being 

qualitative. The following section examines this in more detail, prefacing further 

sections on participant selection, the process of data gathering, data and analysis, and 

ethical considerations. 

 

Ethnographic Case Study 

The selection of ethnography as a primary research methodology focuses on its 

usefulness in generating a deep understanding of a particular situation (O’Reilly, 2012). 

Characterising ethnography, Anderson-Levitt (2006) identifies ethnographic approaches 

as being more akin to a research philosophy as opposed to a strict methodology given 

the variability in how methods of data gathering are combined by each researcher. 

However, at its core, the ethnographer’s primary objective remains to capture and 

record the voices of individuals as they live their experiences (Curtis, Murphy & Shields, 

2014). Ethnographic approaches are identified as an important tool in qualitative 

research designs where individual’s experiences, thoughts, actions and perceptions are 

central to answering the research question (Bryman, 2016). Ethnography is a key tool 

for exploring and documenting questions about the cultural life of individuals (Saldana, 

2011). Ethnographic research sees individuals as interpreters and meaning-makers 

within their environment as they collaborate to construct, and subsequently act 

according to, their shared cultural paradigm (Somekh & Lewin, 2005).  

 

In simpler terms, an ethnographic approach is useful for exploring individual narratives, 

as well as the environment in which that narrative takes place. Ethnographic research 

allows for the capturing of what individuals must do to operate in a system or culture 

and, as a result, generates detailed descriptive data of individual experiences, actions 

and solutions (Lapan, Quartaroli & Reimer, 2012). In the context of ethnographic 

research, Anderson-Levitt (2006) sees culture as being something learnt by individuals 

that are part of a group as opposed to something innate or genetically determined. The 

importance of this is that it links directly to the social constructivist paradigm 
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underpinning this research; that culture is negotiated by individuals as they navigate the 

daily life of the community or environment in which they live. In the context of NBS, the 

strength of the ethnographic approach is that it will allow for the exploration of culture 

as it emerges in an environment with no pre-existing institutional norms or 

expectations. 

 

Ontologically, the ethnographic case study approach utilised in this research draws on 

interpretivist ideas of the social world being a constructed phenomenon (Takahashi & 

Araujo, 2019). Knowledge in this context is a product of individual’s experiences and is 

created through the interactions of research participants and the researcher (Talbot, 

2018). Ontologically, knowledge from this perspective is both partial, constructed from 

participants’ interactions and experiences in the world, and bounded or contextualised 

by the environment in which those experiences took places (Talbot, 2018). 

Consequently, realities are revealed through the exploration of the behaviours of 

participants and the motivations and reasons behind these (Harwati, 2019). This does 

not imply reality is not extant outside the experiences of participants, but it is through 

the lived experiences filtered through the cultural and social frameworks of participants 

(Yazan, 2015) that meaning is made (Corman & Barron, 2017). 

 

From the interpretivist ontological perspective, the ethnographic record produced 

through compiling participant’s realities highlights the complexities and specifics of the 

research environment (Takahashi & Araujo, 2019). Put simply, the interpretivist 

perspective adopted in this research situates the ethnographic record as a product of 

the internal realities of the participants (Harwati, 2019), and is consequently partial and 

incomplete, though both deep and layered (Takahashi & Araujo, 2019). 

 

The interpretivist ontological position subsequently connects to the constructivist 

epistemology underpinning this research. Built upon the ontological perspective of 

reality being a constructed through the interaction of participants with the environment 

in which they are situated, the constructivist epistemological perspective sees 

knowledge as constructed or built, as opposed to discovered (Yazan, 2015). 

Consequently, the ethnographic record is not seeking to position itself as an objective 

truth, but rather a record of meaning built upon each participant’s interactions with the 
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bounded reality of the research environment (Reeves, Peller, Goldman, & Kitto, 2013). 

In this case, the interpreted nature of the ethnographic record (Takahashi & Araujo, 

2019) consequently also invites the reader to construct their own meaning, independent 

of the researcher (Yazan, 2015). That readers are invited find their own meaning in the 

ethnographic record, and reinforces the epistemological position that the ethnographic 

record, based itself in interpretation of others’ experiences, is not an authoritative view 

of the world, only one view (Yazan, 2015).  

 

At the centre of ethnographic methodologies is the researcher as an instrument for data 

gathering in some form (Somekh & Lewin, 2005), with participant observation in the 

field for an extended period being the key characteristic of ethnographic research 

(Scott-Jones & Watt, 2010). Spending extended periods around and amongst the group 

or study participants can serve the dual purposes of acclimatising the researcher to the 

research environment as well as the research participants to the presence of the 

researcher (O’Reilly, 2012). These extended contact periods in the field allow the 

researcher to better explore the causal nature of relationships between individuals or 

groups within the environment and, depending on the research specifics, may include 

weeks in the field, extending up to many years (Woodside 2010). Similarly, Scott-Jones 

and Watt (2010) indicate time periods of six months up to a year, with a key aspect being 

to allow sufficient time for the researcher to gain an intimate understanding of the 

language, patterns of behaviour, goals and expectations of the research participants, or 

get inside the culture, actions, and nature of the research environment and how the 

participants interact with it and within it (Reeves, Peller, Goldman, & Kitto, 2013)  

 

The immersed role of the ethnographic researcher also takes a number of different 

guises. The researcher may choose to adopt one of four distinct approaches to 

membership of the group, each delineated along a continuum by their degrees of 

participation or observation. As a complete observer, the researcher remains hidden 

from the group and observes covertly; the observer as participant approach allows the 

researcher to participate as required for the purposes of data collection with the role of 

researcher known to the group, though the researcher remains distant from the core 

activities that define the group; the participant as observer approach entails 

membership of, and acceptance by, the group but a focus on participation for 
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observation and the knowledge amongst the group members of their role as researcher; 

and the complete participant, who conceals their identity as a researcher and immerses 

fully in the group (Bryman, 2016; Kawulich, 2005). 

 

An important aspect contributing to the role adopted by the researcher is the 

researcher’s access, and acceptance into, the research setting. Silverman (2010) 

identifies that a common strategy for ethnographers to gain access to a site, as well as 

precipitate acceptance amongst research participants is to utilise existing contacts or 

links to the people and the environment the researcher wishes to study. I utilised this 

strategy: as a member of the foreign-hire staff, who make up approximately half the 

school faculty and administration, I was be embedded as a teacher within the middle-

school education program. Likewise, as a dormitory staff member and a staff resident 

on a student boarding floor, my presence within the boarding program and the boarding 

program was somewhat normalised. Being acknowledged and accepted as a legitimate 

and genuine member of the school community meant that my presence within the 

school and boarding environments became natural. Neither participants, nor non-

participant members of the school community, would consider my presence in school 

buildings or the residential building to be anything other than ordinary, with a significant 

proportion of my school day routinely spent in these locations. This acceptance through 

legitimacy meant as a researcher, I could become immersed in the group culture, 

experience the daily routines, and participate in the mundane aspects of the group’s 

social life, as well as the larger occasions that often acted as the focus of attention 

(Denscombe, 2010). As a member of the school community, my position as a researcher 

was subsequently overt, where I adopted an participant as observer role  

 

In addition to this, the research took place over the first school semester, approximately 

the first six months of the school year. The selection of this time period was both 

significant and deliberate. With the school year commencing during the middle of 

August, and with students arriving for classes for the first week of September, the first 

semester marks the first experience for many students in a learning environment such 

as the one at NBS. Similarly, the first weeks before students arrived on campus also 

included the new teacher orientation period, as well as full staff professional 

development sessions organised by the school leaders. During this period, new teachers 
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also spent their first orientation sessions in their department, critical times for 

acclimatising to departmental practices and expectations. Further, a participant-as-

observer role was well-suited to undertaking participant observation for repeated brief 

periods throughout the data gathering cycle (Scott-Jones & Watt, 2010) 

 

Coupled to the arrival of new students and staff at NBS, the first semester of the school 

year also included celebrations and holidays central to the Chinese identity of the 

school, and to the founding of modern-day China. The most important amongst these 

were Chinese National Day, celebrated on October the first each year and involving a 

celebration of the founding of the People’s Republic of China; and Chinese New Year, 

celebrated approximately between mid to late January and mid to late February each 

year. Similarly, the first semester of school also included the traditional Western holiday 

period around Christmas and Western New Year. The significance of the events in the 

context of this research is that they also marked periods of celebration at NBS, with 

students and staff involved in community celebrations or events centred around these 

occasions. This connects the ideas of Scott-Jones and Watt (2010) that ethnographic 

fieldwork should include cycles of occurrences such as celebrations and festivals, or 

seasonally dependent activities. 

 

A second aspect of my research methodology was the adoption of a case study approach 

to my work at NBS. Case study methodology is ideal for thoroughly examining how 

people respond to complex phenomena including programs and events, and is highly 

appropriate when research questions are focused around individual experiences that 

may also be relevant to a wider audience (Lapan, Quartaroli & Reimer, 2012). Gaining 

an understanding of the actors, actions, interactions and sentiments over a period of 

time, are primary concerns of a case study, whether or not the research is undertaken 

on a single or multi-case basis (Woodside, 2010). The nature of what constitutes a “case” 

for research purposes is varied, with single cases including entities such as families, a 

class of students, a factory, a school, or an individual as defined by the focus of the 

research question (Gillham, 2000).  

 

Silverman (2010) sees a case as being defined by type. That is, if the research questions 

are investigating a specific type of organisation, then the organisation itself becomes 
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the single case, including its systems and the individuals that operate within it. Given 

the complexity of many individual cases, Silverman (2010) emphasises that effective 

case studies must therefore be bounded or focused. Baxter and Jack (2008) define case 

study boundaries as establishing what will and will not be included in the research, with 

decisions guided by the research questions. The structure of the research questions are 

of particular significance to the choice of both ethnography and case study 

methodologies in this research. In this instance, the focus of the research questions on 

exploring individual’s experiences as a way to generate a detailed and layers picture of 

how they navigate the complex environs of NBS are especially suited to the use of 

ethnography. The focus of the research questions on describing what happened and 

why it happened, lend themselves particularly well to the use of case study 

methodologies. This connects to Takahashi and Araujo’s (2020) understanding of a case 

as including both a phenomenon and population, with the population in this instance 

defined by the characteristic of the research site, and the phenomenon defined by the 

daily interactions of the participants within this environment.  

 

The selection of a case study approach also links directly to the boundaries inherent in 

the research questions and is particularly appropriate for inquiry focused on descriptive 

or explanatory questions about social processes, particularly if little is known about the 

phenomena (Swanborn, 2010). Likewise, case study approaches are well suited to 

illuminating particular phenomena where data is gathered first-hand in natural settings 

(Yin, 2006). A case study approach is ideal when seeking to explore, as opposed to 

aggregate, individual differences in thoughts, attitudes, values, behaviours and opinions 

of research participants or exploring the perspectives of different groups of stakeholders 

as they experience the same phenomenon (Swanborn, 2010). Through this lens, case 

study methodologies are seen as being ideal for generating new hypotheses and 

extremely well suited to exploratory research (Takahashi & Araujo, 2020; Gerring, 2007). 

The use case study methodologies for generating new hypothesis further links to the 

grounded theory approach to data analysis, discussed in more detail in the following 

section. 

 

Both ethnographic and case study approaches are concerned with exploring 

experiences, behaviours and answering what and why questions. As a result, both 
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approaches commonly utilise similar ways of recording data during fieldwork, including 

the three methods used in this project: participant interviews; participant observation; 

and researcher reflective diary. However, the subtle but important distinction between 

both approaches suggest that by combining the strengths of both case study and 

ethnography a clearer and more detailed picture and understanding can be built. 

 

A key difference between the two is the traditionally shorter time spent gathering data 

in the field during case studies relative to ethnographic research (Parker-Jenkins, 2016). 

As Curtis, Murphy and Shields (2014) note, it takes time to uncover depths meaning and 

reality and ethnography is ideally suited in achieving this. Parker-Jenkins (2016) 

connects this time in the field to researcher immersion and argues the immersed nature 

of the researcher means researchers employ ethnographic methodologies as opposed 

to undertake an ethnography. This subtle difference subsequently casts the researcher 

as both a voice within the research environment as well as an observer of it. The strength 

of this is that the ethnographic researcher can provide context, insight and interpret 

nuances in data and research findings that may be more difficult for the case study 

researcher to uncover (Parker-Jenkins, 2016). Combining the strengths of both 

ethnography and case study means the researcher can subsequently generate the 

intensive, detailed and nuanced data at the heart of ethnographic immersion, but that 

is limited in its scope to the boundaries of the research questions (Parker-Jenkins, 2016). 

In the context of this research, this approach means more focused observations and 

interviews can take place during field work, subsequently generating a more detailed 

and nuanced data set. 

 

Further delineating case study and ethnography, Walters (2007) sees that given their 

bounded nature, case studies can be seen as more of selection criteria in that it defines 

what is to be studied, as opposed to how it is studied. The benefit of seeing case study 

methodologies through this lens is that case studies can therefore be useful for creating 

insights into a wider population of cases or situations (Gerring, 2007). On these terms, 

a single case can be seen as representative of a greater population of individuals, groups 

or organisations that share similar traits or characteristics (Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele, 

2012). In the context of this research, the key characteristics defining the boundaries of 

the case are bilingual education, international curriculum inclusive of a local thread, an 
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approximately even number of Chinese and foreign-hire faculty and administrative staff, 

a predominantly local Chinese student body, and a Western style boarding program for 

grades 9 - 12 (Denscombe, 2010). Fundamental to both ethnography and case study 

methodologies is the use of multiple sources of data to better explore the case in as 

much detail as necessary, with the choice of data gathering methodologies largely 

dependent on the scope and purpose of the research questions (Yin, 2018). Within this, 

common case study data sources include interviews and participant observations, two 

key approaches utilised in this project, and outlined further in this proposal (Yin, 2018). 

 

The selection of participant interviews, participant observation, and researcher 

reflective diary likewise connects to the interpretive ontological and constructionist 

epistemological stances underpinning this research. For Takahashi and Araujo (2020) 

key approaches to data gathering within this ontological and epistemological framework 

centre around exploring perspective and interaction, with ethnographic case studies 

informed by interviews and observations key to this process. For Harwati (2019), 

participant observation is seen as central to the ethnographic process, providing an idea 

avenue for the venturing below the surface of social phenomena to reveal deeper 

understandings of participant’s lived realities. As noted by Mannay and Morgan (2015), 

this approach allows the researcher to consequently understand what it’s like to be 

someone else. Both of these perspectives speak to the constructed nature of reality as 

experienced by participants, with researchers anchored in interpretivist ontologies and 

constructionist epistemologies cast in the role of gatherers and interpreters (Yazan, 

2015). As key qualitative tools, both ethnography and case study approaches become 

powerful tools for exploring this environment (Takahashi & Araujo, 2020). 

 

With the exploration of individual experiences as they negotiate and solidify school 

culture lying at the heart of this project, one important aspect in helping to identify 

important themes and avenues for inquiry was the concurrent gathering and analysis of 

data. Case study design is optimal when data gathering and analysis will happen 

concurrently, particularly when information that is contradictory to previous accounts 

or the views of other groups within the research environment is uncovered (Yin, 2006). 

Data gathering and collection are not delineated chronologically but instead can happen 

interchangeably (Swanborn, 2010). In this way, a case study approach allows for 
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evolutionary changes in areas such as the focus of interview questions or observations 

as new information is uncovered or new ideas come to light (Yin, 2006). In the context 

of this research, the choice to collect and analyse data concurrently is intimately 

connected to the grounded theory approach to data analysis. As the hinge point 

between data collection and the results, the grounded theory approach to data analysis 

also informs the number of participant interviews and observations, examined in detail 

in the following section. 

 

Data Gathering and Approach to Data Analysis 

The data gathering and analysis process involved the initial coding of data according to 

themes that emerged from participant responses to the initial round of interview 

questions. Initial interview questions were guided by both participant classroom 

observations and the research questions. These initial themes subsequently informed 

avenues of inquiry for future rounds of interviews and observations were used, in turn, 

to transform or expand existing themes within the data, or acted as the basis for new 

themes (Gobo, 2008).  

 

Initially planned to take place over the course of one school semester, the data gathering 

period was extended for several weeks, concluding five weeks into the second semester. 

The primary reason for this was to allow for the considerable break in the school year of 

approximately five weeks comprising of two weeks of Winter break holidays over the 

Christmas period from late December to early January, and three weeks of Chinese New 

Year holidays from mid-January to early February. This extended the data gathering 

timeframe by five weeks from approximately twenty weeks to twenty seven weeks. 

Over the data fathering period, school leaders were interviewed a total of five times, 

with the Chinese administrator participant interviewed three times and the non-Chinese 

administrator interviewed twice. Student participants each completed two cycles of 

data gathering, with the exception of one Chinese student participant with no previous 

international education experience, who completed one interview and observation 

cycle. With each student observation entailing a forty minute observation in both a 

Chinese language and English language classroom, this amounted to a total of fourteen 

observation field notes, and seven completed interviews. For teacher participants, a 

total of eight interviews were completed. All three parent participants completed a 
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single round of data gathering, consisting of an interview, with one of these taking place 

over skype due to their country of residence being outside China. For parent 

participants, this meant a total of three interviews. Researcher reflective diary was used 

on four key occasions, corresponding to the four full faculty meetings held during the 

data gathering period. Data gathering took place according to the timeline in figure 2 

below: 

 

Figure 2: Data Gathering Timetable. 

Participant Week  
1-3 

Week  
4-6 

Week  
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1 
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Ch. teacher 
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Int 1    Int2     

Foreign 
Teacher (exp) 

 Int 1    Int 2    

For.Teacher 
(no exp) 

   Int 1     Int 2 

Foreign 
Admin 

 Int1    Int 2    

Chinese 
Admin 

Int 1    Int 2   Int 3  

Ch. Parent (no 
experience) 

      Int 1   

Ch. parent 
(experience) 

    Int 1     

Foreign 
Parent 

   Int 1      

Reflective 
Diary 

Diary 1   Diary 2 Diary 3   Diary 4  

 

A grounded theory approach to data analysis, derived from Glaserian Grounded Theory 

(Rieger, 2018), was used to build categories and codes, with NVivo being used to 

aggregate all the gathered data. Central to the data gathering approach was the 

simultaneous coding and analysis of data. Transcriptions of interviews and the 

researcher’s reflective journal were uploaded in a word format to NVivo. Similarly, 

copies of student observations were scanned and uploaded to NVivo in their original 

format that included contextualising margin notes (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2014). 

The goal of this process was to produce a detailed and multi-dimensional picture of each 

emergent theme, incorporating the widest range of participant’s experiences at NBS as 



 75 

possible. The process enabled each transcription to be coded according to themes and 

ideas that emerged from participant responses, with similar ideas and themes from 

different participants subsequently grouped together to form categories. This process 

effectively entailed a line by line, analysis of each transcription, with this process 

performed by the researcher. With the collection of subsequent data, categories were 

further refined, amalgamated, and delineated. Consequently, emergent themes 

comprised of collections of ideas and direct quotes from research participants, excerpts 

from the researcher’s reflective diary, and contextual and supporting documentation 

from participant observations. 

 

The number and regularity of both participant interviews and observations was 

informed by the aim of exploring how individual behaviours and the wider school culture 

changes over time, and the grounded theory approach to data analysis. Derived from 

Glaserian Grounded Theory (Böhm, 2004), the grounded theory approach used in this 

research aims to build ideas and explore and extend existing theories around culture 

building, language use and leadership in the third space educational environment. 

Adopting a line by line approach to text analysis (Walker & Myrick, 2006), data was 

coded initially according to themes emerging during the open coding stage (Rieger, 

2018), with these codes guiding future data gathering and analysis (Goulding, 2002). 

With the gathering of further data emergent codes were consolidated through a process 

of comparison to previous data, with the data gathering process coming to close once 

theoretical saturation of codes has been achieved (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). However, 

as Pole and Morrison (2003) highlight, and a key area of difference between Glaserian 

Grounded Theory and the approach used in this research, the use of a grounded theory 

approach to data analysis does not mean that the researcher starts the process with a 

blank page. In the context of this work the initial framework for what is being observed 

was drawn from the key themes from the research question, with the flow on effect that 

this will necessarily influence the characteristics of any emergent themes. 

 

With data gathering taking place over the course of the first semester at NBS, a key 

aspect of the ethnographic case study approach was exploring the lived experiences 

(Jeffrey & Troman, 2004) of participants, and exploring how culture formed through 

individual’s actions or beliefs and biases, with the process of ethnography likened to a 
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journey of discovery taken by the ethnographer (Pole & Morrison, 2003). Consequently, 

to best explore each participant’s journey, a recurrent research mode for data gathering 

was used. Jeffrey and Troman (2003) define the recurrent mode as being guided by 

temporal regularity, that is, data gathering taking place at regular intervals over the 

course of the full data gathering cycle. The recurrent mode is well suited to creating a 

documentary style narrative and is particularly useful for exploring changes in student 

behaviours over time (Jeffrey & Troman, 2003).  

 

An aspect of a grounded theory approach to data analysis used to guide the total 

number of observations and interviews for this research, was the idea of theoretical 

saturation (Gobo, 2008). Theoretical saturation suggests that when additional data fails 

to contribute more meaning, deeper understandings, or additional ideas, the researcher 

will gain no further insight from continuing the data gathering process and can therefore 

cease. Put simply, when the analysis of new data adds no new themes or ideas, the point 

of theoretical saturation will have been reached (Pole & Morrison, 2003). Each round of 

data gathering for this research included all participants from the research 

demographic. For example, a round of student data was comprised of both the 

observation and interviews from each student participant, and so on for each 

demographic. Based on this, the aim of the data gathering process was to either 

conclude at the end of the first semester of the school year or when a point of 

theoretical saturation was reached. In this case, that meant that data analysis generated 

no new themes, ideas or did not add further depth to existing themes. 

 

The data generated throughout this project took two original forms: written student 

participant observations and the researcher’s reflective diary; and audio recordings of 

participant interviews for each participant. As a preface to analysis, audio recordings 

were transcribed, with data analysis utilising these combined textual representations. A 

verbatim transcription approach was used in order to best represent the voice and 

sentiment of the participants in an authentic manner (Kvale, 2011).  

 

As data was gathered, backup copies of the original material were produced, with one 

copy of the data stored on the local computer for use with data analysis, with a copy 

stored on a removable hard drive. Primary data files on both the computer and 
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removable hard drive were stored in password protected files with the back-up copy 

serving as protection against unforeseen damage or loss of the primary files. Both the 

storage in secure folders, and the use of secure copies aligned with university guidelines 

on research data management. Interview transcriptions were also be stored in a 

transcription service secure online repository service, as a means to protect my research 

against unforeseeable losses or accidents of both hard drive and computer (Denscombe, 

2010). The coding of data was undertaken using NVivo, importing typed transcripts and 

field notes as the main process of accumulating data (Bazeley & Richards, 2000). NVivo 

is a licensed and dedicated data analysis platform loaded onto the local computer, and 

a copy of the data analysis file was likewise stored on a removable hard drive and 

updated regularly to ensure currency should the back-up file be needed to replace the 

original. In line with a grounded approach, initial coding of data commenced 

immediately after observations and interviews. In the first instance, data organisation 

was guided by key emergent concepts in the data (Stake, 2010), with the purpose of 

identifying as many different concepts within the data as possible (Bryant & Charmaz, 

2007). 

 

Upon the completion of each round of data gathering, data was sorted according to 

emergent categories (O’Reilly, 2012). A thematic approach to data sorting aligns closely 

with the focus of the research questions, that being to examine experiences, practices, 

meanings and insights as my participants negotiate the greater school environment. Of 

particular concern to the research questions were potential rub points, or areas of 

conflict. These were examined thematically to offer responses to the research questions 

specifically concerned with individual or group narratives as they experience the school 

from their individual and collective perspectives. Central to this method of exploring 

different perspectives of daily life at NBS, was the need to gather accounts from the 

broadest selection of demographics of school community members. To achieve this, a 

representative sample approach to participant selection, as explored in the following 

section, was used. 

 

Selection of Participants 

Research participants were selected primarily on the basis of being typical, or 

representative, of the school population. Hays and Singh (2012) note that demographic 
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factors such as gender, race or ethnicity, and ability, or criteria such as institutional roles 

are useful for constructing categories or typologies for identifying research participants. 

By taking a purposive sampling approach to the NBS population the wholeness of the 

case is preserved (Silverman, 2010). That is, that the diversity of the school and faculty 

populations can be adequately represented throughout the research. In consideration 

of both the research questions and the underlying philosophies of the school, a typology 

of participant characteristics was developed.  

 

Specifically, in the case of NBS, a sampling process based on demographic information 

relating to the following was used:  

 

• Student’s previous experience in an international education program, or in an 

international school;  

• Faculty and administration staff sample selection based on degree of experience 

within an international school or an international education program;  

• Participant cultural background and first language preference.  

 

Central to the use of a student’s previous experience in international education 

programs as a key demographic descriptor are the educational philosophies likely to be 

encountered at an international school and the educational experiences and 

expectations encountered within a classroom adhering to an international curriculum. 

Most importantly, pupils with experience in international education would possess a 

degree of familiarity with Constructivist education philosophies – at least in practice – 

with pupil inquiry and critical thinking central to the process of learning (Nisbet, 2014). 

Likewise, students familiar with an international curriculum such as the International 

Baccalaureate, the US Advanced Placement program, or International Cambridge 

programs including the IGCSE would similarly possess a higher exposure to learning in 

an English language classroom.  

 

The significance of education experience in an international school consequently places 

participants on a continuum in terms of understanding the philosophy and expectations 

of a school following an international curriculum, the likely exposure to learning in a 

second language and the probable ease of adjustment to the requirements of learning 
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in an international school environment. This consequently allowed for greater 

comparison and contrasting of student experiences as they navigated their daily school 

routines, adding nuance to both the data set ands the conclusions drawn from it. 

 

Important conditions for participation in the research were its voluntary nature, and the 

ability of participants to withdraw at any point throughout the data gathering process. 

The aim was to select participants who have previous experience in bilingual, 

international education or international schools as well as those with no prior 

experience to ensure the widest scope is included within the research data. Likewise, 

with individual’s approaches to navigating and creating institutional culture a key aspect 

of the study, an important facet of participant selection was to include individuals with 

different cultural experiences and norms. This purposeful approach is ideal for 

representing typical cases within descriptive case studies by adequately representing 

the distinguishing features of subgroups within the case as a whole (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

By identifying and including what can be classed as typical demographics at NBS within 

my research, the research findings gain increased relevance to other similar schools or 

education organisations (Denscombe, 2010). By selecting participants purposively, 

typical diversity can be ensured, allowing for the perspective of each subgroup to be 

represented in the research findings (O’Reilly, 2012). 

 

The following criteria were consequently used for selecting research participants: 

 

Students and Family (7 Participants total): 

• 2 Ethnically Chinese students with no previous experience of international 

education or education outside of mainland China and 

▪ One of the parents of one these students; 

• 1 Ethnically Chinese student with previous international education experience 

and one of his/her parents; 

• 1 non-Chinese student with or without previous international education 

experience and one of his/her parents. 

 

Teachers (4 Participants total):  

• 1 non-Chinese teacher with no prior experience in international education; 
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• 1 non-Chinese teacher with some prior experience in international education; 

• 1 ethnically Chinese teacher with no prior international education experience or 

training; 

• 1 Ethnically Chinese teacher with some prior international education experience 

or training outside of mainland China. 

 

School Leaders (2 Participants total): 

• 1 Ethnically Chinese administrator; 

• 1 Non-Chinese administrator. 

 

The inclusion of thirteen total participants in my research meant each subgroup within 

the NBS population was represented, facilitating in-depth data gathering aimed at 

generating a cohesive picture of the organisation as a whole (Denscombe, 2010). With 

an aim of selecting students at a similar educational stage, student participants were 

selected from the NBS middle school program between grades 7 - 10 (Silverman, 2010). 

Likewise, a further condition for all my student, administrator and teaching faculty 

research participants was English language competence, with all participants needing to 

able to communicate their ideas effectively in English as a precaution against translation 

errors during the data collection or transcription process (Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele, 

2012). However, given the nature of the parent body, with a significant proportion of 

Chinese parents having spent their schooling and professional years in China, one parent 

chose to express themselves in Chinese to better convey their ideas and experiences. In 

this case, a translation service was utilised to translate these answers accurately into 

English for upload to NVivo. It is important to note that none of the student participants 

were selected from classes taught by the researcher, or were residents on the 

residential floor assigned to the researcher in their role within the residential program. 

 

The primary methods of gathering participant data gathering were  approaches that are 

common to both case study and ethnographic methodologies; participant observation, 

semi-structured interviews and researcher reflective diary. 

 

Addressing issues of potential participant bias, Onwuegbuzie, Leech and Collins (2010) 

see this as a process whereby there is an influence on the participants by the researcher, 
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and vice versa. In the context of this research, two key areas of potential bias are of 

particular significance: selection bias as it relates to the research participants; and 

participant biases connected to social desirability and participant reactivity (Meisters, 

Hoffmann & Musch, 2020; Smith & Noble, 2014). 

 

A critical contributing factor to extant selection bias is the need for participants to have 

sufficient English language proficiency. This consequently placed limits on the 

proportion of the school student population who were eligible for participation in this 

research. To best address this, participant selection was undertaken to ensure the 

broadest range of experiences (Smith & Noble, 2014), with Chinese students with no 

previous international education experience including two students in order to provide 

both a reflexive lens and to provide perspective and social, cultural and linguistic 

coverage.  

 

A second key source of potential bias lies in the ideas of social desirability and participant 

reactivity. Social desirability in this research is connected to a participant’s likelihood of 

underreporting a behaviour or idea they feel is socially undesirable so as to either curate 

how they are seen by the researcher, or as a result of unconscious bias that results due 

to a desire to maintain a positive self concept (Latkin, Edwards, Davey-Rothwell, & 

Tobin, 2017). Consequently, participants may give answers they feel conform to an 

expected social norm, reducing the veracity of any collected data (Meisters, Hoffmann 

& Musch, 2020). Similarly, participant reactivity – the process by which participants may 

change their behaviour to adhere to what they believe will show then in a favourable 

light – possesses the potential to reduce the accuracy of data and therefore of 

conclusions drawn from data (Pattinson & Shagott, 2015). 

 

The first key strategy used to address potential social desirability and participant 

reactivity was the use of a grounded theory approach. The use of a grounded theory 

approach to data analysis consequently meant that individual’s responses to semi-

structured interview questions, or individual observation notes made in individual 

student participant classrooms were collated as a single data set, from which key 

themes emerged. This meant that data obtained from research participants was 

essentially referenced against each other, minimising the opportunity for single 
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occurrences in the data to exert significant influence over the emergent themes. 

Secondly, with data gathering and analysis taking place concurrently, data obtained in 

earlier interviews with individual participants could be checked and revisited in later 

interviews with the same participant, and the ideas and themes drawn from this could 

likewise be revisited with other participants. The key outcome of this was that potential 

social desirability bias and participant reactivity could be moderated effectively. 

 

The second strategy utilised to address potential participant reactivity and social 

desirability bias was the use of observations as a way help guide interview questions 

with student participants. Addressing potential social desirability bias, by undertaking 

observations prior to interviews with student participants, observed behaviours could 

be used as the basis for inquiry and questions as opposed to participant perceptions. 

This meant participant answers were less likely to be influenced by a perceived pressure 

to answer in a particular manner that adhered with participant ideas of social 

correctness (Pattinson & Shagott, 2015).  

 

The following section subsequently discusses the use of participant observation, semi-

structured interviews and researcher reflective diary in detail. 

 

Participant Observation 

Multiple approaches exist for ethnographic data gathering, including direct 

observations, informal discussions and structured discussions about found objects - that 

is items such as artworks or photographs presented to the participant as a means of 

eliciting thoughts, reactions or ideas (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). Most commonly, 

ethnographic methodology is associated with direct participant observation within their 

environment, with the researcher being the main tool for gathering data (Somekh & 

Lewin, 2005). Denscombe (2010) identifies direct observation as vital for producing 

detailed data of phenomena, and as being best able to pick up subtleties and nuances 

unavailable through the analysis of second-hand data or participant statements or 

responses. Unique advantages of participant observation are that it provides the 

researcher with access to behind the scenes culture, provides access to events that are 

largely unscripted and possibly unscheduled, and allows the researcher to record many 

non-verbal forms of communication: who interacts with who, how that interaction takes 
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place, and how long it takes individuals to perform tasks (Kawulich, 2005). Regardless of 

the role adopted by ethnographer, participant observation positions the researcher to 

experience the real-life routines of the participants, subsequently enabling the 

researcher to compile multi-layered and deep descriptions (Scott-Jones & Watt, 2010).  

 

During this research, the researcher adopted a participant-as-observer role within the 

group, defined essentially as an objective observational perspective, though inclusive of 

some interaction and participation (Bryman, 2016). A participant-as-observer role is well 

suited to undertaking participant observation for repeated brief periods throughout the 

data gathering cycle (Scott-Jones & Watt, 2010). This partly detached role of participant-

as-observer meant I was be best able to maintain my role as a teacher, whilst 

undertaking periodic observations and conversations with students, teachers, parents 

and administrators. A key strength of the recurrent mode of observation is that it is 

particularly well suited to creating a documentary style narrative and for exploring 

changes in participant behaviours over time (Jeffrey & Troman, 2003). This periodic, 

recurrent student participant observation data likewise links directly to the research 

questions of how students experience education in a hybrid Chinese-International 

school; how learning is negotiated by students in Chinese and English speaking 

classrooms; and how students develop school cultural and linguistic practices. 

 

Similar to the differing researcher roles, Schensul and LeCompte (2013) see approaches 

to observation as occurring on a continuum from structured, observation and recording 

for specific behaviours only according to predetermined criteria, to unstructured with 

the focus on holistic recording of the environment including contextual details and 

subtleties such as body language (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). As an overt researcher within 

NBS, assuming a participant-as-observer role, a semi-structured observation data 

gathering strategy was used. Semi-structured observation essentially combines the 

open-ended approach of unstructured observation for gathering holistic data, whilst at 

the same time extracting information about specific behaviours (Schensul & LeCompte, 

2013). Semi-structured observations require the researcher to make prior decisions 

about what will be the main foci of the observation, with this decision commonly guided 

by the participants’ responses or insights during interviews (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). In 

the first instance, with observations taking place prior to interviews for student 
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participants, key behaviours being observed were bounded by the nature of the 

research questions, and were focused on language use behaviours and peer interaction 

of students in their regular classroom settings. Schensul and LeCompte (2013) promote 

a semi-structured approach as ideal for conducting classroom observations, where 

behaviours or roles are somewhat regimented or proscribed, as it allows the researcher 

to focus on incidences of behavioural repetition or deviation as individuals respond to 

particular circumstances or stimuli. 

 

Student observation in the classroom provides the best opportunity to investigate and 

record student participant behaviours as they progress through regular daily routines in 

different classes. Specifically, each observation was planned to include two lessons: one 

forty minute lesson, or half of a double lesson, delivered in Chinese by a Chinese teacher; 

one forty minute lesson, or half of a double lesson delivered in English by a Non-Chinese 

teacher, with each observation totalling 80 minutes of class time. Where practical, more 

than one student participant was present in each class observed, though this was 

subject to timetabling. Undertaking classroom observations allowed for the exploration 

of key concepts pertinent to the research questions, particularly: 

• The different sets of behaviours students adopted in middle school classes led 

by Chinese and Western teachers and how these adapted or changed over time; 

• The different language use and peer interaction dynamics student’s utilised in 

Chinese and Western middle classrooms and how these transformed as the 

semester progressed; 

• The different classroom pedagogical experiences and expectations students 

were exposed to as part of their daily learning routines; 

• The learning environment characteristics of NBS Middle School. 

 

Each participant observation consisting of two separate forty minute blocks equates to 

the equivalent of two full individual classes. Observations notes were recorded using an 

annotated tick box matrix created by the researcher to record instances of different 

behaviours within the classroom, with annotations providing contextual detail. Initially 

written by hand, classroom observation notes were scanned in their original form into 

an electronic format for data analysis.  
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The tick box matrix was organised as a single page, four by five grid. Each grid box 

contained a simple behaviour descriptor derived from the research questions specific to 

student behaviours, with space within the grid box to record, by using ticks, the number 

of times throughout the observation a student was observed to exhibit the behaviour. 

Behaviour descriptors were specifically focused around pupil learning behaviours and 

preferences with language use in class, with a key use of the tool being to highlight 

difference in learning approaches and language use between Chinese and English 

speaking classrooms. Contextual information was able to the written in spaces around 

the matrix.  Lesson observation information, including the participant name, time and 

date of the observation, participant demographic details and the number of the 

observation were recorded at the top of each matrix sheet. 

 

Descriptors were organised and written to record the following core themes: 

• Distraction of peers or by peers; 

• Willingness to participate in class discussions or answer questions; 

• The use of both Chinese and English language in class either during group work 

or off task behaviour. 

• Focus on tasks and active learning behaviours. 

 

The purpose of the tick box matrix was to provide a close up view of student learning 

and classroom behaviours through the lens of the research question. This reflects the 

pursuit of rigour and credibility in this research by firstly presenting accurate 

descriptions of the behaviour or students against a common set of observational criteria 

related to the research questions, and secondly by using the observational data as the 

basis for interview questions (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). This second use of the 

observational data as a springboard for deeper inquiry during interviews consequently 

allowed for greater depth to each participants narrative, adding to both the richness of 

nuance of the research data (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). 

 

Despite focusing on the numerical recording of behaviours as well as some contextual 

information, the tick box matrix was designed primarily as a qualitative tool to work in 

tandem with participant interviews. Subsequently, questions of validity and reliability – 

primarily concerns relating to the design and use of quantitative data gathering tools -  
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are best addressed holistically by exploring the role and purpose of the tick box matrix 

within the overall structure of the research (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). 

 

Student observations were carried out in a range of classes. In Chinese speaking 

classrooms, pupils were streamed according to language ability in Chinese, divided 

between Chinese language acquisition for non-Chinese pupils, and Chinese language 

and literature for Chinese pupils. Indeed, language classes were one of the only classes 

streamed on language ability that student participants would experience throughout 

their timetable, the others being Chinese History – a subject attended only by Chinese 

students – and English language and literature. Mathematics was likewise streamed, but 

with all mathematics classes designated to be delivered in English, these were streamed 

on mathematical attainment, not on English language proficiency. Every other subject 

group including English language, Humanities subjects such as History, Economics and 

Business, the Sciences, Physical Education, and Art and Design were delivered in English 

and not streamed according to language ability or other methods, with Chinese cultural 

subjects delivered in Chinese and also not streamed. 

 

The fact that pupils were observed in classes that were not streamed is significant in 

that it helps to isolate a student’s confidence and skills in English as a key factor in their 

communication behaviour in classes as opposed to any pre-existing subject aptitude or 

skills. This also allowed for comparison between student behaviours in different non-

streamed classes to be compared, and for behaviours between streamed and non-

streamed to be examined. 

 

Alongside participant observation for student participants, semi structured interviews 

were utilised for all participants. Where possible, these took place face-to-face, with the 

only exception to this being the parent of the non-Chinese student taking place via video 

conferencing due to the student’s parents residing outside China. With each student 

observation preceding its partner interview, observations contributed to themes 

explored during interviews. Given the symbiotic nature of each observation and 

interview, a primary aim was to schedule interviews in the same school week as each 

observation where possible. 
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Semi structured Interviews 

Participant interviews serve the primary purposes of obtaining unique information or 

insights from participants directly or eliciting understandings that the researcher is 

unable to directly observe themselves (Stake, 2010). In particular, participant interviews 

are highly effective in exploring individual’s attitudes, emotions and experiences in great 

detail and often provide a more secure environment for participant and researcher to 

explore potentially sensitive or personal information (Denscombe, 2010). An important 

aspect of interviews is that they offer the opportunity to explore how respondents arrive 

at their conclusions, giving insight into the mental processes employed by participants 

(Gerring, 2007). As Anderson-Levitt (2006) contends, interviews are ideal at making 

accessible to the researcher what the participants are thinking, information not visible 

to the researcher during participant observations. In the context of this research, 

student participant interviews took a portion of their direction from student observation 

notes with the goal of exploring the motivations behind student actions and behaviours. 

 

The use of semi-structured interviews was primarily related to structure of the research 

questions. Semi-structured interviews take a flexible approach where the interviewee is 

allowed the space to develop ideas or speak more widely on the questions or themes 

presented by the interviewer (Denscombe, 2010). A semi-structured approach means 

the interviewee can deviate from the interviewer’s question schedule somewhat and 

include information that is not explicitly asked for but may be related or relevant to the 

interviewer’s key topics in some way (Freebody, 2003). This allows a reactive approach 

where the interviewer can choose to explore a thought or idea by asking questions 

aimed at adding detail or depth to interviewee responses (Bryman, 2016). In the case of 

interviews with parents, administrators and teachers, key themes from the research 

questions, as well as observations from the researcher’s reflective diary, were be used 

as general guide to questions. 

 

Both teacher and student interviews were planned for a maximum one hour duration. 

The teacher interviews taking place in a mutually acceptable environment within the 

school campus proper or the faculty apartments, and student interviews being 

conducted in one of the high visibility study rooms, glass walled individual or small group 

work rooms, either in the main school building or boarding house common area, 
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depending on the time of day the interview occurred. Further consideration of student 

participant/researcher interview location is given the Ethical Considerations section of 

this proposal. An interview guide to provide a basic interview structure and serve as a 

focus point for beginning my interviews, was used (Bryman, 2016). Using an interview 

guide meant that participant interviews could remain somewhat open ended around 

core ideas, whilst allowing the interviewer latitude for ad hoc follow up questions 

(Freebody, 2003) and the interviewee the space to talk about things that are relevant to 

them. Guided by research questions, interview question schedules were based on the 

following themes: 

 

• Student and teacher experiences in the classroom: 

▪ Approaches to language use, triumphs and setbacks; 

▪ Teacher approaches to teaching and changes over time; 

▪ Student experiences in the Chinese and Western classroom; 

▪ Classroom expectations 

• Student and teacher thoughts and experiences with school culture and how 

school culture is changing and developing over time 

• Teacher experiences with collegiality; 

▪ Experiences with leadership; 

▪ Experiences in navigating the multi-cultural and multi paradigm 

nature of the NBS faculty environment; 

• Student and teacher experiences of the IB Middle Years Programme with the 

embedded Chinese thread. 

 

Audio recordings were be made of each interview, subsequently transcribed into a word 

file (Freebody, 2003), with recording done electronically using a digital recorder and 

subsequent transcriptions both typed and printed out, as well as stored electronically 

utilising a dedicated portable hard drive. Post transcription, a member checking process 

was used, (Hays & Singh, 2012), where interviewees were provided a copy of their 

interview transcript to ensure that their thoughts and answers were accurately and 

faithfully represented. Member checking also allowed the interviewer to clarify any 

ambiguity in interviewee answers (Hays & Singh, 2012; Simons, 2005).  
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Reflective Journal 

The third approach to gathering data was the use of a researcher reflective diary. The 

reflective journal served two key purposes: to provide an additional layer of contextual 

data; and to provide a reflexive filter for both interview questions and data analysis. On 

this second point in particular, the reflective diary was focused around researcher 

experiences and observations during both informal and formal whole school and faculty 

events. Examples of these events are faculty meeting, and formal and compulsory 

community dinners. During these occasions, ranging in duration from half an hour to an 

hour, observation notes were complied that recorded the room or space in which the 

meeting took place including how chairs or other furniture were arranged, how the 

attendees were dispersed including where they were sitting and who they were sitting 

in proximity to, and notable attendee behaviours regarding participation or distraction. 

Reflective journal entries were be recorded manually using hand written field notes in a 

notebook, then transcribed and stored on a non-school computer, with copies kept on 

an external hard drive as a means of securing data.  

 

In the context of my research, use of a reflective journal added value to both the product 

and the process by helping serve as a tool for guiding, reformulating and focusing 

interview questions (Ortlipp, 2008). Observed behaviours subsequently served as a basis 

for discussion, or for helping to clarify interview responses (Janesick, 1998). The 

reflective diary consequently introduced regular opportunities for researcher reflexivity 

by providing the opportunity to observe social settings through the lens of conclusions 

that had been drawn from existing data analysis. This process meant that researcher 

thinking and the conclusions drawn from data could be made visible, adding 

transparency to the data analysis process (Ortlipp, 2008). In particular, conclusions 

drawn about the development of school culture, and the practices of school leaders in 

managing and shaping this, could be observed outside the context of both classroom 

observations and interviews. This added nuance to conclusions drawn from the data, 

consequently helping to reduce potential elements of researcher bias in the data 

analysis process (Agee, 2009).  

 

Methodologically, using the reflective diary to refine interview questions and avenues 

for inquiry add to the ability of the researcher to more adequately understand the 
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experiences and ideas of the research participants, serving to make interpretations of 

participant stories more pointed and meaningful (Agee, 2009). The idea of more 

adequately telling participant’s stories connects to the idea that though the researcher 

is the primary tool for telling and interpreting the stories of participants, it is the 

participants themselves who’s narratives form the collective story of the organisation 

(Agee, 2009). With key dimensions of the researcher such as language, history, 

expectations and experiences inherently exerting interpretive pressure on data analysis, 

the use of the reflective diary helped the researcher question conclusions and decisions 

and evaluate conclusions (Mosurska, 2021). Key to this was the opportunity for the 

researcher to view school events through conclusions and themes from the data, 

allowing for the further refinement of ideas and connections. 

 

Coupled to this, the grounded theory approach utilised in this research was also further 

strengthened by the use of the reflective diary, providing a critical reference point for 

the interrogation of emergent themes (Agee, 2009). This allowed the researcher to 

examine personal positionality (Orange, 2016) when describing emergent themes, with 

whole school meetings being an ideal theater in which to reinforce or provide the 

impetus to amend conclusions (Agee, 2009). A central focus of understanding 

researcher positionality was the researcher’s simultaneous position as both a member 

of the school community and an observer. The reflective diary approach therefore 

allowed the researcher to create a degree of separation between these two states 

(Ortlipp, 2008). The use of reflective journal entries was dictated by the regularity of 

events and was envisaged as a supporting document to the two primary data gathering 

approaches of participant observation and semi-structured interviews. This meant that 

in the first instance reflective diary entries were used to evaluate conclusions, or 

critically examine what had gone before; and in the second instance used to develop 

questions and areas for future inquiry (Ortlipp, 2008). This was especially salient when 

examining how the behaviours of individuals changed or was adapted over time, 

providing a means of informally evaluating conclusions related to cultural change 

formulated by the researcher.  

 

In many ways, the researcher reflective diary utilised in the this research mirrors the 

purpose and role of memoing in qualitative research. For instance, both the reflective 
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diary approach and the use of memos provide a mechanism by which the researcher can 

engage more deeply with the data and the conclusions generated, and both memos and 

reflective diaries act to provide the researcher with a reflexive tool for adapting and 

modifying research methodologies and lines of inquiry (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 

2008). Similarly, both memos and the reflective diary approach used in this research 

provide support to other means of gathering data though the provision of context that 

adds nuance (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008). A critical difference between these two 

approaches in the context of this research, however, is the common use of memos as a 

means to document decision trails and the researcher’s perspectives throughout the 

research process, with the researcher reflective diary not envisaged to be, nor used in 

this manner (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008). Though both reflective diary and memos 

are strongly connected to the use of grounded theory approaches, the process of 

reflecting on, and amalgamating, emergent themes was undertaken in this research 

during the data analysis process in Nvivo, precipitated by the addition and coding of new 

classroom observation and interview data. In this context, the use of the reflective diary 

was primarily as a complementary data source and to help structure a reflexive space, 

and was not utilised as means of evaluating methodology or as a researcher process 

journal (Arendt & Nuru, 2018).  

 

Ethical Considerations 

This section discusses proposed approaches to addressing ethical considerations 

regarding the research project. This will be approached initially from an institutional 

standpoint, that is, ethically managing access to the research site, progressing through 

to discussion and strategies for addressing the ethical considerations for each 

demographic within my research participants. Underpinning the ethical approach to this 

project was the ideas of minimising harm to the research participants, respecting 

participant autonomy including the ability of participants to withdraw at any time, 

protecting the privacy of participants, offering reciprocity – that is being clear about 

what benefits or otherwise participants will receive through their participation - and, 

lastly, equal treatment of all participants regardless of their demographic (Hammersley 

& Traianou, 2012).  

Ethical approval for this project was obtained through the university ethics approval 
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process. Approval to undertake research of this project was granted under the ethics 

approval number H16082, for the twelve-month period from the 3rd June 2016, to the 

2nd June 2017. Data for this project was collected during the first semester of the 2016 

– 17 school year, spanning an approximately twenty five week period from September 

2016 to the end of February 2017. 

Silverman (2010) identifies permission and access as evolving negotiations, not a one-

stage process, with continued acceptance and access to different parts of the research 

site a product of bottom-up negotiation. This essentially means, regular dialogue or 

discussion between the researcher and different individuals within the group itself. This 

approach was used throughout this project in the form of regular communication and 

negotiation for events such as suitable times and locations for participant interviews, or 

the necessity for rescheduling or changing observation or interview times. This links 

directly to ideas of informed consent, with research participants seen as partners in the 

data gathering process (Denscombe, 2010), with a focus on minimising disruptions or 

unduly burdening participants. 

 

Acknowledging the inherent power dynamics between teacher and student, a key 

criterion of student participant selection was that they were not students within classes 

taught by the researcher, or residential students on the researcher’s assigned residential 

floor. In the first instance, this significantly reduces underlying issues whereby students 

could feel under obligation to continue with research participation and removes ideas 

that participation in the research could result in preferential treatment within a 

classroom environment. Inherent in this too, was the focus of reducing the researcher’s 

influence on student responses: that is, students selected from classes taught by the 

researcher may feel pressure to shape their answers in accordance with what they 

believe the researcher wants to hear. Student participation, based particularly around 

students not directly taught, or who are not assigned to the researcher in a 

social/emotional wellbeing role, attempted to reduce this. Similarly, this reduced the 

potential for the families of student participants to feel obligated to continue their 

participation with the perception that not continuing to do so could influence their 

child’s experiences or treatment. Likewise, location of student participant /researcher 

interviews was be selected with consideration to ensuring the safety of both parties. 
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Underpinning the equalising the power dynamics between research participants and 

researcher and maintaining informed consent was the idea of full disclosure (Gobo, 

2008). This meant the purpose of the research, including an explanation of the research 

questions, how data would be used and stored, and how participants in the research 

and how anonymity would be maintained was fully explained to participants. The goal 

of this approach was to create a non-threatening environment that was non-hierarchical 

and in which participants felt and understood that they were partners in the research 

as opposed to research subjects (Karnieli-Miller, Strier & Pessach, 2009). A further 

critical aspect of empowering participants as partners in the research process was the 

process of ownership of data (Russell & Barley, 2020). In the first instance, this connects 

to the processes of informed consent and participant selection, further reinforced by 

the process of participant checking, with interview transcripts provided to participants 

for checking and verification. This ensured that participants could clarify any aspect of 

interviews they felt was unclear prior to the commencement of data analysis. 

 

Student interviews took place in a high visibility area within the boarding house common 

area or the main school buildings, in a glass walled group study room, or interview room. 

Justifying this selection was the desire to have the interview as visible as possible, whilst 

still affording the student and researcher conversational privacy. Contextualising this 

choice of interview location for students was also the commonality with which teachers 

worked with students in these environments both in after-school revision sessions and 

during designated evening homework times. This meant that a teacher working with a 

student in these locations would be seen as a normal and everyday part of school life 

from the perspective of other members of the NBS community. Parallel to this, duty staff 

in the boarding house, or study hall teachers in the main school building were be notified 

of the interview timetable and location, though not that nature of the session, with the 

student being made aware of which other teachers were close by, and where to find 

them. In the boarding house in particular, the duty staff member was be notified at the 

conclusion of the interview so the student could be accounted for during normal 

boarding house routines or expectations. As a front-loading strategy, interview times 

and places were negotiated and agreed upon well in advance to allow boarding house 
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duty staff and student participants to prepare and organise their time adequately and 

reduce any burden of surprise. 

 

Within the context of this study, research involving professional peers as participants 

likewise raises ethical questions in term of perceived cultural power or social 

imbalances. Similarly, in the context of school leaders or administrators, questions as to 

how potentially sensitive data are protected or discussed in a way that protects both 

researcher and participant are central ethical questions. 

 

A two-tiered approach to the ongoing management of these ethical questions was 

subsequently used, linked to creating a mutually respectful system of regular 

communication between researcher and participants and maintaining ongoing 

reinforcement of informed consent, the right of withdrawal and data protection 

strategies. To best facilitate this, teacher and administrator participants had existing 

professional relationships with the researcher. Utilising this approach aimed to create 

an atmosphere of professional trust between researcher and participant, and create a 

sense of ethics by aspiration, not ethics by obligation (Wang, 2013). Put simply, that the 

researcher and participant shared a common ownership of the school space, with both 

invested in the success of each other as professional colleagues within the school 

environment, and with both sharing common ground as members of the school 

community.  

 

As a further strategy to build open and honest relationships with research participants, 

a philosophy of reciprocity with participants was adopted (Gobo, 2008). This reciprocity 

entailed full disclosure and sharing of the purpose of the research, the researcher’s 

background and position within the school in as far as professional standing, and the 

position of the participants not as members of an experiment, but as co-contributors 

and shareholders in the research process (Gobo, 2008).  

 

Whilst anticipating each and every ethical issue that may arise in the field may be 

difficult (Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele, 2012), the goal was to formulate an approach to the 

research that minimised the risk of physical and emotional harm to participants 

(Denscombe, 2010). From the outset, the role of the researcher was overt (Bryman, 
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2016), with the research focus shared with key individuals at NBS through formal letters 

as a precursor to seeking access to the research site. Immediately after official access 

permission was granted, participant informed consent was established with research 

participant wellbeing underpinned by the explicitly stated understanding that 

participation in the research remained voluntary throughout, with participants made 

aware that they could withdraw at any time (Scott-Jones & Watt, 2010). For school 

faculty member participants and student families, informed consent was sought 

directly, stressing the structure and purpose of the research and the nature of their 

involvement. For student participants, informed consent was be two-fold: agreement 

from the student’s parent or parents, as well as from the student themselves (Tangen, 

2014). 

 

Informed consent was structured around agreements on the following (Denscombe, 

2010) that aligned with university guidelines on data storage and project ethics 

approval: 

 

• Participants will not be identified by name or distinguishing features that could 

reasonably be used for identification in field notes, observations or 

transcriptions, with a stated commitment to maintaining participant anonymity 

both during and after the research; 

• Transcriptions and other research notes and materials to be kept securely when 

not in use in order to prevent alteration, unauthorised access of loss of data; 

• Data will remain confidential, not to be shared with other parties either within 

the sample group or in the wider school community; 

• Participants will be fully informed of my research purpose as part of the informed 

consent process though a formal letter printed on the approved university 

letterhead; 

• Parental permission will be obtained formally in writing prior to students being 

approached and engaged as research participants, with permission sheets 

printed on an approved university letterhead. 

(Denscombe, 2010) 
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Coupled with informed consent was negotiation and communication with each 

participant prior to each observation and interview as a means of building and 

maintaining trust between researcher and participant (Stake, 2010). This rolling 

informed consent (Somekh & Lewin, 2005) model allowed the researcher to keep 

participants fully informed and properly protected in light of new and unforeseen ethical 

considerations that may have arisen as the research process progressed and evolved. 

This included reiterating to participants that they could refuse to answer some questions 

or withdraw from interviews at any time during the process (Bryman, 2016). 

 

In the case of potentially criminal or abusive behaviour being discovered during the 

research process, decisions of confidentiality were to be addressed in light of legal 

obligations within the People’s Republic of China (Denscombe, 2010), and the 

researcher’s contractual and professional obligations as a member of the NBS teaching 

faculty (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). Particularly in the case of student participants, the 

initial contact in such cases was to be the NBS Head of School after discussion with the 

student themselves and an explanation of my duty of care as a teacher and member of 

the NBS community. 

 

In order to secure and protect electronic and hand-written data, all physical records 

were secured within the researcher’s personal home workspace, not accessible to any 

other members of the NBS community, or outside individuals. Electronic data was stored 

in original form on an external hard-drive and password protected computer, with data 

analysis conducted using a personal computer not supplied or under the auspices of the 

school (Stake 2010). Similarly, electronic and hand-written information was stored with 

research participant identifiers that did not include references to the participant’s 

names, addresses or other personal information (Bryman, 2016). As an added 

precaution, internet connection, though provided by NBS for all faculty, was protected 

from school, and Chinese government, surveillance through the use of a Virtual Private 

Network (VPN) connection as standard procedure (Denscombe, 2010; Vogt, Gardner & 

Haeffele, 2012). 

 
An important criticism of ethnographic research approaches is the potential for 

researcher bias. This is connected to questions of how the researcher’s social position, 
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including aspects such as cultural background and status as an expatriate member of 

the school community, may influence aspects of the research such as the questions that 

are asked of research participants and how concepts within the data are identified 

(Lichterman, 2017). In a broader sense, addressing this criticism in the context of this 

research involves ongoing examination of the forces shaping the world view of the 

researcher and how these may manifest in the research itself (Townsend & Cushion, 

2021). 

 

Addressing the issue of the potential for researcher bias, an interpretive reflexive 

approach to the organisation and interpretation of data was utilised (Lichterman, 2017). 

In general terms, and in the context of this research, the interpretive reflexive approach 

sought to add transparency and increase the epistemological consistency to the 

research findings by illustrating how conclusions were formulated (Lichterman, 2017). 

Consequently, the results chapter of this research presents both key themes iterated 

from the data, as well as examples taken from the raw data itself that are indicative of 

the greater data set. This interpretive reflexivity (Lichterman, 2017) therefore sought to 

minimise potential researcher bias by presenting the conclusions and process used to 

formulate these conclusions. 

 

The interpretive reflexive approach to presenting findings and conclusions is also 

mirrored by the methodologically reflexive (O’Reilly, 2012) approach utilised in the 

organisation and carrying out of the data gathering process. Central to this is the answer 

of how the research was undertaken including details of the research setting, timelines 

for data gathering and the approaches utilised for data analysis (O’Reilly, 2012). 

Connected to interpretive reflexivity, the methodologically reflexive approach helps to 

build transparency in both the ethnographic process and consistency in the results and 

conclusions (Lichterman, 2017; O’Reilly, 2012).  
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Chapter 4: Results 
 
Outlining the Coding Process and Creation of Interview Questions 
 

The coding process utilised Nvivo as the key tool in the analysis and organisation of 

data. Connected to the use of a grounded theory approach, data analysis began guided 

only by the research questions:  

 

1 What are some emergent characteristics of a hybrid Chinese-International 

school in Mainland China? 

 

2 How do students, faculty and parents experience education within a Hybrid 

Chinese-International school in China? 

 

3 How is leadership practice, policy and language use defined and developed in a 

hybrid Chinese-International School? 

 

4 How do stakeholders negotiate the development of culture, professional 

practice and linguistic practices in a hybrid Chinese-International school? 

 

Drawn from the key themes of each question, data from observations, interviews and 

the reflective journal were contextualised according to four broad categories: key 

defining aspects of the school – school characteristics, educational experiences, 

language and leadership, and school culture. The process of data gathering and coding 

was iterative and mutually interdependent. Initially, questions for semi-structured 

interviews were derived from the research questions, with areas of particular inquiry 

identified during participant observations. As the data gathering and analysis process 

progressed, each node or theme was further developed and refined, including the 

creating of sub themes for particular nodes that allowed greater nuance and detail.  

Figure 3 summarises the data coding structure at the conclusion of the data gathering 

process: 
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Figure 3: Description of Nvivo Coding 

Name Description Files References 

Admissions The process of student admission into the school 1 2 

Bilingualism All coding on bilingualism.  10 29 

Buildings and School 
Design 

Thoughts on campus spaces an indicator of identity 4 10 

Chinese Public School Key differences between [the school] and Chinese local 
schools 

7 22 

Chinese Student 
Behaviours 

Differences between learning in a Chinese language 
classroom and an English language classroom 

7 35 

Chinese Teacher 
Behaviours 

Experiences of learning in an IB classroom with Chinese 
teachers 

5 7 

[School] Curriculum Thoughts and experiences of the school’s international 
curriculum with a Chinese thread 

12 62 

International 
Education Program 

Experiences in constructivist IB classrooms 9 16 

Language Spoken and 
Written 

Participant experiences and thoughts of the school’s 
approach to bilingual immersion. 

9 23 

Leadership Aggregate of information or responses around school 
leadership 

11 75 

School Culture Information or responses around school culture 16 131 

American-Non-
American Teachers 
and Administrators 

Professional practice and philosophical differences between 
US experienced teachers and Chinese and other 
internationals 

2 6 

Ch - Foreign Student 
Interactions 

Classroom and social experiences of Chinese and Foreign 
students 

3 15 

Chinese-Non Chinese 
Attitudes 

Differences in social and academic attitudes between 
Chinese and non-Chinese participants 

4 10 

Chinese-Western 
Cultural Differences 

Understandings of leadership, professional practice the 
motivations and goals of individuals for working at the school 
– differences between cultural groups. 

9 19 

Parent Actions and 
Attitudes 

Parent experiences with [the school], reasons for choosing 
the international program, parent thoughts and experiences 
on bilingual immersion. 

8 54 

Political Climate The school and the choices of families in the Chinese context 2 4 

Residential 
Programme 

Experiences of students and teachers in the boarding 
programme 

9 37 

Student-Teacher 
Interactions 

Student experiences navigating interactions and 
relationships with Chinese and Foreign teachers. 

9 22 

Teacher - 
Administrator 
Relationships 

Chinese and non-Chinese teacher interactions, and 
experiences with school leaders 

6 28 

Teacher-Parent 
Relationships 

Interactions, experiences and thoughts in parent- teacher 
interactions 

7 12 

Technology Use Observations and thoughts on technology use amongst 
teachers and students. 

3 11 

School Identity Thoughts on the international vs local identity of the school 3 4 

Teaching and Learning Student and teacher experiences of teaching and learning in 
both Chinese speaking and English speaking classes 

9 45 
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Figure 3 shows the organisation of nodes, as well as the number of files from which 

references to each node was drawn. In this instance, a file represents a discreet research 

participant or reflective journal entry. Sub nodes within the node hierarchy are 

represented by indented entries in the name column and apply to the [School] 

Curriculum and School Culture nodes. The semi structured nature of interviews were 

particularly useful in the initial coding of participant answers, with each individual 

participant’s responses to the same or similar questions used as the foundation for 

initially populating nodes. As number of references for each node increased with 

successive rounds of data gathering, sub nodes were created where necessary to 

provide greater specificity, depth and nuance. Consequently, in keeping with the 

grounded approach to data analysis, nodes emerged from the data coding process, are 

were subsequently refined after each round of data gathering. 

 

The refining of each node included the amalgamation of existing nodes and the creation 

of new nodes or sub nodes. Linked to the data gathering process, emergent nodes and 

sub nodes were consequently used to help refine and specify avenues for questioning 

during successive participant interviews. In this way, nodes and sub nodes emerged 

from a process of saturation (Urquhart, 2017) based upon initial categorisations as 

guided by the research questions. 

 

Mirroring the approach to coding, questions for semi structured interviews were initially 

drawn from the themes of the key defining aspects of the school – school characteristics, 

educational experiences, language and leadership, and school culture, as derived from 

the research questions. The semi structured interview process for teacher, 

administrator and student participants differed in that student participant interviews 

were preceded by lesson observations. For teacher and administrator participants, this 

meant interview questions for successive interviews were initially reflections on 

previous interviews as well as exploratory of new themes that had subsequently 

emerged from the data. The following example illustrates this interview approach, taken 

from successive interviews with the same teacher participant: 
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Interview 1: We’ll start with a broad question on the culture of the school. I’d like to get 

your perspective on how you see the culture, what are some defining elements of he 

school culture at this point in time? 

 

Interview 2: The last time we talked about school culture, this time I want to start with a 

conversation about school identity.  Culture basically defines how things operate the 

school.  Identity is who we are: are we Chinese, are we international, are we a Chinese 

school with an international program, or are we some foreign teachers at a Chinese 

school.   

 

Further questions subsequently explored themes that had emerged from other 

participant answers, or from student observations. Illustrating this, the question below 

is from interview two from the same teacher participant as above, and focuses on the 

sub node of Chinese-Western Cultural Differences from the perspective and context of 

the participant: 

 

Interview 2: Maybe you’re going to talk about that part of the culture and that part of 

the community and what you see as the main differences of how people go about the 

[boarding parent] job?   

 

Student participant questions utilised the same reflective and exploratory approach as 

teacher and administrator questions, with the added dimension of questions drawn 

from lesson observations. The following excerpt demonstrates this approach, taken 

from a series of questions in the first interview with a Chinese student participant: 

 

When you are in an English-speaking classroom, many of your peers and you too, 

actually do your learning in Chinese. You will ask your friends in Chinese for clarification 

or you will look up something in Chinese in the English-speaking classroom. 

 

… for example, in your English visual arts class, asking your friends in Chinese. 

 

… for instructions, you actually only spoke English three times in the first forty minutes, 

but you spoke Chinese about ten times. 
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The deliberate approach to exploring new emergent themes during successive 

interviews consequently allowed for each new emergent theme to be explored from the 

differing perspective of each research participant. This is consistent with the focus of 

creating detailed and contextual accounts of social phenomena (Takahashi &  Araujo, 

2020) and lends strength to the internal validity of the conclusions drawn from this 

research (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). 

 

Presentation of Results 
 
With the data gathering process complete, and each category refined, the emergent 

themes were then overlaid on the research questions to create the ethnographic record 

of participant experiences and ideas as they navigated their daily lives at NBS. 

 

Bhabha’s (1994) theoretical framework of third space, and Nilan and Feixa’s (2006) ideas 

of hybridity are used to subsequently shape the narrative. In this research, Bhabha’s 

ideas of third space are taken as the political, social and cultural environment created 

by the blending of Chinese and international education models at NBS. The hybrid 

culture subsequently emerges from this as the ways in which students, teachers, 

administrators and parents create and navigate this new cultural space. In this context, 

school culture is defined as the assumptions, behaviours, values and cultural artefacts 

that define how the school functions on a daily basis, and includes individual’s 

perception, and feelings about the school (Zhu, Devos, & Tondeur, 2014). Throughout 

the remainder of this work, all participant names used are pseudonyms, assigned 

according to figure 4 below: 

 

Figure 4: Participant Pseudonym and Demographic Information 

Participant Name Demographic Information 
Tom Foreign teacher, no previous international school or 

international curriculum experience. 
Clara Foreign teacher, previous international school experience. 
Samantha Chinese teacher, previous international school experience. 
William Chinese teacher, no previous international school, or 

international curriculum experience. 
Rose Chinese student, no previous international school or 

international curriculum experience. 
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Daisy Chinese student, no previous international school or 
international curriculum experience. 

Anthony Chinese student, previous international school experience. 
Flora Foreign student, no previous international school experience. 
Roger Foreign administrator, previous international school 

experience. 
Tony Chinese administrator, previous international school teaching 

experience. 
Leanne Chinese Parent, previous experience of international education 

with her son Anthony. 
Margaret Chinese parent, no previous experience of international 

education with her daughter Daisy. 
 

To help explore each theme through participant experiences, and to examine changes 

in individual’s ideas and experiences ideas over time, key demographic and 

chronological information will accompany each participant cameo, or quote. These are 

described in Figure 5a, 5b and 5c below. The order in which this information appears 

after each cameo is given as: Participant Abbreviation: Experience Abbreviation: Time 

Abbreviation. 

 

Figure 5a: Participant Demographic Identification Information. 

Abbreviation Full Description 
CT Chinese Teacher - Secondary school subject teacher, Chinese as 

first language. 
CS Chinese Student – Secondary school student, Chinese as first 

language 
CA Chinese Administrator – Senior Leader, Chinese passport holder 

and Chinese first language. 
FT Foreign Teacher – Non-Chinese passport holder, English as first 

language, with/without Chinese language proficiency. 
FS Foreign Student – Non-Chinese student, English first language. 
FA Foreign Administrator – Senior Leader, English first language. 
FP Foreign Parent – Living outside China, without Chinese language 

proficiency, English first language 
CP Chinese Parent – Chinese first language, degree of English 

language proficiency. 
 

Figure 5b: Participant Experience Identification Information. 

Abbreviation Full Description 
N No previous experience of international schools as either a 

teacher, student, or parent, within, or outside China. 
E Experience of international schools or international curricula as 

either a teacher, student or parent, within, or outside China. 
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Figure 5c: Chronological Identification Information. 

Abbreviation Full Description 
I1 Participant Interview one  
I2 Participant Interview two 
I3 Participant Interview three. 

 

The following sections explore participant experiences as they negotiate and navigate 

the NBS learning, residential, and social environments. Focusing the narrative are the 

school’s mission and vision of bilingual immersion in Chinese and English; building 

character and community through a residential program: and promoting Chinese culture 

and identity in a world context. As the cornerstone of the educational and cultural 

experience at NBS, the presentation of results consequently commences with 

participant thoughts and experiences with bilingualism. 

Thoughts and Experiences with Bilingualism at NBS 

This section presents key findings on how participants experienced the school’s bilingual 

environment and how the school was perceived to be promoting an immersive bilingual 

culture. This section is divided into two sub headings that align with the two cultural 

spaces participants would be expected to encounter each school day: bilingualism in the 

classroom, relating to experiences within the curriculum; and bilingualism outside the 

classroom as it relates to the social and interpersonal environment encountered 

throughout the school day and after school within the residential programme. 

 

A key emergent characteristic of the educational third space evident in the data is that 

NBS has not been successful in creating a bilingual environment either inside or outside 

the classroom. This is was despite the school aiming to build a hybrid English/ Chinese 

linguistic environment by having English language classes. Important drivers of this were 

seen as the monocultural makeup of the student body, the absence of a clear set of 

shared expectations or vision upon which to build community culture, and particularly 

in the case of students, a desire to avoid public shame. This was found to be the case in 

both the academic experiences of participants within the classroom and within the 

residential program. The remainder of this section explores these two school 



 105 

environments in turn, beginning with participant experiences of bilingualism in the 

classroom. 

 

Bilingualism in the Classroom 

A common theme amongst student, teacher and parent participants was to question 

whether the school had been successful in creating a bilingual classroom environment, 

or to state that the school had not successfully promoted bilingualism in the classroom. 

In particular, the connection between student and teacher thoughts on the subject were 

seen to be somewhat symbiotic. Students were often seen by teachers as making little 

effort to speak English throughout the school day, even in English speaking classrooms, 

with some teachers, particularly Chinese speaking teachers subsequently seen by other 

members of faculty or students to be permissive of students communicating primarily 

in Chinese during designated English language classes. 

 

The outcome of this from both student and teacher participants’ perspectives was 

expressed in responses indicating that the school was not seen as being an effectively 

bilingual learning environment, but rather as a Chinese language environment with an 

additional English language component. 

 

Student and teacher participants identified two primary, intertwining, factors as 

contributing to this culture: 

 

1. The monocultural nature of the student body, with close to ninety eight percent 

of the students at the school being Chinese and approximately fifty percent of 

teachers, meant that the most familiar, comfortable and often times easiest way 

for students or teachers to communicate was in their mother tongue; 

2. A degree of reluctance on the part of students to communicate in English as a 

way of avoiding social awkwardness or potential embarrassment. This can be 

seen to link to Chinese conceptions of “saving face”, or “mien tzu” the idea of 

saving personal reputation through avoiding embarrassment or directness 

during social interactions (Richard & McFadden, 2016). 
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Understandably, given the largely monocultural nature of the school population, 

students experienced a learning environment, even in English language classrooms, that 

was characterised by communication taking place largely in their Chinese mother 

tongue. Examining teacher perspectives on this aspect of school culture revealed two 

significant contributing factors: no clear direction as to what classroom expectations 

were from school leaders and limited support in terms of resources, classroom support 

staff or professional development; and no unified understanding of how best to foster 

bilingualism in the classroom amongst the teaching staff. From the perspective of 

teaching faculty, this lack of unified understanding was seen to be particularly 

important, largely due to the cultural diversity and different experience level extant 

within the teaching faculty as well as the different understandings as to the purpose and 

identity of the school. 

 

Connected to this, the belief existed that individual department leaders were not 

afforded the authority to adequately shape the practices within their own department. 

The outcome of this was a teaching environment where teachers were left to establish 

their own classroom routines and expectations based upon their own preference, 

experience and training, guided by the specific demands of their own subject. As Tom’s 

thoughts demonstrate, a degree of confusion was seen to permeate teachers’ 

approaches to guiding the development of bilingualism in the classroom, particularly in 

relation to helping students develop English: 

 

Interviewer: As a teacher, do you get support in how to encourage English use in the 
classroom?  
 
Tom: Ahhhh.  
 
Interviewer: You’re left by yourself?  
 
Tom: Sort of. Obviously we’ve had [the external language acquisition consultant] who 
says let students be comfortable about what they are speaking your class, but then many 
people turn around and say they need to be speaking English. But no, there’s no set 
framework to locate how they should be speaking. It’s down to you as a teacher again, 
it’s not really from management above to say they should be doing this or should be 
doing that. (Tom, FT:N:I1). 
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This perceived absence of clear school directives on how to foster bilingualism, and the 

proliferation of different individual approaches, led Clara, in her capacity as an 

experienced English as an Additional Language teacher in the IB system, to question 

whether or not teachers had been provided adequate training and support in language 

development, or if school administrators themselves possessed a clear picture of how 

to effectively build and support a bilingual school environment. At the core of her idea 

was the perception that school administrators had conflated English Language and 

Literature with English Acquisition, which she saw as being clearly separate from each 

other, driven by different goals and requiring different pedagogical approaches. 

 

For starters people who are literature teachers do not understand that with ESL kids, it’s 
not about the content, it’s about the language and the skills. So they don’t seem to be 
able to focus on skills, they seem to be focusing on content. That itself is definitely a 
problem. We talk about helping kids have higher language, but we’re not talking about 
how many words they ought to be learning but this is what they keep saying. “This is the 
set number of words you should be learning at this grade” but this is not how it works. If 
you start learning English at grade ten, you can’t possibly learn all the things that grade 
1 – 10 expect to learn. It’s not possible. You just learn what you need at the moment and 
move on from there. You could still be quite fluent, even though you may not know the 
words kids learnt in grade five. (Clara. FT:E:I1) 
 

This perception that the English acquisition space was one of confusion led Clara to 

conclude that it stemmed from the lack of a clear understanding from the school 

administrators as to what building a bilingual school environment entailed.  

 

I’m not sure if everybody [in leadership] understands what Language Acquisition means. 
I think other people are stuck with the understanding that they expect, when they think 
of a bilingual person, they think they ought to be picking up the same things they picked 
up as first language speakers and that’s not true. (Clara. FT:E:I1) 
 

Clara’s ideas are important in that they hinted that a lack of clarity about how best to 

foster bilingualism was primarily unrelated to any Chinese/non-Chinese cultural 

differences between different teachers. This reinforced Tom’s thoughts of a lack of 

support being a critical factor in the significant number of different approaches he 

observed in use throughout the school. Connected to this was that the idea that faculty 

professional training aimed at equipping teachers with the tools for fostering 

bilingualism was also thought to be inadequate or not entirely relevant, and often 

repetitious in its nature. In particular, the school’s use of an outside provider to deliver 
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a once yearly, two-day, training course at the start of the school year to every staff 

member was seen as being of limited value to staff members with existing expertise in 

English language acquisition, or who had been at the school for more than a year and 

who had participated in the identical training course the previous year. 

 

Participant: Yeah. Actually that’s another thing about professional growth. Like, if you 
remember in last year you had [outside consultant] to do that. And then she came again 
this year. And she…  And then give a similar presentation. 
 
Interviewer: She did exactly the same thing?  
 
Participant: Yeah you’re right, yeah. Even the example are the same. 
 
Interviewer: And the jokes were the same… (Samantha, CT:E:I2) 
 

This inferred that the school leadership themselves may not have a clear understanding 

of the different levels of expertise amongst their staff, and may in fact be somewhat 

disconnected from the everyday dynamics of the classroom. In other words, by 

mandating an annual training for teachers that remained largely unchanged from the 

previous year, school administrators themselves may not be fully cognizant of the 

prevailing culture of communication within the classroom or the most appropriate way 

to help shape it. 

 

As an ESL teacher, Clara likewise questioned the suitability of the one-size fits all 

approach to professional development the school had adopted. 

 

He [Head of School] asked me about professional growth, what I wanted to do and I said 
to him, you know, no offence, I know you spend a lot of money on training us to be 
language teachers but to be honest with you my background has always been ESL… Has 
always been linguistic so … This for me doesn’t help me at all. 
 
I need other things, and so I just go, but you know, like, what’s the point for me? I see it 
more of a, for people who are not ESL teachers maybe? (Clara, FT:E:I2) 
 

Subsequently, in the somewhat congested space of promoting bilingualism within the 

classroom, competing or contradictory ideas were sometimes seen to emerge. Even 

within the English department that included both the English language and literature 

and language acquisition teachers, the department most closely associated within NBS 



 109 

with scaffolding students’ language development, Clara herself identified differing 

expectations of what and how students should learn English. 

 

[The school not being an English speaking environment] It’s not being addressed. I 
pointed it out, it’s not being addressed but the thing is, I think that the kids in grade 6, 7, 
8, of course they stand a chance, but the problem here is that being pushed into English 
A too early by people who don’t understand English language acquisition, so we’ve got 
kids who just spent two years in learning English and the all of a sudden they become 
language A kids. (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

The outcome of this from Clara’s perspective was a department comprised of somewhat 

siloed subgroups, with differing ideas and ways of working that were not always 

complementary. Despite being from English speaking countries and all non-Chinese, 

foreign hired teachers, the English department was typical of many NBS departments in 

that their teachers had a wide variety of international experience, themselves came 

from a number of different countries, and came to their department from differing 

teaching systems and contexts. Adding to this siloed approach Clara believed that 

middle managers at NBS were afforded very little scope or authority to affect or 

implement change. She subsequently believed that this fostered a degree of 

disempowerment by confusion over who was responsible for managing staff and 

building shared practices and culture. The result of this was then, that limited progress 

towards a unified understanding and approach within the department was seen to occur 

over the length of the data gathering process. 

 

… They call us department leaders.  They call us grade level leaders.  Is it, I mean, we are 
teacher leaders, we’re not managers.  We don’t get to punish anybody or we don’t get 
to give other people a warning. Every time someone doesn’t do anything [our 
Department Leader] can’t do anything about that. 
 
[The Head of Department] has to direct them to [other school leaders]… (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

Tom also identified that this siloed approach to teaching and scaffolding English 

language use was a trend he has seen repeated throughout the middle school.  

 

No coming together, I mean various subjects are very insular anyway. I mean you can 
still see that there is a very, in certain areas or certain subjects, and certain people there 
is a very wide gap towards the focus of the school identity.  
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…A lot. I think a lot of it is to do with language. It’s down to - is it your own teaching? 
How comfortable are you with dealing with students talking Chinese in class? You look 
at students and you think, “You are here because your parents want you to go abroad 
and learn English” But if you can’t stand up and have a conversation or present to a class, 
present your ideas clearly, then you’re clearly not practising your English enough to do 
that. (Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

Participant observations in English speaking classrooms illustrated that teachers 

overwhelmingly defaulted to a classroom environment in English speaking classrooms 

where students were free to speak Chinese throughout the lesson, communicating in 

English only when speaking to the teacher. Indeed, in all observations in English speaking 

classrooms, teachers were not recorded as asking students to communicate in English 

at any time. Seven observations of Chinese student participants in English speaking 

classrooms demonstrated, perhaps understandably, that students largely opted to 

navigate these environments in Chinese. Observations of participant conversations that 

were not directly responding to teachers, asking questions or asking permissions, 

highlighted forty seven conversations in Chinese, with only ten occurring in English. 

 

Observations and interviews with Rose, Anthony and Daisy, Chinese student 

participants, and Flora, a non-Chinese participant suggested two important reasons for 

this: the desire to avoid potential embarrassment, and the lack of a unified approach by 

teachers in scaffolding or supporting a bilingual classroom environment. Two separate, 

forty minute observations in Rose’s English speaking classrooms helped illustrate this.  

 

During her first observation, an English language Art and Design class taught by a 

Western teacher, a new teacher to the school with no Chinese language, Rose 

communicated with her peers in Chinese ten times and communicated in English three 

times during the same period. This included asking a clarifying question of the teacher 

(Rose, CS:N:O1). During the second observation in an English-speaking Design class 

taught by a non-Chinese speaking Western teacher, Rose maintained conversations in 

Chinese eleven times, including three instances of off-task conversations. She opted to 

use English only once in the same period, to ask the teacher whether she could leave 

the room to use the photocopier (Rose, CS:N:O2). These observations reflected typical 

observed student approaches to language use within the classroom, with no clear 

direction from the teacher or no visible written classroom agreements about language 
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use observed. When asked about this during a subsequent interview, Rose agreed that 

this was not conducive to creating a truly bilingual classroom environment: 

 

I think it’s a big issue. I don’t really find it difficult to speak English with my friends, but I 
think they kind of don’t want to say it. (Rose, CS:N:I1). 
 

Anthony’s first class observation demonstrated a similar pattern to Rose’s. During an 

English-speaking Individuals and Societies class, Anthony, whilst mostly on track and 

working individually throughout the forty-minute observation, communicated with his 

peers three times in Chinese, including asking for clarification of the task, and once using 

English. This last observation seemed particularly important for being the only observed 

English language interaction between all twenty students in the class during the forty-

minute block with all other conversations taking place in Chinese. This was despite the 

class being in a designated English language classroom (Anthony, CS:E:O1). 

 

Observations in Daisy’s classroom likewise mirrored those of Rose and Anthony. In her 

English-speaking mathematics classroom, where the English speaking teacher spoke 

quickly, she was observed seeking clarification from her peers, exclusively in Chinese, 

on nine occasions during the forty-minute block. However, she helped her neighbour 

only once during the period, opting to do so in English, likewise using English to have a 

short social discussion with one of her peers and to make a joke (Daisy, CS:N:O1). In a 

generally loud classroom with several students observed performing minimal work 

during the lesson despite teacher directives to do so, and the teacher requesting three 

times for the class to quietly focus, Daisy’s focus on Chinese for communicating work 

related ideas can be classified as typical. Similarly, during a physical education theory 

lesson, Daisy readily volunteered to answer questions (three occurrences) or contribute 

her ideas to whole class discussions (five occurrences) in English, though when working 

or sharing with her peers it was done exclusively in Chinese (three occurrences) (Daisy, 

CS:N:O2). In neither Anthony’s, Rose’s nor Daisy’s classes was there any visible focus on 

students communicating in English, either through teacher request or through visible 

prompts such as class agreements or reminders. Each of Anthony’s, Rose’s and Daisy’s 

classes were comprised of Chinese first language speakers with the exception of one 

student in the grade level who was of Russian descent. However, this student had 

attended both primary and secondary school in various local and international schools 
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in Mainland China and was fully fluent in English and Chinese as well as Russian. This 

pupil was likewise accepted as a Chinese speaker by his peers and teachers, attending 

all Chinese language classes along with his peers. Similarly, this pupil was considered by 

his English language teacher as having fluency and first language proficiency in English. 

Figure 6 below summarises the cumulative language use and classroom behaviours for 

Chinese students in English medium of instruction classes. 

 

Figure 6: Cumulate totals of Chinese student participant language use during English 

medium of instruction classroom observations.  

Peer 
Communication in 
Chinese 

Peer 
Communication in 
English 

On-task 
behaviours 

Off-task 
behaviours 

52 8 10 3 

 

Figure 6 illustrates cumulative totals for language use and student behaviours in English 

medium of instruction classes. Peer communication in Chinese, and peer 

communication in English represents the number of short conversations students had 

with their peers during the class. On task behaviours include instances where students 

were observed to follow teacher instructions for class activities in groups or for 

individual tasks, and include instances where students ignored observable distraction by 

their peers or neighbours. Off-task behaviours include instances where students opted 

not to work, or actively distracted those around them in both individual and group work 

situations. Not included in the cumulative totals are instances of students volunteering 

to answer questions, seeking clarification from the teacher, or asking permissions for 

things such as the need to temporarily leave the room. 

 

These observations highlighted a largely monolingual classroom culture. However, with 

some students opting to use English on occasion without reminder or prompt, this also 

suggested an awareness by students of the need to use and practice their English. In 

both Rose and Anthony’s classrooms, students were observed to be mostly focused and 

on track throughout the observation, with most conversations in Chinese observed as 

facilitating learning or for sharing ideas, with minimal distractions even during group 

work.  
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Using Chinese language to access English content within English classrooms suggested 

that students were focused on the process of learning but were reluctant for some 

reason to use English.  Investigating this tension revealed it was often most noticeable 

in classrooms with a broad difference between individual student’s language ability or 

where there were less, or no foreign students. Addressing the first of these, the 

significance of classes where there was a real or perceived difference in student’s English 

language competence revealed that a common motivation for choosing to communicate 

in Chinese was to avoid potentially embarrassing situations when they were not 

confident of their English ability. This links clearly to Richard and McFadden’s (2016) 

ideas of saving face. Flora’s experiences of conversations with her Chinese peers help to 

illustrate this. 

 

Some of the girls came up to us and said they don’t like to talk in English in class because 
the other girls make fun of them. (Flora, FS:N:I1). 
 

Tom, a foreign teacher, also felt that students often chose Chinese language in the 

classroom as a way to avoid potential embarrassment. He saw that embarrassment was 

closely linked with making mistakes in public and that public ridicule of students by their 

peers was a common behaviour when students made structural or pronunciation errors 

with English. 

 

… but I think that goes back to Chinese culture where they laugh and they ridicule each 
other if they cannot speak English properly, and that’s the mentality I think of Chinese 
people. They will blatantly, openly say “Your English is rubbish”. (Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

Tom’s insight importantly hints at language structure, not content as being the focus of 

student attentions. This focus on language structure and the desire to been seen as 

perfect with regards to the execution of language illustrates the dominating effect of 

culture on language use, and potentially language acquisition in the English/Chinese 

context. The outcome of this is therefore a reduced incentive for students who are not 

confident of their language ability to even attempt to communicate in English within the 

classroom, for fear of being judged on their language mechanics in the first instance, not 

their ideas or knowledge. Indeed, Flora’s experiences as a student reinforced this idea.   
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Yes, just maybe because their grammar’s wrong or just the words they use. The other 
kids will just laugh or joke around or tease them about it so some of them don’t like to 
speak English in class. (Flora, FS:N:I1). 
 

Adding detail to her thoughts, Flora also felt the teasing differed from what she had 

observed in other schools in the United States. When asked to compare these 

experiences, Flora noted the key difference between them was a difference in intent. 

She felt that where English language learners made mistakes in her previous school it 

was generally seen as a shared funny moment and as a precursor to constructively 

correcting the student. At NBS however, she experienced this teasing as including a 

degree of meanness to the point where it was intended to shame. This observation 

connects to Tom’s idea of publicly shaming individuals who make language errors, 

suggesting that cultural norms and expectations are significant contributors or inhibitors 

to the language acquisition for some Chinese learners in the English/Chinese context. 

 

We did have some other exchange students come to our school, but I think in America 
when we laugh and tease each other about it, it’s not mean, it’s like we’re laughing about 
it but we’ll tell them “Hey, next time you might want to use this word, we don’t really 
say it like this.” But I feel like the Chinese students, they just tease each other they don’t 
tell them why they’re doing wrong, what they’re doing wrong. They just all seem to tease 
each other, even though they’re doing things wrong (Flora, FS:N:I1). 
 

The moderating effects of a wide range of English language confidence and competence 

in the classroom were perhaps best illustrated when viewed against Flora’s experiences 

in a streamed English Language and Literature class. The class was comprised of 

fourteen students and included four English speaking foreign students. Coupled with ten 

incidences of Chinese speaking students conversing in Chinese during the observation, 

there was also four incidences of English conversations between Chinese students, and 

an overall higher level of engagement in the learning process between Chinese and non-

Chinese students. This included two occasions with all students and the teacher sharing 

English language jokes and the class exhibiting a more inclusive and dynamic 

atmosphere, with Chinese students and foreign students often engaged in work 

together (Flora, FS:N:O2).  

 

Observed differences between language use in streamed and non-streamed classes 

therefore suggested the structure, or make-up of classes, as being an important 
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contributor in helping to support the development of bilingualism within the classroom. 

Specifically, where the proficiency gap between students was at its greatest in a non-

streamed classroom, a greater number of individuals were observed remaining silent, 

being disengaged, or engaging only in Chinese. This was also the learning environment 

where there were the greatest perceived incidences of teasing between students on the 

basis of language proficiency. Contrasting this, within the streamed English language 

classroom, there was a greater overall participation in classroom learning activities and 

more spontaneous English language communication between students.  

 

Coupled to the desire to avoid potentially embarrassing situations by making public 

mistakes in an English speaking classroom, was an observed and reported distinct and 

conscious physical and social separation between foreign students and their Chinese 

peers. In classrooms with one foreign student, they were often put into a groups with 

their Chinese peers but largely left out of group tasks, and in classrooms with more than 

one foreign student, they invariably worked in groups together or sat together at the 

same table. Flora’s experiences illuminated this behaviour and serve to identify a 

divergence between the school’s vision of a bilingual environment and the emergent 

culture of communication and cooperation in the classroom. 

 

“In the English-speaking classroom, when you’re with the kids where English is their 
second language, they want to talk to each other in Chinese, they don’t want to talk to 
you in English, they want to talk to each other in Chinese. So, it’s really a lot harder to 
communicate with them, even though you’re in an English-speaking classroom.” (Flora, 
FS:N:I1) 
 

The observed visible separation between Chinese students and the three foreign 

students in Flora’s class reinforced Flora’s observations, with all the foreign students 

seated together and opting to work together on class tasks. Despite there being two 

other Chinese students on their table, there was no observed interaction between the 

two groups during the observation (Flora, FS:N:O1) and no recorded teacher directive 

to do so. Instead, students were left to negotiate their own approach to working 

together with their table partners. Discussing her learning in this context, Flora’s felt this 

separation between Chinese and foreign students also represented her learning 

experiences in other subjects. 
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Interviewer: There’s not a lot of interaction between English speakers and the Chinese 
speakers? 
 
Flora: Yes, because usually in the class if I need help on notes or something I usually ask 
one of the other foreign students because she understands better. If the Chinese students 
need help they go to each other and speak in Chinese because maybe they don’t 
understand exactly and if someone’s better at English, they can translate for them. 
 

Interviewer: When you do group work in an English-speaking classroom do you do group 
work where the teacher mixes you up? 
 
Flora: It happens sometimes, yes. It’s really hard because you’re having two different 
conversations. They’re talking in Chinese and maybe they’ll translate for you but 
sometimes the translation is lost so there’s usually hard communication with each other 
to find what exactly you’re doing, who’s doing what, making sure everyone’s doing the 
right amount of work because I’m in a group with some other Chinese students and they 
just said “ok here’s what we’re doing and you just do this part”. 
 
Interviewer:  Do you find yourself left out? Do you feel like you’re left out of the group 
sometimes in the classroom during group work? 
 
Flora: Yes. All the time. In science class we have that. We had a group – me and two of 
the Chinese boys and they were new and their English wasn’t very good and so I was 
talking to them, trying to explain. First we were doing calculations and they gave me the 
paper in English and said here “you write in English what’s going on”. I said “okay” and 
was trying to explain to them what I was doing and I know some Chinese so I was telling 
them. One of the guys said to the other “shenme?” which means “what is she talking 
about?” and I could see they didn’t understand and so then they just took the paper back 
and started doing the rest of it themselves and so I sat there… “okay then..” (Flora, 
FS:N:I1) 
 

A direct impact of this separation between foreign students and Chinese students, and 

the preference of students to communicate in Chinese was that both teachers and 

students felt that the English language level was progressing very slowly, and that there 

was little opportunity for students to practice their English language skills. Flora, as a 

foreign student and native English speaker, subsequently felt the English language skills 

of her peers were quite low. Even in the highest stream of her grade ten language 

classes, English Language and Literature, a course essentially aimed at students likely to 

select Higher Level English subjects in the IB Diploma Programme the following year, 

Flora experienced English proficiency far below what she expected. 

 

Exactly, and we read maybe a part of a book that’s for English as a second language and 
it has like meanings of words under, and it’s like simplified, and it’s so strange. I’m not 
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used to it… It’s like middle school, when I’m nine or ten years old I would read these books 
and it’s so strange how low the level is. (Flora, FS:N:I2). 
 

Observations of Chinese student participants in Chinese speaking classrooms 

highlighted vastly different approaches to learning, and an overall different classroom 

mood than was observed in English speaking classrooms. Two observations in Anthony’s 

Chinese Language and Literature lessons illustrated this difference. In the first 

observation, the first forty minutes of a double period, he was involved in fourteen 

separate conversations about the work with his peers, asked for help from the teacher 

four times, contributed to class discussion on five occasions and was fully engaged in 

class activities, including shared class jokes. The whole period itself was characterised 

by each student being on task and engaged with their peers in an active manner. In his 

second observation the mood of the class was likewise jovial and happy, and a far more 

dynamic learning environment than corresponding observations in his English speaking 

classrooms (Anthony, CS:E:O1 & 2).  

 

These observations highlighted a key dimension of the tension that surrounded the use 

of English within the classroom in that students demonstrably displayed a willingness 

and enjoyment of learning in a setting they were comfortable in, but were perhaps less 

willing to fully participate in when the classroom language use environment was felt to 

be more threatening. In this case, in Chinese speaking classrooms where students felt 

comfortable and competent, there were higher levels of engagement in the classroom 

and a generally more relaxed, interactive and focused, the opposite being the case in 

English speaking classrooms. 

 

Observations in Rose’s classes highlighted similar differences. In her Chinese history 

class, Rose worked quickly and quietly on group tasks, was involved in seven 

conversations about the work with her peers, took a risk by volunteering to read aloud 

in class and was neither distracted by, or caused distraction to her peers at all during 

the observation. Overall, students in the class responded quickly and enthusiastically to 

the teacher, with no observed off track behaviour to disrupt the flow of the class (Rose, 

CS:N:O1 & 2). Likewise, observations in Daisy’s Chinese language classes, illustrated 

differences in behaviours between Chinese and English spoken classes. Where Daisy was 

involved in eight task related conversations, and no off track conversations with her 
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peers in her Chinese Humanities class, she was involved in only one on track 

conversation in her English language Mathematics class, was distracted by her peers in 

Chinese three times, and asked for clarification from her neighbour in Chinese four times 

(Daisy, CS: N:O1 & 2).  

 

These observations illustrated the consciously different approaches taken by Chinese 

students in English language and Chinese language classrooms. Where Chinese students 

in Chinese speaking classrooms were relaxed, open to conversation, and took risks by 

volunteering or sharing their ideas, the same level of engagement was not observed in 

English speaking classrooms where Chinese students often appeared disengaged from 

the learning process. These observations stand in contrast to those undertaken in Flora’s 

classes, where her learning behaviours were observed to change very little between the 

different classroom settings. In forty minutes of her Chinese Language Acquisition class, 

taught by a Chinese language teacher, herself an English language learner, Flora 

engaged in conversation in Chinese with the teacher four times, engaged in Chinese 

conversations six times with her non-Chinese peers, and displayed on-track learning 

behaviours with no distraction by, or of, her peers. She also communicated with her 

peers seven times in English but these were notable in that they focused around 

clarification of Chinese language concepts, with the conversations returning to Chinese 

once these had concluded. The overall feeling of the class was one of collaboration and 

attention to the teacher, with Flora herself intent on learning and practicing her Chinese 

in context despite numerous mistakes and errors. 

 

Discussing this in a subsequent interview, Flora herself noticed the different approaches 

to classes her Chinese peers displayed during Chinese and English language lessons. 

 

Flora: I think it’s just generally more my style of learning. Usually in my classes I listen 
and I’m quite quiet. I talk to my friends a lot about it if I’m confused. If I have a question 
or something, I’ll ask my friends around me. 
 
Interviewer: Do you see you that as being different from any of the other Chinese 
students in the class? 
 
Flora: I definitely notice, especially that the Chinese students don’t pay attention. It 
boggles me so much because we will see – like the girl in our economics class who sits 
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next to my friends and I – she doesn’t pay attention at all. She looks in the mirror on her 
laptop. (Flora FS:N:I1) 
 

For teachers, this apparently slow development of student’s English skills, or degree of 

reluctance to actively engage in English in English speaking classrooms helped create an 

impression of the students as not really trying to develop their English, or of not being 

invested in the bilingual vision of the school. This was coupled with what teachers saw 

as a generally low level of English language proficiency amongst the Chinese students in 

general. This led to the feeling amongst teacher participants that the classroom was not 

a bilingual environment and would struggle to become so. Connected to this however, 

was that not once during observations were teachers noted as setting classroom 

language use rules, scaffolding the use of English or otherwise offering language 

guidance. Viewed next to staff feelings that the school-provided, professional 

development was of limited value, this points to a gap in appropriate pedagogical 

scaffolding and support for teachers of English speaking classes.  

 

For students in, or entering, the Diploma Programme who were expected to complete a 

bilingual diploma there was the belief amongst teachers that students would therefore 

struggle to achieve bilingualism. Students would also struggle, then, to achieve the 

school’s stated goal of their Diploma Programme graduates attaining the bilingual 

diploma. Clara, in her capacity as an experienced language acquisition teacher who had 

worked in several international schools outside of China, strongly agreed with this 

sentiment. 

 

Interviewer: How reasonable do you think that is, that people are one hundred percent 
bilingual by the end of six years of school, or four years of school.  
 
Clara: No, it’s not possible, because they are not in a full English-speaking environment. 
It’s not possible. Even in the IB, to take English B Higher Level, the recommendation is 
that you need to have spent four years in an English-speaking environment to do English 
B higher level. 
 

Interviewer: And our school is not an English environment.  
 
Clara: No! (FT:E:I1) 
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Alongside time within the classroom, the residential program represents a school 

environment where students spend considerable time each day. The residential 

buildings, being located within the school grounds, mean there is no clear physical 

distinction between in-school and out-of-school. With boarding being compulsory for 

students in grades nine and above, students are highly likely to be in several classes with 

their dormitory mates each school day. As a result, the boarding house represents an 

important environment for the creation of school culture, particularly attitudes and 

practices around language use. The following section subsequently examines this, 

focused on how students, teachers and administrators experience the culture of 

language use within this social setting. 

 

Bilingualism Outside the Classroom and in the Residential Program 

Being one of the three foundational principles of the school, and the physical and 

cultural location where students engage with each other, teachers and administrators 

in a significant amount of non-curriculum interactions and activities, the residential 

program represents a key arena for the development of school culture. With students 

interacting in both a formal manner through nightly, teacher monitored homework and 

study periods, and an informal manner during free time and weekends, the boarding 

house is a key environment contributing to how students see and use English language 

within the context of the school culture. As an environment for imbuing students with 

cultural tools, experiences and exposing them to culturally transformative forces (Bass, 

2013), the NBS residential program can be imagined as a critical space within which 

students can develop confidence and competence with different ideas as they interact 

with non-Chinese students and teachers, as well as build up English language skills in a 

less threatening environment. Critically, time spent in the residential environment 

allows students to develop unique social culture and physical routines, and collective 

identity that usually differs from day students (Martin, Malmberg, Papworth, & Ginns, 

2015). With every student in grades nine to twelve boarding, as well as approximately 

forty grade seven and eight students, the boarding house culture at NBS reflects a 

significant aspect of the school culture as a whole. 

 

Boarding houses, as a part of school residential programs, also allow for schools to 

induct students into the practices, expectations and unique cultural structures of the 
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school (Martin, Malmberg, Papworth, & Ginns, 2015). In the case of NBS, the boarding 

house represents a unique opportunity for the school to scaffold an environment that 

promotes the school goals. In effect, this means an opportunity to scaffold the school 

vision and mission for a significant proportion of the total student population and, 

perhaps most importantly, every student completing the Diploma Programme, for 

whom a degree of mastery in English is of the utmost importance. Important 

components of this would necessarily include exposure to, or participation in, cultural 

practices and events that students may expect to encounter during future studies 

overseas, and experience with informal or social English language use. Likewise, with 

character building through participation in a residential program one of the three 

foundational values of the school, it could be expected that formal administrative or 

institutional processes, practices or initiatives may provide a scaffold to the residential 

language use culture.  

 

Examining participant thoughts on the school’s bilingual environment through this lens, 

the key emergent theme amongst participants was that there was no clear vision of how 

to utilise the physical and social spaces within the residential program to promote the 

school’s bilingual ideal. Outside of school rules and residential specific rules such as 

check-ins and the nightly and morning procedures, students were free to use spaces and 

adopt behaviours at their own discretion. There was no clear cultural induction program 

in terms of the shared culture the school was trying to develop around language use. 

Lack of induction meant reinforcement of the monolingual school culture as observed 

within classrooms, that was characterised by an environment that mirrored the 

previously observed physical and social separation between Chinese and non-Chinese 

students. Understandably, the monocultural nature of the students’ body was identified 

as the key reason for Chinese being used as the dominant social language.  

 

Well, I think because basically most of the students are Chinese, so people definitely more 
prefer to speak Chinese outside of a classroom. (Daisy, CS:N:I1) 
 

From a teacher’s perspective, Tom’s thoughts reflected student’s ideas of the culture as 

a largely monolingual one.  
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True bilingual in terms of the lesson and corridor aspect, speaking in lessons and the 
corridor? No, it’s just Chinese all the time. That’s all our students speak. (Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

A recurring thread through the data was that without clear guidance on language use 

inside or outside the classroom, the dominant culture that developed outside the 

classroom understandably mirrored the Chinese language preference within the 

classroom. Given the largely monocultural student population in the school and 

residential program, Chinese as the dominant social culture translated to mean Chinese 

language as the dominant language of communication amongst students and Chinese 

speaking teachers in the boarding program. The tensions associated with English 

language use in the classroom were likewise found to permeate the practices and 

attitudes towards speaking English outside the classroom in social and residential 

settings. Though students seemed acutely aware of the need to develop their language, 

they were simultaneously dealing with the desire to communicate effectively whilst 

being active and social members of the group. In practice, this meant students 

moderated their English language use to be more inclusive of their less language 

confident peers, resulting in the overwhelming use of Chinese in social and residential 

settings. As a dormitory parent, Tom saw evidence of the tension this created in the 

dormitory during his weekly duties in the residential program. That is, the tension 

between understanding that bilingualism was a key goal of the school, and creating and 

navigating the social environment. 

 

An example would be ZJ, last week in his room in the dormitory. He was on his computer 
and he was applying for another school to go to next year and he was complaining that 
they don’t speak – his own culture – the Chinese don’t speak enough English. I asked him 
a simple question: “do you speak Chinese to people?” and he said “Yes”, and I said 
“there’s your problem” (Tom. FT:N:I1). 
 

Other students likewise saw a lack of focus on bilingualism amongst the student body 

outside the classroom or in the residential program as an issue of concern for them.  

 

Of course because they will be missing 40% of the day practising English. (Anthony, 
CS:P:I2). 
 

This concern was also reflected in the parent body, with Anthony’s mother questioning 

NBS’ approach to creating and supporting a bilingual environment. 



 123 

 

Some parents think most of [NBS] students are Chinese children, they do not speak 
English between them. Then, some parents said during the school day or at least during 
the classes time, especially for high graders, they should be requested to speak English 
only. (Leanne CP:P:I1). 
 

These ideas illustrate the deeply embedded nature of the tension between the twin 

desires of bilingualism and convenient communication. This once again points to a 

disconnect between the school goal of bilingualism and the processes and practices 

required to create an effective bilingual culture within the residential program or during 

after school social times. This is important as it perhaps represents a key missed 

opportunity for the school leaders to develop cultures, practices and expectations 

outside the classroom that support the explicitly stated school goals. 

 

Reflecting the classroom environment where students were found to adopt their own 

communication strategies, the emergence of a number of different sub groups where 

students approached the practice of English in different ways were observed. These 

were mostly within different year groups of the residential programs, or in smaller 

discreet friendship groups. Older students, particularly senior students, were seen as 

being more aware of the need to develop their bilingual skills, with this attributed to the 

extra expectations and pressure of upcoming Diploma Programme exams, with most 

students undertaking four of their six subjects and therefore their end of course internal 

assessments and exams, in English. However, this approach was reported as being 

completely student driven and supported in different ways by residential dormitory 

parents, not mandated or structured by school administrators. Exemplifying the nature 

of these different responses to developing bilingualism Flora, as a native English 

speaker, noticed the clear differences between her grade level group and the senior 

students. 

 

Yeah. I think personally the eleventh graders are on a different level than us. I feel like 
their culture is a lot different than tenth grader culture. The tenth grade, I think everyone 
knows, tenth grade, a lot of the students their English levels are a lot lower than the 
eleventh graders. Like a lot of the students just … Like even in our class, the highest class, 
we still have students in there who’s English is not very well developed at all. But the 
eleventh graders I notice that a lot more of them are fluent and they talk English every 
day to each other when they don’t have to… Maybe somebody said something to them 
or said, “You know you need to practice or you’ll fail.”  Something happened where they 
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all will speak English now and really try and practice and really try and like make it a lot 
better. (Flora, FS:N:I2). 
 

Other students reported that they took it upon themselves to practice their English 

language skills privately, or in social situations removed from the school. As with Tom’s 

observations of students in the dormitory, this clearly reflected an understanding of the 

school’s mission and the personal need to focus on developing bilingual skills.  

 

But on weekends, when I’m going to a trip with my friend and I ask her to talk in English 
with me so when we went to the shopping mall in Beijing we also speak English (laugh). 
(Rose, CS:N:I1). 
 
Sometimes when I’m in bed I talk to myself and sometimes I talk in English, sometimes I 
talk in Chinese. As I said before, sometimes before I was speaking English I would think 
about it in Chinese first. But often I don’t have to, I can just talk in English. I know what 
I’m saying. (Anthony, CS:E:I1). 
 

These approaches to taking opportunities to develop language skills represented a 

common thread amongst students, with small friendship groups or individuals seeking 

opportunities away from the possible social pressures of making errors around their 

peers. This illustrated the clear connection between the in-class and out-of-class culture, 

where students were largely left to their own devices in terms of developing their 

English language skills and working towards the school’s bilingual goal. Further 

highlighting the strong connection between English speaking inside and outside the 

classroom, friendship groups containing a higher number of native English speakers, 

bilingual students, or Chinese students who had spent the bulk of their school years 

learning in English speaking schools outside of mainland China were also seen as more 

conducive to social interactions in English. 

 

But still there’s people that are foreigners so we also speak English with them and also 
like basically in your homeroom class, like basically what I heard, after class, they always 
speak English, usually with like Michelle, Naomi, Peter, and that five people there, and 
they got a really nice relationship. And they still have a really good time when they speak 
English and collaborate, but I think lots of us only have real close friends with Chinese 
students. So it’s quite normal if we speak Chinese. But if we have a real good friendship 
with other foreigners we will also have a good time when we speak English. (Daisy, 
CS:N:I1). 
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The influence of formal administration structures and initiatives in fostering a bilingual 

culture is evident when viewed against the outcome of their absence. One catalyst 

students felt that was contributing positively to changing the culture of language use 

amongst their peers was the regular inclusion of events such as international 

celebrations into the boarding house program. These calendared events commonly took 

the form of a compulsory, community dinner where each boarding house student and 

residential staff member were seated on mixed tables around the dining hall. Total 

numbers for these occasions usually ranged from three to four hundred students, 

teachers and their families. Typically, students would host the event in both English and 

Chinese, and in some cases both teachers and students would perform songs or poetry 

for the group in both their native and second language. 

 

Events such as this occurred between four to six times a year depending on the school 

timetable. These community events, conceived and overseen by school leaders, link 

back to the ideas of Martin et. al. (2015) of the residential program as being a way to 

establish community culture that supports the school goals. In this case, with foreign 

teachers and students scattered throughout the different tables of the dining room, and 

with the focus of the event on celebrating cultural occasions from outside China, this 

represented a situation in which tension around speaking English may have been 

reduced in social settings. With English speaking staff, students, administrators and 

community members scattered amongst all the dining tables, substantial informal 

conversation occurred in English and Chinese. Connected to this, students responsible 

for organising these events regularly produced printed programs or information sheets, 

in the both English and Chinese, for each table, and the preparation of songs poems or 

stories necessarily involved considerable practice and preparation on behalf of the 

performers. The ripple effect of this was that informal English often threaded through 

conversations between students in the preceding and ensuing days around events. 

 

As Daisy noticed, students also seemed to have less inhibition speaking English in these 

social situations when there was no direct Chinese translation for the English words. 

 

Sometimes. So now, like there’s a lot of words that we learn from English, so we know 
what that does mean, but we do not know the exact word in Chinese, so there’s like 
English words bumping out the Chinese.  
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Interviewer: That’s interesting. Is that something you noticed with a lot of different 
people?  
 
Yeah. Everybody basically does that…For example the festivals, for example a few weeks 
ago a thanksgiving party. So, basically everybody is saying like in Chinese, “Today is”, 
and in English, “Thanksgiving Day”. (Daisy, CS:N:I1). 
 

Linked to the ideas of speaking English as connected to the tension of potential 

embarrassment, and students moderating their language use to be more inclusive of 

their less confident peers, Chinese student participants all believed that as the English 

language competence and confidence of their peers increased, they were more likely to 

speak English socially.  

 

At the time you have a lot of words in English, so we were basically use the whole 
sentence or paragraph in English, so like one person in the conversation speak English, 
everybody will speak English. (Daisy, CS:N:I1). 
 
No not really but sometimes we do use English. 
 
Interviewer: What kind of times would that be.  
 
I don’t know, some of my friends say their English improves a lot so sometimes English 
words just jump out and we continue using English to continue the conversation. 
(Anthony, CS:E:I2). 
 

Anthony’s experiences were found to be typical of the experiences of Chinese student 

participants, subsequently highlighting immersive community experiences such as 

residential community dinners as important events and strategies for helping shape 

communication practices outside of class time.  

 

To examine the idea of a shared understanding of school culture as a key contributor to 

supporting practices such as bilingualism, the following section subsequently examines 

participants’ perceptions of school identity and culture. Framing the presentation of 

data in this section is the school’s desire to promote Chinese culture in global context. 

This aim is suggestive of the need for the school to create a unique cultural environment 

that is both inward and outward looking, and draws upon practices, beliefs, and norms 

from the global and local cultures. Bhabha’s (1994) ideas of cultural third space, and 
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Nilan and Feixa’s (2008)  ideas of cultural hybridity therefore frame the presentation of 

data in the following section. 

 

Experiences of School Culture at NBS 

This section is structured around the emergence of school culture as a function of 

interpersonal interactions between the key populations of the school residing on 

campus in either the academic or residential programs. In this instance, key populations 

are taken as the demographic groups identified in the research questions. These include: 

Chinese and non-Chinese teachers, students and school administrators. It is proposed 

that different experiences and ideas of the nature of NBS school culture held by these 

groups will illuminate the nature of the broader NBS culture.  

 

Participants viewed NBS as being both a Chinese and international school. The 

fundamental reasons for this were the status of the school licence, the largely 

monocultural nature of the student body and the significant proportion of Chinese 

teaching faculty and administration. For example, holding a Chinese government 

education license meant that NBS differed from its competitor schools in that, despite 

offering an international education curriculum as its only pathway, it was free to accept 

enrolments from Chinese passport holders. This also meant that the contents of the 

school library and parts of the school curriculum, particularly those relating to teaching 

history, were subject to the approval of local education authorities, though the school 

was not required to teach the government curriculum. 

 

With NBS offering only the International Baccalaureate Middle Years and Diploma 

Programmes as pathways to matriculation in the secondary school, and a similar 

international education program in the primary school, participants viewed the 

education experience as being international. Adding a layer of complexity to this, as of 

2017, Chinese students who had completed the IB Diploma Programme were not eligible 

for acceptance into Chinese government run universities, a status that included all the 

most desirable universities in the country. This meant that each Chinese student who 

graduated in the first cohorts at NBS, a total of approximately fifty students, would by 

necessity undertake tertiary study outside of mainland China. This also prompted 

participants to feel that the skills and experiences needed for success differed from 
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those of a Chinese public school, particularly when it came to understanding other 

cultures and the development of English language proficiency. 

 

Within this cultural space, influenced in different areas by both Chinese and 

international cultural expectations, different understandings as to the “way things 

should be done best” were understandably seen to emerge. The understandings were 

subsequently found to correspond to participants’ understanding of the school identity. 

Participants who viewed NBS as a Chinese school were understandably more likely to 

expect the school’s systems, practices and policies to reflect Chinese cultural norms, 

with those seeing NBS as an international school with a Chinese population more likely 

to assume the opposite. Further nuancing participant understandings of school culture 

were differences in training, international experience and nationality, with the Chinese 

and international cultural paradigms variously seen as being complementary or 

incompatible by participants. A degree of parochialism was seen to pervade how each 

group “did things”, particularly between teaching faculty who maintained different 

ideas as to the identity and culture of the school. This meant that individuals within each 

group maintained a sense that their way was perhaps the most appropriate way of 

working within the school. 

 

Further, participants were found to experience either a “front of house” culture, a group 

consisting of parents and students; or a “behind the scenes” culture consisting of 

teachers and administrators. In this instance, the “front of house” culture related to how 

individuals experienced the education program as learners, with “behind the scenes” 

culture referring to the emergent norms of daily interaction amongst teaching and 

administrative staff. These two cultural spheres can be further personified as being 

public and private, with all community members experiencing the “front of house” 

public culture, but only those charged with delivering the education experience being 

aware of the “behind the scenes” private culture. In NBS, the public and private cultures 

were found to be significantly different from each other. 

 

The following two sections seek to explore the nature of both these public and private 

cultures of NBS by examining participant daily experiences and interactions in both the 

classroom and the residential program. In particular, this section focuses on areas of 
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perceived tension, where different ideas of school culture and identity created 

contestable cultural spaces within which different ways of doing things often emerged 

simultaneously. Critical to the presentation of data are culture and identity as 

understood by one of the research participants and subsequently utilised in interviews 

with other participants: identity as the way we see ourselves, and culture as the ways in 

which we relate to each other. 

 

Perceptions of School Identity  

Teachers, administrators and students from all participant demographics identified NBS 

as being on a continuum between an international and national school. Both Chinese 

and non-Chinese administrators and teachers unanimously perceived NBS as being 

largely a Chinese school with an international curriculum, seeing the physical location, 

the school’s licence and the structure of the student cohort as key to defining the 

identity. This established the school cultural space as both complex and perhaps 

contradictory: Chinese culture being the foundation upon which the NBS culture as a 

whole is built, but Western education philosophies forming the foundation of student 

education experiences in the form of the IB curriculum. Tom and Tony’s thoughts 

typified the thoughts of both teachers and administrators: 

 

I think we are a Chinese school with an international curriculum. We’re in between a 
Chinese national and an international school because obviously the passport situation 
with accepting students, that’s my view. (Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

Yeah. I said this because two reasons: one reason is the licence of our school is not an 
international school licence. I mean, in terms of the legal status so it couldn’t be an 
international school. The second reason is the population of our students. But it doesn’t 
mean for a Chinese private school we cannot have international ethos here. (Tony, 
CA:E:I3) 
 

In this case, the IB curriculum was seen as representing the international ethos and was 

perceived as being at the core of NBS identity, framing student educational experiences 

on a day to day basis. As a school administrator, Roger saw the education experiences 

of students as hopefully closer to what they may encounter in an international school, 

whilst at the same time being immersed in a school culture that celebrated and was 

rooted in Chinese culture. Academically, Roger hoped that students experienced an 

education that would see students:  
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…stretched, intellectually across a wide range of disciplines, including the arts, including 
other things. It’s a very good thing for example that now you have design in the middle 
years program. And many students don’t do that, so that’s one way in which we want 
parents to see us. We want the parents to see us as a Chinese school with international 
flavour. We are aware and keep on telling people that we are unusual in the sense that 
we can teach international programs despite being Chinese licensed. (Roger, FA:E:I2) 
 

This conception of NBS culture links closely to Bhabha’s (1994) conception of third 

space, with students simultaneously being asked to navigate Chinese cultural norms 

during their everyday non-classroom time, whilst being asked to immerse themselves in 

learning experiences that differed significantly from what many students may be 

familiar with in the local system. The international curriculum being at the heart of the 

school’s public or “front of house” identity was also something that school 

administrators hoped would be attractive to parents. In particular, the IB programs were 

believed to offer a more balanced education programme for students than the local 

government system. This included exposing students to different learning experiences 

and subjects they may only have had limited exposure to at a local government school. 

Daisy (CS:N:I1) cited history lessons, especially those concerning Western history, and 

practical subjects such as visual arts, as being key examples of this. Similarly, Anthony 

believed that even when subjects like politics were taught in local schools, they were 

“influenced by the government ideas, by the communist ideas that are changed, twisted 

a little bit by the Chinese government” (Anthony, CS:E:I1). 

 

Indeed, it was the interplay between the Chinese and International identities that 

parents were found to be particularly drawn to. When discussing their reasons for 

choosing NBS for their children, Chinese parents agreed that it was the combination of 

international outlook with respect of the Chinese culture that they found most 

attractive. In particular, Chinese parents believed that success in the IB curriculum 

would help prepare their children for future education experiences outside China.  

 

I think this would relate to our family education concept because I think as the Chinese, 
we should have our own Chinese identity first and based on this I want my child to have 
a wide view, just like worldwide view; she can think of things from the worldwide point 
of view. That’s why I do want to send her abroad to learning. NBS obviously is a good 
choice. (Margaret, CP:N:I1). 
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For Anthony’s mother, the international curriculum offered experiences and 

opportunities for students to explore ideas and concepts relatively less encumbered by 

Chinese government regulations and restrictions. This also meant exposure to teaching 

and learning styles closer to what Anthony might experience in tertiary study overseas. 

 

Chinese Education indeed has some problems. To begin with, I think of two issues. First 
is that some subjects being taught in local school are useless now, for example, the local 
school is still teaching children Ideological and Political Classes. Teachers are always 
connecting the education with ideology. I think this has wasted some of the children’s 
time and energy. Besides, Chinese education style is that kind of all about what teachers 
tell you, like 1 is one, 2 is two. Slowly the child will become habitual to completely listen 
to teachers’ instruction and the children will have very little of their own thinking. 
(Leanne, CP:E:I1). 
 

For Chinese students too, NBS culture was defined in terms of its internationalism, 

linked to their experiences within the curriculum. With the IB curriculum being 

associated with Western educational ideas, students felt this opened up new 

possibilities and opportunities for future studies overseas. In effect, with the range of 

subjects and what students saw as a focus on education as opposed to simply 

achievement, students felt like they were more a part of a global education narrative 

than a Chinese national one. Mirroring parent beliefs about the nature of learning in 

Chinese schools as opposed to the student led model of the IB system, Rose felt students 

were less at the centre of education in Chinese schools. 

 

I don’t really like the way we are taught in our last school because students are just test 
machines. So we have the total score as one hundred, so if we get lower than ninety, 
we’ll get some big punishments. (Rose, CS:N:I1). 
 

For Chinese students, being part of a global narrative included the idea that they would 

definitely be attending university outside China, as they saw the university study within 

their own country as an extension of the high school educational philosophy.  

 

Because when I was really young, this is just a very vague idea, but I think since I’m in 
5th year or 6th, I’m really interested in art, so I have a lot of learning I have done and so 
in the first year, if I go to university, I really want to go to art university to study. And in 
China, all the art universities are basically about, a little bit like stereotype.  
 
Yeah. Yeah, so not so creative, and I want to learn design in future. So I think going to 
America for study is my idea. (Daisy, CS:N:I1). 
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Taken together, these ideas of the “front of house” culture illustrated a clearly outward 

looking perspective, defined by its internationalism. Chinese culture was thought of as 

both a desirable and integral aspect of the school’s identity, but the primary focus 

behind selecting NBS was the international outlook personified by the curriculum and 

the future benefits that studying in an internationally oriented program were believed 

to bring. In particular, these international education experiences were characterised by 

new approaches to teaching and learning, exposure to perhaps new and different 

material, and different ways of assessing than what students and parents may 

experience in the local government system. 

 

Similar to parents and students, administrators and teachers identified the curriculum 

as central to the schools international identity. However, teachers in particular held 

different ideas as to the degree of internationalism, with some teachers seeing NBS as 

more of a Chinese school, and others seeing it as more of an international school. Prior 

experience of international schools was found to be a strong contributor as to whether 

or not the identity of NBS was defined in terms of being more Chinese or international. 

 

As a Chinese teacher whose first experience teaching outside of the Chinese public 

system was working at NBS, William identified the presence of foreign teachers as an 

important factor in the internationalisation of the school’s identity, and defined the 

school in terms of its internationalism. 

 

Yeah.  I think, we create a new, a very new system. Because I come from a public school. 
In most public schools, we don’t have foreign teachers or even they don’t have one 
foreign teacher. (William, CT:N:I2). 
 

Samantha, meanwhile, having taught at international schools in Beijing as well as 

studying overseas in an English speaking country for her master’s degree, perceived the 

school’s culture in terms of its Chineseness: 

 

If we compare with my previous school my feeling about the school is generally speaking 
this is a Chinese school with multicultural insight. It is not a real international school. 
Yeah. (Samantha, CT:E:I1). 
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However, despite these differing perspectives, for both participants it was the 

international curriculum of the school that Chinese teachers found especially attractive 

and the important contributor to the school’s identity. 

 

Yeah to be honest I don’t really care about whether it is international school, or American 
school, because we just will follow the IB system. So at least we follow the IB system and 
that’s okay. (Samantha, CT:E:I2). 
 

William, in particular, saw the curriculum model as the heart of NBS international 

identity, particularly when viewed in contrast to his experiences in the Chinese local 

system.  

 

That’s a very good question, because in Chinese public school as you know, the teaching 
way, the method of teaching is very easy, just I teach, and the students listen and write, 
make some notes, just like that. I think this is not real education. In my mind I think 
education is, I can indicate some, for example I can give an idea and some materials and 
the students can express their own ideas and we can discuss, we can debate and we can 
different understanding of history and literature.  
 

…but for example, the literature, you can understand it anyway if you like, literature 
don’t have answer, it don’t have a right answer, but in the exam you must have the right 
answer so I think it’s not real education. (William, CT:N:I1). 
 

These ideas characterised the “front of house” culture of the school as internationally 

focused, centred on the experiences and perceived benefits of the IB curriculum. 

However, where the “front of house” culture of the school was characterised as being 

largely international, the “behind the scenes” culture was found to be a contested 

cultural space. This was important as individual’s ideas of school identity were found to 

inform their actions and attitudes in the “behind the scenes” culture. For example, 

individuals who thought of NBS as primarily a Chinese school held expectations that 

institutional practices and expectations would more closely resemble how things were 

done in Chinese local schools, where those participants who saw the school as being 

closer to an international school often held opposite views. As a means of exploring this, 

participant experiences of the “behind the scenes” culture is presented in the following 

section. As a way of illustrating the daily experiences of individual participants, this 

section focuses in particular on areas where Chinese and foreign teacher expectations 

of how things should be done were found to differ. 
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Participant Experiences of “Behind the Scenes” School Culture 
Connecting to the idea of identity as being how individuals viewed the organisation, and 

culture as how individuals interacted with each other, this section presents data focused 

on the experiences of teachers within the classroom and residential programs. Providing 

background as to how administrators viewed the process of “behind the scenes” culture 

creation was the idea that NBS was never conceived as an international school in the 

eyes of the founders or the administrators themselves. 

 

I’d never describe the school as an international school. Has never been part of the 
identity. We’ve talked about it, we talk about it more and more as a world school, and 
we try to define what that is, and on one end there are national schools, and national 
schools tend to be insular because they have to teach the national curriculum of the 
country, and there are very few national curriculums that aren’t relatively closed in on 
their own country. And then with the other end the international schools typically don’t 
have much of a root in the local host country. (Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

And as far as I know, the founding people, they don’t think, and also didn’t build up this 
school from the very beginning as an international school. (Tony, CA:E:I3). 
 

Given the idea that school administrators conceived NBS as being a world school, 

“behind the scenes” culture creation was largely left up to an organic processes of 

negotiation between teachers, as they interacted with each other and school 

administrators. Two key factors were found to be important forces in shaping this 

organic process. The first of these was the approximately equal number of Chinese and 

non-Chinese teachers in the secondary school. This suggested relatively similar social 

agency between the two groups in term of culture formation. The second key factor was 

the equity in remuneration between Chinese and non-Chinese teaching staff, something 

that was believed to be uncommon in international schools in Beijing or indeed globally. 

This suggested that local and internationally recruited teachers were seen in the same 

light by the school administration, afforded the same professional respect and 

empowered in the creation of school culture to the same degree as non-Chinese 

teachers. Indeed it was this parity between foreign and Chinese teachers that was seen 

as being a key factor in making NBS a desirable employer for local teachers. These ideas 

were reflected in Roger’s thoughts: 
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The identity is enormously attractive to Chinese teachers. Just a purely material 
expression of that identity is that we unlike many schools like us pay equally, there’s no 
differentiation between Chinese and non-Chinese. (Roger, FA:E:I2). 
 
[ A Chinese teacher new to the school said that it]…was an enormous plus when she was 
thinking of moving here. And how it makes Chinese teachers and colleagues feel 
empowered. (Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

As a Chinese administrator, Tony felt the school was also different from many other 

international schools in that it placed Chinese teachers on par with foreign teachers in 

terms of professional respect. 

 

Interviewer: I guess that’s because the pay scale is the same for foreigners and Chinese? 
 
Yeah, and also other package, because of the package. Yeah. And also about the 
position. For example, some position in some other international schools for Chinese 
teachers, or for Chinese faculty, even they do the same job as foreign teachers they still 
cannot get the title of teacher, only assistant. 
 
 …everybody the same, but that, I mean but in other, in international schools in 
China…it’s different. (Tony, CA:E:I2). 
 

Within this landscape, administrators were subsequently found to be reluctant in being 

too prescriptive about the ways in which they wanted the “behind the scenes” culture 

to develop. Central to this position was the difficulty in deciding which aspects of 

Chinese or non-Chinese culture would be used as the basis for the NBS culture, where 

asking individuals to change their ways of doing things could lead to the feeling of one 

culture being valued over another. 

 

You should also allow that context to mould you as much as you mould it, and one of the 
things I’ve been trying to do here is working out where I should intervene and where I 
should stand back and this is the first time I’ve worked in a school that has three divisions 
and three division heads. So that’s very interesting for me.  
 
…. I’m just feeling my way as I go. (Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

Whilst adopting a largely non-interventionist position regarding the development of 

staff “behind the scenes” culture, administrators were found to be actively adopting 

outwards looking strategies to portray the “front of house” culture as international. This 

focused around management practices that aligned more closely to Western ideas of 
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school structure. This was especially apparent regarding changing the way school 

administrators portrayed their position within the school community: 

 

This is a very small office and many Chinese parents have come here and made that 
comment and they say the head of a school like this – if we were a Chinese school – this 
is even smaller than most of my colleagues. So there’s a point that I’m making there and 
it’s important, that’s deliberately undermining that aspect of culture. (Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

This was also evident in the adoption of a flat management structure that was hoped to 

lessen the power distance relationship identified by teachers from local Chinese schools 

as typifying the management structure of local schools. 

 

Just to say that I don’t want people to put me on a pedestal, I don’t want people to put 
any of the leaders on a pedestal. I want the leadership of the school as humble as is 
appropriate. I want to encourage people to come and talk. Those kinds of things. 
 
And I want to challenge some of the cultural assumptions that are part of the society 
and again and again we should say, and I think this is true, that when you come into 
culture from outside, you see things and you can identify things, that when you live inside 
the culture you can’t see. And so that marriage is very powerful and that’s what we are 
trying to do. (Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

Whilst administrators were found have a cohesive and articulated idea of how they 

wanted to be perceived and the image they wanted to broadcast to both the public and 

private cultures of the school, the absence of a clear blueprint for developing “behind 

the scenes” culture contributed to a contentious professional and cultural space for 

teachers. Characterising this space was a clear division between foreign and Chinese 

teachers both inside and outside the classroom. This subsequently, led to degrees of 

judgement and resentment between different demographics of teachers as to how the 

other group approached some aspects of their work. 

 

The first significant area of conflict was within the classroom, manifesting as foreign 

teachers asking questions about their Chinese colleagues’ pedagogical practices. With 

the IB Middle Years Programme being a student centred, discovery learning focused 

curriculum, foreign teachers questioned the suitability of some pedagogical practices 

used by their Chinese peers for promoting this style of learning. This was found to lead 
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to a degree of frustration based on the idea that all teachers should be actively adopting 

teaching practice that best supported learning in the curriculum.  

 

My issue is, who monitors the teaching of the Chinese staff? There a very… when I’m 
passing classrooms… “sat down, talk, talk, talk”. Where’s the MYP style discovery 
learning? 
 
Yes, very – and I’m not saying all Chinese staff or labelling all Chinese staff like that - but 
they seem to be stuck in that method and they find it hard to adapt and hard to change. 
(Tom, FT:N:I1). 
 

Linked closely to this, was the feeling that a significant difference existed between 

Chinese and foreign teachers in terms of initiative and work ethic. As Tom saw, this was 

subsequently found to lead to considerable frustration and the sense that more was 

being expected of foreign staff. 

 

Interviewer: Do you get the feeling that the priorities are maybe not the same for Chinese 
staff?  
 
Participant: I think, yeah, you beat me to it, yeah, I was going to say that but you beat 
me to it. I think that their priority is earn as much as they can because the government 
may, in one moment, change a rule that affects them. So their priority is to look after 
themselves, not get involved but if they get involved they’ll become, they just become 
more sociable and they can help create more of a culture. 
 
…So the main one [difference between how Tom works and how he sees his other 
boarding parents work] is obviously I’m on the Grade 9 boys floor, so I stay on duty until 
11 o’clock. They’re obviously out lights out at 10:15 so I stay an extra 45 minutes until 
11 o’clock. There’s a couple of times I go back on a Thursday, come in at 10:20 or, not 
Thursday, Tuesdays, 10:20 or 10:30 and there’s nothing there, there’s nothing on, and 
that’s another prime example of a time when there was an issue of a boy on a floor he’d 
had a second phone, texting a girl on the third floor, and so I went down, came out of 
the lift the lights were off, and there was girls coming out of the corridor out of the 
dorms, going and knocking on other dorms and going in to get water, and this is after 
lights out, supposedly lights out. I was looking around going “What’s going on?”. Went 
and knocked on my staff’s door. 
 
Unfortunately it was a Chinese member of staff, and I asked “What’s going on? I’ve got 
an issue here, and where are you? You’re not on the floor”. It’s almost going above and 
beyond. Which I know we have our rules and the kind of like “This is your contract, this 
is what you should do” but it's going that little bit extra, above and beyond. It doesn’t 
have to be a massive above and beyond, that you stay until 12 o’clock and you definitely 
make sure everything’s done, but it’s just that little bit extra. 
 
…Yeah, personal duty maybe.  
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Interviewer: Do you think that there’s a difference in work ethic?  
 
Participant: Yeah, yeah, there’s a difference in worth ethic. I think that, well I know I’m 
about to have an issue. We've got a learning assistant up here and he won’t, he’ll only 
do what is on his contract and he will clearly point out “This is my contract” and say “It 
doesn’t say here that I should do that”, and that’s kind of like “Whoa, okay but you’re in 
a school environment and it’s for education, it’s for teaching”. It was like “You have to 
do it”. It’s like “Well, come on”. (Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

Tom also felt that when working on a team with his Chinese peers that this approach 

meant he felt forced to pick up what he considered extra work, further compounding 

his frustrations. 

 

Yes. One that drives me mad is I share an advisory class with [new teacher from a local 
school this year], but since the start of the year, she’s not taken one. She stands there 
and there’s students talking and doing things and I feel like saying “If you are standing 
beside them when they are doing that, can you do something?” “Can you not obviously 
see what’s happening right there?” “Can you say something?” She just stands there. I 
feel like “Come on!” (Tom, FT:N:I1). 
 

Connected to the idea of NBS being a professionally attractive place for local teachers 

to work, and Tom’s thoughts that fundamental differences existed between Chinese and 

foreign teachers regarding work ethic and priorities, Clara felt too that some Chinese 

teachers were at the school primarily to take advantage of the free education places 

given to two of their children as part of the employment package. 

 

Clara: None of these guys are going to [stay at the school long term]. They’re only here 
for their kids.  The moment their kids get enough education they’re going to go. 
 
…Yeah, of course, too bad for those who have young kids who are going to live here 
forever but, you know, but the people like [Chinese primary school teacher] will be gone 
after [Son in grade 11] is done. 
 
…She’s only here til [Son in grade 11] is done. People like [Chinese secondary teacher] is 
the same thing. Once [her son in grade 10] graduates she will move on because whatever 
problems she has with us well she’s just tolerating it. (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

This points to staff priorities for staying at the school as another key driver of school 

culture formation. This suggests that the reluctance of some teachers to invest in culture 

building, regardless of nationality, stems from their desire to simply “put up with it as 
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is”, with the knowledge that their time at the school is finite. There was also a feeling 

that the hands off approach to culture building adopted by school administrators had 

done little to promote the closing of this gap and the formation of a unified staff “behind 

the scenes” culture over time. In his time at NBS, Tom felt that if anything the separation 

between Chinese and foreign teachers had become more entrenched. 

 

I still feel there’s a complete, there’s a separation. Obviously at the last interview I said 
that you can tell the Chinese staff who’ve worked in international schools, and you can 
still feel that but there’s still, I think, a segregation of what Chinese staff, their vision, 
and an international MYP/DP school.  
 

…Yeah, for the Chinese staff I guess there’s no guidance and maybe even of some of the 
Western staff, guidance of towards that, what is the international point of the school, its 
identity? (Tom, FT:N:I2) 
 

At the time of the study, a significant proportion of foreign hired staff school 

administrators including almost all senior leaders prior leadership experiences were 

confined to, or largely comprised of, positions within the US private education system 

and this was seen to exert considerable influence over the behind the scenes culture of 

the school. As the school had developed over its first two years, there was a feeling 

amongst some staff that a strong American identity had been purposefully increasingly 

incorporated into the NBS identity. The was subsequently found to have led to a degree 

of division amongst foreign teachers, between teachers from the United States of 

America who were new to international teaching, and their non-American peers or 

teachers from the US who had previous international experience. 

 

As a non-American teacher, Clara in particular felt that a shift towards a more US centric 

conception of Western culture was a departure from what she saw as the move towards 

an international culture. This essentially created a type of duality where US culture was 

felt to be non-compatible with her experiences of an international school culture. To 

this end she felt as an international teacher, a shift to being a Chinese-American school 

would mean she could not likely stay at NBS: 

 

And that’s why I said to him [School Principal] are you trying to make this an American 
school because the moment you do that I’m leaving. (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
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This was found to lead to a dynamic where there was a three way pull between the 

international, Chinese and American ideas as to how school “behind the scenes” culture 

should be shaped. Important to this dynamic was the belief that US school professional 

practices differed in significant ways from practices typical to the IB and other non-US 

Western countries. This was found especially in relation to their approaches to 

collaborative curriculum building and assessment.  

 

The American teachers coming here who have not experienced the MYP or DP have a lot 
to learn and some big changes to make. The whole attitude towards curriculum 
development, towards planning, towards collaboration is very different in the IB than it 
is to people in an American school. In a public school you haven’t got a national 
curriculum, if it’s a private school, teachers operate in a very, very independent and non-
collaborative way by and large. 
 

When I say non-collaborative it doesn’t mean to say they can’t communicate and get on 
with their peers, just that the approach to curriculum development is not systematic. 
(Roger, FA:E:I1). 
 

Given the nature of the IB and the Diploma Programme in particular, with students 

undertaking globally moderated, end of course, standardised assessment, this approach 

was found to cause concern amongst some teachers. In particular, experienced 

international foreign teachers, including other teachers from the US, who saw this as a 

roadblock to establishing agreed upon professional practices and cohesive collegial 

environment.   

 

They’ve, on the surface it looks, you know, it looks fine and dandy but certainly there are 
lots of ripples underneath. I think [Head of Department] will be a better person to tell 
because I, as a member I see we just do go along, right? But the fact that she keeps 
repeating similar agenda items every time we meet tells me that no one’s doing 
anything. Yeah, so that’s how she keeps asking, okay, show me your assessments before 
you give them out, you know, standardise your styles, it keeps coming up every meeting, 
right? Which tells me that no one has shown her any of their assessments. It tells me 
that no one is standardising. (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

The outcomes of these experiences were found to be both professional separation 

between US teachers new to international teaching and other foreign teachers, and 

feelings of pity towards new American colleagues. This also highlighted the parochialism 

pervading the “behind the scenes” culture, where experienced international teachers 
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were found to assume positions of professional authority in regards to delivering an 

international curriculum.  

 

Yeah. So, actually if anything sometimes I feel sorry for my American colleagues because 
they must feel, like they must feel like losers in that sense because they’re, although they 
may have lots of experience but because they don’t have the IB experience.  
 
…I think it depends. I mean I find American teachers kind of lazy. I’ve heard that officially 
from many other people too, yeah. I don’t know. Is it their arrogance that their system 
is, has been around for a long time because I do find them pretty lazy? (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

Though acknowledging this separation between US teachers new to the IB system as 

perhaps an obstacle for the establishment of cohesive professional practice, school 

administrators were found to do little to address the situation. On the contrary, outside 

the classroom and in the residential program in particular, US cultural and social 

practices were found to be actively reinforced throughout the daily life of the school. 

This included occasions such as thanksgiving dinners for all boarding students. For 

administrators, the American cultural identity was seen as an important part of the 

school identity.  

 

Well it’s part of our identity. I don’t think we should be opaque about that, we should 
just admit it.  Really. We talk about bringing three strands of education together, West 
and East, and international.  The Western is essentially American.  And the Eastern is 
essentially Chinese.  You can see Western as including other Western countries, but 
Western countries are not defined by geographical positions because Australia is a 
Western country, New Zealand is a Western country. (Roger, FA:E:I2). 
 

For teachers, this meant navigating a complex “behind the scenes” cultural environment 

defined by the pedagogical demands of the international curriculum, and a professional, 

social, and organisational environment contested by Chinese, American and other 

Western ideas of how things should be done. The dynamic and interconnected nature 

of the school served to further complicate this, with teachers working together in 

academic departments within the school, across departments on a number of different 

committees, and on residential teams. Likewise, administrators managing multiple 

processes and aspects of the school from curriculum to residential and cultural, meant 

working with teachers in different capacities, in different numbers and in different 

physical spaces. This meant administrators and teachers regularly moved between 
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groups, subsequently needing to adapt to each of these groups different expectations. 

Combined with the hands off approach to culture building, this was found to make 

establishing a collective understanding of identity, and subsequently a unified school 

culture, somewhat difficult. 

 

Yeh. So it’s weird. How do you develop culture without some guidance? That’s my 
question. Where do you go, what do you do, some guidance. You say you’re going to let 
it happen but it might never happen because you’re not guiding it. You don’t want to 
force it but you have to give some guidance as to what’s acceptable. (Tom, FT:N:I1). 
 

Clara’s experiences closely mirrored Tom’s, agreeing that the hands off approach to 

culture building had not been effective at bringing the staff together, and perhaps 

worse, was potentially sabotaging the process by reinforcing existing boundaries. 

 

I don’t think that strategy is successful because I said to him [School Principal] in the 
musing, I said to him I found your first year of leadership wishy washy. (Clara, FT:E:I2). 
 

For Clara, the root of this lack of guidance as to what was expected of NBS “behind the 

scenes” culture lay partly in the make-up of the school leadership. She saw 

administrators whose previous leadership experiences of largely in the American 

system, or schools with US curricula as being perhaps lacking the IB and international 

school experience and skills required to bring a culturally diverse staff together. In this 

regard, Clara felt that NBS administrators perhaps had less experience and 

understanding of an international curriculum and the potential pitfalls of bringing a 

culturally diverse teaching faculty together than some of the middle managers they 

were responsible for. 

 

But I also see another problem in administration. The systems aren’t going to be efficient 
for a very long time because the people that they hired in administration do not have 
experience as administrators. At the bottom, the middle managers, grade level leaders 
and department heads and the teachers are incredibly experienced. All the department 
leaders, all the grade level leaders, this is not the first time they’ve been grade level 
leader or department leader. But it is the first time that someone is the head of high 
school. It is the first time someone is the Dean of Students or head of, assistant head of 
something.  
 
They’ve all come from middle manager positions and all of a sudden been upgraded to 
a very high position here. So I’m not surprised that they’re being criticised because they 
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have zero experience in this area and they are trying to manage people with tonnes of 
experience in their area. (Clara, FT:E:I1). 
 

An important product of this sentiment was a potential distrust of the ability of 

members of the administrative team. This had the dual outcomes of drawing potential 

battle lines between teachers and administrators, and of potentially reducing the 

effectiveness of initiatives put in place by administrators as staff were less likely to trust 

their value or likelihood of working. Connected to this, the prior experiences of many 

Administrators meant there was an impression of a preference for American ways of 

doing things, as opposed to international ones, and the possibility of nepotism in favour 

or teachers from the USA. 

 

Yep, you know, and I told him [School Principal] about some of the things I was unhappy 
with the administration.…And just as I said, I mentioned before in the last interview, I 
told him about how I found the administration “old school”… I talked about how I come 
from a background of meritocracy, basically…I believe in leadership that has ability.  I 
don’t believe in nepotism. 
 
And so, I said to him [School Principal] don’t expect me to be following these people.  
You’re going to have to earn my respect.  It’s not going to be, I’m not going to just respect 
you because of your title. (Clara FT:E:I2). 
 

Within Clara’s and Tom’s thoughts, it’s possible to identify a degree of defensiveness, 

particularly in areas where they felt that administrators were not as well informed or 

perhaps not performing their roles as effectively as possible. This defensiveness was also 

found to be a key characteristic of “behind the scenes” interactions and relationships 

between other groups at NBS. The most pronounced of these was between Chinese and 

non-Chinese teachers. Exemplifying this, the different approaches to sharing ideas and 

asking questions of school administrators was seen to reinforce foreign teacher ideas of 

their Chinese colleagues as not invested in the process of culture building, and Chinese 

ideas of non-Chinese teachers as over opinionated and complaining. 

 

Yes. And even for the Chinese, some Chinese teachers they still think “Mmm, you 
foreigners, where you have some judgment or comments, you just say them”. (Tony, 
FA:E:I2). 
 

I can’t take one particular example but, for some of the questions, maybe the Western 
teacher think "this is not acceptable, so I have to let [school principal] know that. That’s 



 144 

my feeling, and I can’t accept that". But for the Chinese staff, the same thing, they may 
accept that’s, they may think, "oh that’s okay. I don’t need to report to the leaders."  
 
…But Western teachers if they have their own point of view they always, no matter if 
they’re going to follow or not, they’re going to speak out their own point of view. 
(Samantha, CT:E:I1). 
 

Yeh, yeah, of course. (Laugh). At meetings most of the foreign teachers will talk and 
discuss and the Chinese will sit back (laugh) and keep silent. We have our thoughts, but 
maybe we don’t impress our thought in a meeting or something. Maybe we choose other 
ways to express: we choose email or we choose other ways to express ourselves. 
(William, CT:N:I1). 
 

When working in teams comprised of foreign and Chinese teachers, particularly in 

middle leadership positions such as subject or grade level leaders, these differing 

approaches to communicating were thought to lead to situations of potential conflict. 

In particular, with many of the secondary school Grade Level Leader positions filled by 

Chinese teachers, and these positions typically responsible for a team of six to ten 

teachers and over one hundred students, foreign teacher’s preference for openly asking 

questions was sometimes seen in a negative light.  

 

Well we’ll see. If the, let’s see if the grade level leader is a Chinese teacher, so sometimes 
we don’t really challenge the grade level leader as the whole Chinese environment, but 
maybe some of the Western teachers, not challenge the grade level leader, but they’re 
going to… Yeah, ask questions or discuss. 
 
Interviewer: Which would lead to the Chinese teacher feeling threatened?  
 
Yeah, sometimes, yeah… They don’t think that they always challenge me. They may think 
that “Why you have so many questions?” or “Why every time I say yes and then you say 
no?”. (Samantha, CT:E:I1).  
 

From a Western teacher perspective, this difference in communication preferences, 

sometimes gave the impression that Chinese colleagues and administrators were 

inflexible or non-collaborative. 

 

Yeah, Chinese style is like they have the boss, the top, of the other side, not the 
educational side, and they’re kind of scared. It’s that Chinese perception that that’s the 
boss, “Oh I must do what I'm told”. And “He wants this? Yeah, I’ll give to them”.  
 
And then one day I remember I went to him [Chinese Administrator, Facilities Manager, 
a member of the Senior Leadership Team] and challenged him over something, and he 
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was like, oh, oh. He didn’t know what to do. He genuinely didn’t, so I went to him over 
at his, he didn’t know what to do. He doesn’t reply to any mail, he wants it sent to him, 
it’s just like, "yeah". There’s that very much Chinese style is I can’t be touched but when 
I went to say “What’s going on? This needs to be done”, he was like "oh, oh", it was as if 
he couldn’t hold a conversation because he was like “Well this shouldn’t happen”.  
 
But it can happen. It’s meant to be a, again, a community Western kind of community. 
(Tom, FT:N:I2). 
 

These data illustrate the NBS professional culture as a series of individual narratives, 

differing greatly from each other, and defined by existing groups based around culture, 

nationality, experience and perceptions of identity. With no clear commonly understood 

blueprint or scaffold around which to build common understandings of how things were 

done, the NBS culture was found to be one in which different ways of doing regularly 

rubbed against each other. This, in turn, was seen to lead to frustration, a degree of 

distrust by teachers of the direction of the school administration and of their teaching 

peers, and both a physical and philosophical separation between Chinese and non-

Chinese staff that participants felt was only becoming more entrenched over time. This 

separation mirrored the self-segregation experienced by foreign students both inside 

and outside the classroom.  

 

Reflecting on her experiences of the student culture outside the classroom, Flora felt 

that perhaps many of her Chinese peers were not invested in contributing to the 

development of a dynamic student culture, but were at the school only as a short term 

bridge to boarding schools in the USA. She felt that this applied pressure to students to 

pad their resume’s prior to applying to foreign schools and that this was a key motivation 

behind what activities students were interested in and how much effort they applied. 

The clear outcome of this from her perspective was that foreign students hung out 

together, largely separate from their Chinese peers and were largely motivated by 

different ideas about the purpose of being a student at NBS. 

 

Participant: Yeah, yeah, yeah I definitely do feel like, I mean that’s the point of the school, 
that’s what they tell the Chinese parents, like “If you send your kid here they’ll go to a 
great school in America.”  And that’s what I feel like most of its all about.  Like I feel like 
the reason people do some clubs and stuff is so they can go to, it’s, everything is for 
college, nothing is like the experience or to enjoy themselves here.  
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…It makes it [the student culture] really quite fake to be honest.  Like, because I can like 
tell you know if some people when they go up there and they want to be presidents of 
these things, and I can just tell like they’re not into it.   
 
…They want it because it looks good.  And I mean I understand that but then when I see 
the activities that are planned and people don’t go to them and people don’t like them, 
it really shows that they really don't want to …   It just proves the point.   
 
…And then it makes all the clubs not very well, like clubs very badly organised and not 
very well done, because really aren’t in to it, like they don’t really want to do it. 
 
… Their parents maybe say it looks good.  The teachers tell them, “Oh you should do 
these clubs.”  It’s not like they really believe in being “green”, there’s just, and because 
“being green” looks cool to schools, like technology and you know like right now it looks 
nice. (Flora, FS:N:I2). 
 

This led to a situation where Flora felt there was little effort on the part of the majority 

of her Chinese peers to interact with foreign students, with the cascade effect that 

nether foreign or Chinese students were thought to make much effort to make friends 

with the other. 

 

I mean like I can definitely tell like there’s, I mean we all feel it, like there’s something 
between the foreigners and the Chinese of how they perceive us, and I definitely think 
the kids talk about how Americans see Chinese. I think it’s definitely true on some level. 
Like no one really says it, you know it’s something that we don’t really talk about, but it’s 
something I’ve definitely noticed. It’s definitely true that, I don’t want to say we call, okay 
we definitely do not see them as bastards, but I definitely do think like some students 
kind of just try and stay away from the Chinese kids. And I can understand that they feel 
the same way against us trying to keep a distance. (Flora, FS:N:I2). 
 

Woven together, the data presented in this chapter illuminates a complex narrative of 

a school culture and identity defined and experienced in different ways depending on 

the individual’s demographic position within the organisation, their cultural 

background, experience, and expectations. The following discussion chapter uses the 

theoretical framework, and the grounded theory approach to explore the implications 

of this data. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings 
 

This study examined how school culture, leadership and bilingualism developed in a 

new, private, Chinese-International school in Beijing. The focus of this research was to 

subsequently explore the complex interpersonal relationships, personal attitudes and 

actions that contributed to school identity and culture, and to explore how these 

subsequently shaped emergent cultural norms. This study also sought to examine school 

leadership within this complex and contestable space. In particular, this work sought to 

explore the nature of the challenging environment leaders encounter in shaping a 

unique, inclusive and productive school culture in schools within which exists a number 

of competing cultural paradigms. Finally, this study aimed to investigate the challenges 

and successes encountered in fostering an immersive bilingual English/Chinese learning 

environment for middle school students in mainland China. 

 

This chapter firstly unpacks the research questions, using this as the context for 

discussions of key themes that have emerged from analysing the data. The discussion 

around the research questions subsequently focuses on interpreting these key themes 

through the theoretical frameworks underpinning this research. In particular, 

discussions of culture formation centre around Bhabha’s ideas of third space (1996) and 

the combining of cultures to create unique and inclusive group identities. Discussions of 

leadership focus in particular on the need for school leaders to actively navigate a 

cultural climate comprised of the diverse expectations of leaders, teachers, students and 

their families from broad cultural backgrounds. Finally, discussion on bilingualism is 

structured around the framework of language immersion as the most common and 

successful strategy for fostering bilingualism. With this approach to second language 

learning being the most popular and successful strategy used by schools in many 

Western nations, this question explores the effectiveness of language immersion 

models of education in the Chinese/English language context. This section focuses 

specifically on the impact if the immersion model in a Chinese/English immersion school 

with largely monocultural Chinese student population. Lastly, this chapter focuses on 

the implications for teachers, schools, and school leaders of these findings. 
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Unpacking the Research Questions  

 

1. What are some emergent characteristics of a hybrid Chinese-

International school in Mainland China? 

 

The research site is a newly opened school, based around a relatively new idea in China 

of combining Chinese and international education styles and programs. With no 

established operational culture, and less government control over curriculum than 

exists in a government run school, this question therefore seeks to explore how the 

school culture at New Beijing School (NBS) formed and changed as the school expanded 

and developed. The question focuses on the role of individual’s expectations, social 

understandings, cultural backgrounds and language preferences in shaping how 

routines, practices and attitudes develop within the school. Central to this question is 

the status of the school as a newly built institution, with no existing cultural expectations 

and practices and a largely monocultural student population of host country students. 

This subsequently provides an ideal opportunity to investigate the formation of school 

organisational culture as it organically happens in a school seeking to build a 

simultaneously outward and inward looking school culture.  

 

2. How do students, faculty and parents experience education within a 

Hybrid Chinese-International school in China? 

 

When considering their curriculum models, an increasing number of schools globally are 

adopting international education programs like the International Baccalaureate. Key 

reasons for this lie in the perception that success in these programs will give provide 

students with a degree of intellectual capital (Doherty, 2009), and provide a pathway to 

overseas university places that may have otherwise been more difficult for students to 

obtain though the existing national system (Hayden, 2011). As such, adoption of 

international education programs and curricula like the International Baccalaureate 

continues to expand into more schools, and continue to attract host country students 

at an increasing rate. Consequently, understanding the learning and teaching 

experiences that occur in these schools is critically important if key stakeholders are to 

make positive changes in how students learn, teachers teach and families of students 
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support their children. In the context of this research, NBS is seeking to combine two 

education traditions: the Chinese local model that includes a distinct thread of Chinese 

art, history and language; and the Western model of education represented by the 

International Baccalaureate international education curriculum. Linked to this aim of 

combining the Chinese and international curriculum, the school also has a strong 

connection to the residential programs of US East coast boarding schools, using this as 

the blueprint for the own residential program. The bringing together of these possibly 

disparate ideas in the NBS context is done with the goal of creating students who are 

bilingual in Chinese and English, and who have developed an identity and outlook that 

is simultaneously global and national 

 

By exploring areas of potential conflict and synergy as they occur between members and 

demographics within the NBS school community, senior leaders and the teaching faculty 

at NBS will be better able to shape their actions to create more a cohesive institutional 

culture. By extension of this, with the continued expansion in the number of schools 

adopting international curricula in some form, this work also seeks to contribute to 

broader understandings of how stakeholders can navigate the creation of effective 

school culture as part of creating successful schools. Likewise, with the school being 

situated in Beijing, this question aims to contribute to the literature around 

Chinese/English bilingual education practices. 

 

3. How is leadership practice, policy and language use defined and 

developed in a hybrid Chinese-International School? 

 

This question seeks to explore the environment, process and outcomes of the policies 

enacted by school leaders at NBS. Whether they be student populations, school leaders, 

teachers or the broader parent community, defining and developing school policies, 

identities, vision and mission statements are critical for establishing shared values, 

understandings and practices as to how the school operates on a day to day basis, and 

envisions itself in the long term. Investigating the unique challenges faced by school 

leaders in a hybrid school environment, and the processes and forces that shape policy 

and language use, allow for a clearer understanding of how school culture can be 

shaped.  
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This question also seeks to illuminate and explore the internationalisation process of 

schools in China, where the Western constructivist ideals of education underpinning 

many international style curricula may come into direct opposition to Chinese local 

requirements, particularly in areas concerning history and politics. 

 

4. How do stakeholders negotiate the development of culture, professional 

practice and linguistic practices in a hybrid Chinese-International school? 

 

The focus of this question is to explore the process of culture creation in hybrid schools, 

particularly within the context of a school with an international curriculum that has a 

largely local student population, a significant population of local teachers, and where 

English is a key language of instruction but is an additional language for the majority of 

the school’s population. This question interrogates the process of how classroom 

expectations are established for both students and teachers, the emergence of 

organisational norms for both professional and personal interpersonal communication, 

and how the overarching presence of leadership helps shape these aspects of school 

life. 

 

A holistic approach to discussing the research findings has been utilised given the 

interconnected nature of different aspects these questions. The discussion 

consequently comprises three interrelated sections: discussions on bilingualism; the 

formation of school culture; and the strategies of school leaders in the practices and 

process of culture creation. 

 

Structuring the Discussion 

The discussion begins with an examination of bilingualism at NBS. The choice to begin 

with bilingualism rests on the connection between bilingualism and identity, with 

discussions of bilingualism, and attitudes and habits surrounding language use acting as 

a conduit to subsequent discussions on broader school identity and culture. Outlining 

the connection between language use and identity, de Jong and Bearse (2012) see that 

as well as promoting dual language proficiency, many bilingual education programs also 

explicitly promote a multicultural or pluralistic school outcome for their students, 
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mirroring the desired outcomes of international education programs. Within education 

literature, bilingualism has often been associated with biculturalism, multiculturalism, 

pluralism and intercultural sensitivity, often with little distinction made between these 

terms (Senesac, 2012).  

 

This overlap between bilingualism and biculturalism leads to bilingual education often 

becoming synonymous with bicultural or multicultural education or categorised as an 

international education program. However, as Feng (2009) notes, individuals develop 

multiculturalism through an affective change, not simply as a product of language 

mastery. Therefore, it is possible to become bilingual without becoming bicultural or 

multicultural, whilst the opposite is not true (Feng, 2009). Similarly, Lucas (2012) notes 

that, multicultural education does not equate to global education.  

 

Exploring the relationship between bilingualism and biculturalism, Bhatt, (2008) 

identifies language as a primary determinant for identity formation as it allows 

individuals to negotiate the boundaries between their global and local worlds. Where 

bilingual education programs may not necessarily be concerned with addressing 

questions of identity (Feng, 2008), the NBS school vision and mission statements clearly 

position it as an organisation focused on building local-global biculturalism with 

students able to operate and switch effectively and easily between both. This focus 

means Chinese/English bilingualism sits at the heart of what is envisioned as the NBS 

identity, consequently forming a significant part of the foundations of the school 

culture. In the context of NBS, this positions bilingualism as an important starting point 

for the formation of school identity.  

 

Finally, the discussion concludes with an examination of the role of school leaders at 

NBS as the conduit between the school’s mission and vision and the everyday practices 

and norms that constitute the lived school culture for members of the school 

community. 

 

Bilingualism in an English/ Chinese Immersion School 

Figure 7 below presents findings on the development of bilingualism at NBS. In line with 

key themes from the research questions, the data is connected to three distinct threads: 
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Language use in the classroom, language use in informal and social settings such as the 

residential buildings, and the broader organisational structures and approaches 

adopted to promote a bilingual school environment.   

Figure 7: Key Findings on Bilingualism at NBS 

Theme Findings 

Bilingualism and 

language use in the 

classroom. 

1. A largely Chinese student body created a moderation 

effect on language use, linked to ideas of not losing face 

in a public forum, where students opted largely for 

their native tongue in learning environments that were 

designated English language classrooms. This was most 

prevalent in classrooms with the widest language 

competence differential. 

2. Many students were enrolled in classes with levels of 

English competence that made it difficult for them to 

access curriculum content in English language 

classrooms, and potentially daunting for them to try in 

public forums such as classrooms. 

3. In streamed classrooms, particularly in higher ability 

language rooms, students were less inhibited and more 

likely to communicate in English, more confidently.  

4. Without teacher intervention, the observed pattern 

was for Chinese students to opt to work with other 

Chinese speakers, in Chinese, in English speaking 

classrooms. This helped create an “us and them” 

classroom environment between non-Chinese and 

Chinese students in the classroom.  

5. There was significant social distance and separation 

inside, and outside the classroom, between Chinese 

and non-Chinese students. 

Bilingualism and 

language use in social 

and residential settings. 

1. Immersion experiences that included cultural 

immersion as well as language immersion 

opportunities were the most successful in generating 
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an environment where students were empowered to 

speak English. 

2. Little impetus or scaffolding existed for students to 

practice their English outside the classroom or in the 

boarding house. This was despite that fact that 

students were largely aware of the need to develop a 

degree of competence in English in order to 

successfully complete their IB examinations. 

School leadership and 

the culture of language 

use. 

1. Without a shared understanding of what bilingualism 

looked like within the school, pockets of individual 

teachers or group practice between small groups of 

teachers emerged based on prior understanding or trial 

and error. 

2. Without clear expectations of teachers, the desire to 

teach effectively, or perceived pressure to do so, meant 

many Chinese teachers who were supposed to teach in 

English simply reverted to Chinese. In effect not giving 

the students exposure to the content and concept 

language in English. 

3. Without targeted professional development, school 

provided training was found to be of limited value. 

Where leaders were unaware of teacher’s previous 

training and experience, this was also found to have a 

potentially negative impact as time was wasted for 

teachers who felt it could have been better used 

elsewhere. This meant a haphazard approach to 

creating bilingual learning environments in the 

Chinese/English context, with the school provided 

professional development centred around 

English/Spanish language immersion in the United 

States. 
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4. Without the authority to create and enforce policy, 

department and middle leaders had little influence on 

language teaching practices. 

5. Concern existed amongst language teachers in both 

high school and primary school that students would not 

achieve competence in their first language to the 

necessary extent. 

 

Bilingualism and Language use in the Classroom and Residential Setting. 

Aligning with the school’s bilingual vision, students in the research group at NBS were 

expected to undertake approximately sixty percent of their subject classes in English. 

Further to this, students taught by non-Chinese teachers could expect to be taught by 

teachers with a very limited or no Chinese language competence. This approach to 

curriculum was informed by the school’s vision to produce bilingual students who would 

undertake a bilingual IB Diploma, with students expected to undertake an increasing 

percentage of their classes in English as they progressed through successive years of 

schooling. By the time students entered the Diploma Programme at the start of grade 

eleven, approximately eighty percent of their subject load could be expected to be 

taught and examined in English.  

 

The school’s approach to curriculum connects closely to the large body of research 

strongly suggesting that students who achieve bilingualism were more likely to achieve 

educational success than their counterparts (Wei, 2018). In the Chinese context, the 

attraction of English/Chinese bilingual programs rests on the increasingly key role of 

English language proficiency as a pathway to post-secondary academic success (Cheng, 

2012). The immersion program at NBS can further be classified as English Medium of 

Instruction (EMI), where EMI includes a number of different approaches centred on the 

common theme of integrating language learning with content learning (Hu & Lei, 2014). 

In these programs, content is learned alongside language, each providing context to the 

other as a student progresses through the consecutive years of the curriculum (Hu & 

Lei, 2014).  
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A significant theme from the data was the difference in both student engagement in the 

learning process and use of English in subjects where class composition was based upon 

English language proficiency. In English medium classroom environments where 

students were not streamed on English language competence, students of all language 

abilities were observed, and themselves reported, that they favoured Chinese as their 

method of communication. In classes with the widest language competency differences, 

students with lower English language competence were also observed, and reported by 

their peers, to be less engaged in learning, and more distracted. However, in English 

language classes streamed by English language ability, higher language ability students 

who had changed their behaviour to communicate primarily in Chinese in non-streamed 

classes, both reported and were observed to communicate in English more frequently 

and overall engagement within these classrooms was higher. This suggested that in non-

streamed classrooms, the more competent English speakers moderated their language 

use, opting to use English less frequently as a method of communication for both 

academic, and social purposes. 

 

These findings confirm some questions concerning the suitability of EMI programs for 

Chinese/ English programs. Though EMI stands as the most popular and perhaps 

successful method of integrating second language learning into school curricula, the 

majority of research on its effectiveness has been undertaken in European contexts (Hu 

& Lei, 2014), and questions remain about its effectiveness when languages are 

significantly different from each other, such as Chinese and English, as opposed to 

European languages that are closer together such as English and French (Cheng, 2012). 

Further, students in bilingual programs who lost one language and replaced it with 

another were more likely to achieve lower levels of educational success over time (Wei, 

2018). Taken together, these findings suggest that successful bilingual programs must 

be carefully and purposefully created to promote development in both languages. This 

further suggests considerable care needs to be given to the mechanics of the program, 

for example to the tracking of student language development and the supporting of 

teachers around a unified philosophical approach to their teaching. 

 

That students engaged in the learning process more readily in classes where there was 

an apparently narrower gap in English language ability, and a higher overall level of 
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English competence and confidence, is perhaps no surprise. However, this does suggest 

that the moderating effect of lower ability English language learners on their classmates 

can at least be partially addressed or limited by creating an environment where students 

language level itself was moderated. That the same students were seen, and they 

themselves reported as such, behaving differently in classes with smaller and wider 

language gaps between students perhaps serves to illustrate this effect in action. 

Connected to Richard and McFadden’s (2016) understanding of the desire to save face 

or avoid embarrassment, it is possible to interpret this as creating a classroom 

environment where the social stakes of making public errors are likely less fraught, as 

possibly enhancing the likelihood of student engagement in the EMI classroom in the 

NBS context. In this environment, students who perceived themselves at the same level 

of language ability may be more likely to immerse in learning in the EMI classroom and 

take risks with their learning, than if they felt they could be potentially embarrassed or 

looked down upon by their peers who had higher English language ability.  

 

Examining this point more closely, the data revealed that many students were relatively 

new to EMI learning, perhaps enrolling in the first year of the school in grade six, the 

first year of middle school in the IB Programmes, or enrolling in the second year of the 

school. This created many classes in non-streamed subjects that often included students 

with significant differences of experience in second language learning, and significantly 

different language competency levels. From a broader perspective, the difficulty some 

students experienced in accessing learning in the EMI classroom at NBS, illustrated a 

possible disconnect between the school’s goal and strategy of creating a bilingual 

environment and the appropriateness of a content integrated EMI approach to the 

school context. Agreeing with this point, both teachers and students expressed the 

opinion that the school was not operating as a bilingual learning environment. Non-

Chinese teachers and students similarly expressed a degree of surprise and frustration 

at the minimal level of language competence of some students they encountered in an 

English instruction classroom. For instance, Clara’s responses (page 107) were 

particularly telling where she felt her expertise in language acquisition was not shared 

by school leaders, leading to what she, and other teachers, saw as a disjointed approach 

to the promotion of bilingualism. 
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Clara’s personal thoughts were reflected in the lack of a formal language development 

policy at NBS. This meant no shared understanding or vision as to what was expected of 

teachers in terms of language use in their classroom, or regarding their language of 

instruction in the cases where a teacher was academically proficient in both Chinese and 

English. The outcome of this was found to be a number of different strategies and 

philosophical approaches based around the teacher’s own experience. However, a 

common theme in classes taught in English was that teachers were not observed to ask, 

remind or encourage students to communicate in English at any time during these 

classes. As a result, in non-streamed classrooms, Chinese was overwhelmingly the 

language of choice for both academic and social communication. Examining the research 

questions from this perspective hints at the need for schools to approach 

Chinese/English EMI education programs cautiously or risk creating an environment 

where some students progress, while others may be left behind. 

 

The previous points subsequently preface discussion on how students and teachers are 

supported in bilingual environments. The first key stage in this must be to closely 

examine how students are enrolled in the bilingual program at NBS to ensure a pre-

existing level of English language proficiency is present for students expected to 

undertake the majority of their study in English in the later years of high school. This is 

confirmed by Wei (2018) who notes that when second language acquisition occurs in 

early childhood, students usually develop their second language rapidly. However, as 

Cheng (2012) indicated, research in Hong Kong with over twelve thousand middle school 

students demonstrated that despite late immersion students progressing in English 

faster than their non-immersion peers, their performance is largely negatively affected 

in non-language subjects. Coupled to this, Wang and Curdt-Christiansen (2019) identify 

a lack of what they term “threshold English” as a major inhibitor to Chinese university 

student success in bilingual education programs in Chinese universities.  

 

Acknowledging key differences between the educational context of these studies and 

NBS, these two findings are useful for helping to define the cultural and educational 

space in which NBS is seeking to operate. That low language ability students studying in 

classes where a significant language competence gap existed largely avoided the use of 

English suggests that “threshold English” is both relative and absolute. That is, relative 
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in that when students have a relatively low English language level compared to their 

peers in the same classroom, they experience difficulty immersing in the EMI process. 

This also suggests “threshold English” as a contributor to the moderation effect in broad 

ability, non-streamed learning environments. Similarly, the data supports Wang and 

Curdt-Christiansen’s (2019) ideas of “threshold English” as an absolute context, where 

students were observed, and reported by their peers, being disconnected from the 

learning in the classroom primarily as a function of having second language competency 

below the level required to fully immerse in content being delivered in the EMI 

classroom. This suggests critical limitations to integrating language learning with 

content learning (Hu & Lei, 2014) in the Chinese/English context at NBS as being existing 

language competence, as well as a language ability gap between peers in the same 

classroom. When viewed through Cheng’s (2012) findings, this suggests that low 

language competence students who enrol in NBS may not only experience difficulty in 

developing their content knowledge in the short term, but that achievement outcomes 

for these students may trend lower overall in non-language subjects as a result of an 

inability or reluctance to engage in the social act of learning. 

 

The timelines for language development by immersion suggested by Watzinger-Tharp, 

Rubio and Tharp (2018) subsequently provide a useful framework for critiquing both the 

observed and reported behaviours of students, and the EMI approach adopted by NBS. 

Though primarily citing research carried out by English speaking students immersed in 

Spanish, French and Chinese immersion programs in North America, their review of 

student attainment in language acquisition is useful for informing discussion on how to 

maximise student learning within English speaking classrooms in the NBS context, as 

well as how NBS approaches the building of their EMI program. In all three languages, 

students were found to attain a novice high level of competency in speaking and writing 

after three years of immersion, approaching intermediate low after four years. Further, 

in Chinese, students were found to attain a novice mid-level reading score during the 

same time period (Watzinger-Tharp, Rubio & Tharp, 2018). Though these results reflect 

English to second language immersion at schools outside mainland China, it 

nevertheless informs the interpretation of the results of this research, particularly as it 

relates to how students are accepted and then supported in their academic journeys in 

the NBS program.  
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As the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 2012) schedule 

for language acquisition indicates, novice-high level speakers should be expected to 

manage uncomplicated communication in social situations on comfortable topics, and 

rely heavily for understanding on learned phrases. However, given that spoken 

communication often entails using stock phrases, novice-high level speakers may also 

often sound fluent when communicating verbally (ACTFL, 2012). Novice-high level 

writers meanwhile, are classified as students who have developed the ability to 

recombine learned vocabulary into relatively simple sentences, primarily on familiar 

topics, but may not be able to sustain this for long periods. A key characteristic of novice-

high writers is the inability of their written work and grammar to fully convey their ideas 

and meaning (ACTFL, 2012). 

 

Given the rigours of the IB program, with the expectation that students have an 

academic command in English, the NBS approach to both student enrolment and the 

promotion of English language use in the classroom can be seen to run in opposition to 

the language acquisition timelines suggested by Watzinger-Tharp, Rubio and Tharp 

(2018). Similarly, the acceptance of late inclusion students, can likewise be seen to 

contradict the school’s goal of graduating bilingual students, or students capable of 

achieving their best results in the bilingual diploma. Taken alongside Cheng’s (2012) 

conclusions that late immersion students experience largely negative outcomes in non-

language subjects, the expected timeframes for student language development suggest 

that an EMI approach to curriculum is not enough in and of itself for creating a bilingual 

environment at NBS. The difference in classroom social environment and student 

learning behaviours observed in higher level streamed classes hinted that a more 

nuanced approach to structuring the EMI curriculum may be needed when building a 

bilingual environment for students with a wide spread of existing language abilities. 

Wang and Curdt-Christiansen’s (2019) notion of “threshold English” subsequently 

suggests that student enrolment policies and procedures act as the starting point for 

this.  

 

Within the classroom, the academically challenging nature of the IB curriculum also 

serves as a useful starting point for discussing teacher language use strategies in the 
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classroom. Chief amongst these was the acceptance of the students’ reliance on their 

first language as a way of coping with the academic demands of their classes. From a 

student perspective, this was found to be driven by the desire to learn the content in an 

accessible way, and also to avoid embarrassment and ridicule. Seen as an academic 

program requiring considerable content knowledge and learning skills, teachers 

reported being left to their own judgement as to how best to balance the need to 

develop academic language with the need to develop requisite content knowledge and 

learning skills. Necessitating this approach was found to be the absence of clear 

guidelines and expectations for both students and teachers regarding language use in 

the classroom, and the participants noted the absence of any formal support system for 

teachers to access when planning learning experiences for students with lower level of 

academic English. In particular, NBS had no system of in-class support, where language 

specialists worked with students in the context of the lesson, or pull-out/withdrawal 

support, where students would receive task instructions from the teacher then work in 

a separate space with language specialists to complete the work.  

 

The key emergent characteristic of the NBS learning environment was that without 

structures and systems focused on helping student develop their English skills, students 

relied primarily on Chinese to access English language content. In this case, the critical 

structures and systems to support English language acquisition in the NBS context were 

a structured support system of specialist teachers engaged with students either in their 

classes, or in a small group setting outside the classroom, and clear guidelines and 

expectations as to how English language acquisition could be best supported in the 

classroom by teachers. Consequently, shared understandings and a formalised, 

organised language support system were found to be a hinge point between NBS 

bilingual goals and language acquisition in their EMI Program.  

 

Overlaying these findings on the culture of language use outside the classroom and in 

the residential building revealed a similar preference for students to communicate using 

their mother tongue. In this instance, mother tongue is broadly defined as the language 

students would speak the majority of their time in a non-school or home environment 

with their parents. Mirroring students’ classroom behaviours and experiences, there 

was found to be a degree of tension between acknowledging the need to converse 
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socially in English as a means of developing language competence and confidence, and 

the desire to communicate effectively with peers and friends. The data revealed that 

students, mirroring their approach within the classroom, utilised a similar approach of 

navigating the issue as best they could by relying on Chinese when socialising with 

students who possessed less language competence, whilst finding pockets of time – 

either by themselves or with small groups of friends – to practice their English 

conversation skills. The idea of the residential houses as Chinese speaking environments 

was likewise supported by teachers, particularly non-Chinese teachers. These results 

confirm Bhatt’s (2006) assertions of language and identity as being intertwined, 

suggesting that the culture of language use in a bilingual program is intimately 

connected to broader ideas of school culture. Bhabha (1994), reinforces this point, with 

the creation of a new cultural norms intrinsically connected to conscious behavioural 

shifts. For NBS, this suggests that changes to language use must therefore be conscious 

and that immersion alone will not suffice to create cultural change. 

 

The data also revealed the key role of school leaders in creating a policy and practice 

scaffold that promotes the NBS bilingual values. However, social situations outside the 

classroom also differ greatly from the classroom environment, with residential students 

variously understood to develop a unique culture of their own based on the shared 

cohabitation experience (Martin, Malmberg, Papworth, & Ginns, 2015). This is 

suggestive of a range of approaches, policies and support structures as being necessary 

for the promotion of bilingualism at NBS, with these polices and strategies 

encompassing both the formal curriculum and informal social and residential 

environments. 

 

One such approach that was found to be effective in encouraging social use of different 

languages were the compulsory community dinners held approximately once every 

term for the residential students. Students reported that when attending these events 

they and their peers engaged in the exploration of new language and aspects of identity 

of their own accord and that this was done so in a supportive environment. An important 

aspect of this, as shown in the data was the use and adoption of different language use 

habits that included the incorporation of more second language phrases into everyday 

speech. This therefore suggested the need at NBS for a cohesive and shared vision and 
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program for creating a unique residential culture that included both English and Chinese 

language as core components. 

 

The success of this approach reinforces Martin, Malmberg, Papworth, and Ginns’ (2015) 

understanding of the residential environment as a unique opportunity for schools to 

induct students into the desired school culture. That these events formed part of the 

official school calendar similarly illustrates the powerful and vital role that school 

leaders play in scaffolding the success of bilingual culture building. The following section 

aims to contextualise this further by embedding the culture of language use in a broader 

discussion of school culture, and approaches to culture building. Underpinning this 

discussion are Bhabha’s (1994) ideas of third space, and the hybridisation of culture as 

understood by Nilan and Feixa (2006), Giroux (1992) and Conroy and de Ruyter (2009) 

amongst others. 

 

Taken as a whole, these data revealed that hybridity as it relates to language use within 

the largely monocultural NBS student population was not a spontaneous process, but 

one requiring consistent guidance and structure. This structure and guidance was seen 

to necessarily be founded upon shared understandings amongst teachers and school 

administrators as to how to effectively promote and support bilingualism in students in 

the classroom. In the scope of this study, these factors have been demonstrated to 

include appropriate staff professional development and clear guidelines for teaching 

faculty as to the desired nature of the classroom environment and a support to create 

this. Linked to this, creating a supportive classroom environment was seen to 

necessitate consideration of the individual’s existing language abilities, with a view to 

decreasing the perceived likelihood of embarrassment that may influence some 

students to not immerse fully in the classroom experience. 

 

Identity, Culture and Culture Formation 

The data highlighted a clear link between language use and culture in both the classroom 

and the residential program. Illustrating this point was a clear social separation between 

Chinese and non-Chinese students and members of faculty in social situations, and a 

pronounced self-segregation of students within the classroom and residential program. 

For teachers, this manifested as social circles largely separated along cultural and 
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language divides. During the school day, when each staff member was entitled to a free 

lunch in the school’s cafeteria, participants, including some school leaders, reported 

that they usually opted to sit with their friends, who were mainly individuals with the 

same cultural background as themselves. Outside of school hours, social functions 

largely adhered to a similar pattern, including open invitation and semi-official peer 

gatherings. For students, this likewise manifested as non-Chinese students sitting 

together in the classroom, and socialising together outside the classroom.  

 

These findings are reflected in key findings from the data around the themes of school 

culture and identity as summarised in figure 8 below: 

 

Figure 8: Key Findings on Culture Building at NBS 

Theme Findings 

Characteristics of school 

identity 

1. Members of faculty viewed the school as either in 

international school with a Chinese program or a 

Chinese school with an international curriculum and 

English language program in line with their own 

cultural backgrounds. 

Characteristics of school 

culture 

1. How an individual viewed the school was closely 

related to their expectations of themselves and others, 

attitudes towards how things should best be done, and 

approaches to working in a professional capacity.  

2. Two ways of doing things were found to operate 

concurrently, based primarily around cultural and 

language divides, periodically coming into opposition.  

3. Two cultures were found to exist – a behind the scenes 

culture rooted in the everyday functioning of the 

school such as interpersonal interactions, and a front 

of house culture – or an image the school wished to 

portray to parents or other groups outside the school 

looking in. 

4. The behind the scenes culture was found to be Chinese 

and Western cultural paradigms operating 
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concurrently, with the front of house culture being 

primarily focused around internationalism. 

5. A degree of parochialism existed between Chinese and 

non-Chinese staff as to how best things should be 

done, with one group often critical of how the other 

approached their professional responsibilities. 

Approaches to culture 

creation 

1. Teachers, and middle leaders such as department or 

subject leaders and grade level coordinator felt they 

has very little to no power to institute cultural 

expectations or influence cultural change as they felt 

there was little support or structure to do so from 

school administrators. 

2. School administrators favoured an organic approach to 

culture building based on the notion of not being seen 

to favour one cultural paradigm over another.  

3. Teachers felt that many of the school administrators 

were not adequately experienced or trained to lead an 

effective bilingual school, and that their approach was 

siloed, largely ignoring the experience and expertise of 

their staff. 

4. When cross-cultural events organised by school 

administrators did take place, both students and 

teachers often immersed themselves through reciting 

poetry in their second language, playing music or 

incorporating new vocabulary into their everyday 

speech. 

 

Both students and teachers were found to hold the belief that the school was not 

operating as a true international school. Beliefs as to the identity of the school were 

subsequently found to be divided along largely cultural lines, with Chinese teachers 

believing the school to be Chinese school with an international  curriculum, and non-

Chinese teachers perceiving the school as an international school with a Chinese cultural 

thread that included history, arts and language. However, both groups saw the 
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international identity intrinsically connected to the teaching of the IB curriculum. 

Consequently, individual approaches to interpersonal interactions and the expectations 

of others were found to differ greatly, as were approaches to teaching within the 

classroom and fulfilling non-teaching roles such as residential dormitory parents. In 

many facets of the everyday functioning of the school, there were subsequently found 

to be two versions of the school culture operating concurrently. By dint of the school 

delivering an international curriculum, and with the view that the NBS students would 

all be required to attend university outside China, Western teachers held a 

predominantly Western conception of how administrative systems, teaching practice 

and interpersonal interactions should take place. Conversely, Chinese staff members, 

from the perspective that the students were close to ninety nine percent Chinese, with 

the school located in China, held the opposite view.  

 

The findings that different cultural groups within the school subsequently held different 

conceptions of  how the school should operate on a daily basis confirm those of Keenan 

and Miehls (2007) that third spaces are physical as well as affective in that they require 

not only proximity to each other but conscious paradigm shifts by individuals. Bhabha 

(1994) similarly sees that a true third cultural space requires a transcendence of the local 

culture, in this case the Chinese perspective, and the global, in this case the Western 

perspective. This brings the importance of a shared understanding of school identity to 

the forefront, and positions the need for each individual to have a clear understanding 

of the nature of the school identity as vitally important. The first outcome of this is to 

open a shared, clearly defined cultural space. Within this space a unique school culture 

can begin to form as individuals redefine their beliefs and practices as they navigate new 

organisational expectations, and social norms and practices change to incorporate the 

ideas and practices (Bhabha, 1994). As Giroux (1992) maintains, this process of 

navigating a liminal cultural space does not mean the abandonment of an individual’s 

cultural norms and values. Instead, it requires individuals to develop the skills, 

understandings and experiences to inhabit to cultural spaces interchangeably. 

 

Critically, the data from NBS illustrated that proximity of different cultural groups alone 

did not provide the impetus for shared ideas of school culture to emerge organically in 

the short term. As the data illustrated, both Chinese and non-Chinese teachers were 
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found to adopt a defensive stance at times, when encountering situations that 

challenged their existing ways of doing things, particularly when those situations 

involved questions of professional procedure or practice. These findings strongly 

confirm and extend the findings of Fu, Zhang, Li and Leung (2016), who concluded that 

cultural priming, or the act of exposing people to symbols of their own local, or a foreign 

international culture, can make an individual more or less receptive to cultural change, 

new experiences, cultural norms, and new behaviours. In their work, for example, when 

culturally primed by symbols of their own culture, Chinese workers were found to adopt 

corresponding Chinese cultural workplace behaviours and perspectives (Fu, Zhang, Li & 

Leung, 2016). One example of this can be seen in the different perspectives on why 

individuals choose particular courses of action, with Chinese employees seeing 

behaviour as a response to situational factors, and American employees seeing actions 

as being personality driven (Leung, 2014). When viewing an individual’s actions or 

reactions through these different lenses, colleagues are highly likely to respond in a 

different ways to the same situation. One foreseeable outcome of this, as illustrated in 

the data form NBS, is a further solidifying of the existing cultural status quo, with a 

perhaps an increased resistance to the methods of the other group. 

 

The results illustrating a tendency for individuals to adhere more closely to their existing 

cultural paradigm when encountering potentially confronting new ideas or practices 

confirm the findings of existing literature on cultural change on Chinese businesses 

faced with structural change due to globalisation. When faced with cultural change in a 

work environment, such as a shift to more Westernised corporate expectations as a 

response the globalisation of a business, some Chinese employees were found to 

respond with resistance, seeing the change as potentially threating to existing 

workplace paradigms and their local culture (Fu, Zhang, Li & Leung, 2016). Fu, Zhang, Li 

& Leung (2016) subsequently found Chinese workers were more receptive to 

organisation cultural changes, when primed to do so through exposure to multiple 

global perspectives, and foreign cultural symbols. The work of Fu et.al. (2016), though 

contributing to the understanding of the processes of encouraging open-minded and 

productive organisation cultural change from a local Chinese to a Western foreign 

perspective, does not adequately address the opposite process. 
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From a cultural priming perspective, the lack of a clearly articulated, management led, 

NBS identity can be seen as being as perhaps partly responsible for simultaneously 

encouraging both Chinese and foreign members of staff to privilege cultural cues and 

practices that reinforced their own existing cultural preferences. Key examples of 

cultural symbols reinforcing NBS as a Chinese school can be seen to begin with the 

shared knowledge that the school differs from other international schools in the area by 

holding a Chinese educational license, being able to accept students who held only a 

Chinese passport, and having an existing student body that was largely Chinese. 

Similarly, the IB program, an international curriculum firmly grounded in Western 

constructivist educational ideas, and the focus on English as a medium of instruction, 

can be seen to act as the foundation of foreign teachers’ conception of the school as 

international. Reinforcing this is the act of recruiting foreign teachers from overseas, 

often done from existing international schools in China or around the world, a process 

that is linked clearly to the longstanding belief that foreign teachers are connected with 

higher levels of kudos, perhaps connected to the belief that globalisation was itself a 

Western centric ideology (Chana, 2010). 

 

From a non-Chinese perspective, that proximity alone did not promote cross cultural 

understanding and the formation of a shared understanding of NBS identity and culture 

was clearly evident in the data. Exemplifying this were non-Chinese teacher’s beliefs 

that the work ethic of some of their Chinese peers, particularly in the residential 

program was not only different but inferior to their own. Similarly, when appraising their 

Chinese colleagues’ pedagogical differences, the teacher led style often attributed to 

some Chinese teachers by their non-Chinese peers meant foreign teachers sometimes 

questioned their colleagues’ professional skills when it came to delivering a student 

centred constructivist curriculum such as the IB. These instances from the data serve to 

illustrate a perhaps equal and opposite parochialism about their own cultural practices 

and norms on behalf of non-Chinese teachers that they themselves noticed of their 

Chinese colleagues. An important dimension to the equating of “different” as being 

sometimes “inferior” from a non-Chinese perspective also highlights an understanding 

of a cultural hierarchy between Chinese and the foreign peers. 
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This finding corresponded closely to those of Leung (2014), who found that how one 

culture sees another has an effect on intergroup dynamics. In exploring this, Leung 

identified a “halo” effect, where Chinese expatriate workers in foreign countries felt 

they were denied leadership roles due to the perception of their “third world” status. 

Linked to the expansion of schools offering international curricula to local students, and 

the acceptance of English as a global lingua franca (Phan, 2013) this finding also links to 

the key criticism of international education, and indeed the fundamental idea of 

internationalism, as connected to the neo-colonial export of ideals from Western 

nations or traditional colonial powers (Hughes, 2009). Viewed through neo-colonial and 

cultural priming lenses, the parochialism from both Chinese and non-Chinese teachers 

in defence of their cultural preferences and professional approaches within the 

workplace can be clearly linked to conceptions of school identity. Similarly, the slow 

emergence of a shared NBS culture can be clearly connected to the absence of road map 

for creating cross cultural immersion. However, an aspect of cultural priming of great 

importance to the NBS context as it sought to build a shared and cohesive school culture 

is the chance that immersing an individual in some aspects of a new culture will not act 

to promote open minded approaches to cultural transformation, but may instead 

highlight and reinforce the differences between the new culture and their own (Fu, 

Zhang, Li & Leung, 2016). The result of this may subsequently be to reinforce the cultural 

divide and encourage exclusion of one group by another (Fu, Zhang, Li & Leung, 2016). 

 

One key strategy from the data found to promote cross cultural exploration for both 

Chinese and foreign students and staff was the organisation of important cultural 

celebrations recognising particular and significant times of the year in both the Chinese 

and several different foreign cultures. Examples of this were the major Chinese 

celebration of Chinese New Year, the Scottish tradition of Burn’s Night, and the 

American version of Halloween. During these times, the research participants reported 

that they and their peers participated in different cross-cultural events such as poetry 

readings in their second language, and in the case of students, noticed that their Chinese 

friends were more likely to use English phrases in conversation in the times leading up 

to or during these events. Similarly approximately once a term, themed residential 

program community meals, where table places were predominantly and intentionally 

mixed by culture and age, with each table represented by Chinese and non-Chinese 
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teachers, members of the administrative teams and students, participants reported 

immersing to a greater extent in cultural practices such as trying new foods, and 

reported that they enjoyed doing so. 

 

The success of these events in promoting a degree of cross cultural openness amongst 

research participants, simultaneously confirms the positive influence of cultural priming, 

whilst avoiding the possible negative effects of reinforcing existing cultural biases. 

Utilising Bhabha’s (1994) ideas of third space, cross cultural events such as the ones 

undertaken at NBS can be seen as creating both a physical third space, usually complete 

with cultural artefacts, music and other artistic components, and a cultural third space, 

where the Chinese and foreign members of the NBS community were mutually 

embarked on a cultural exploration in a social context that was removed from questions 

of individual actions in a professional setting. This exploration of this third space, 

different from both Chinese and possibly the Western cultures existing in the school 

(though in some cases a foreign staff member may act as a host or representative of 

their culture) meant that NBS community members were building shared experiences 

as they navigated unique events on the school calendar, or new, often mutually new 

cultural occasions. It is these shared experiences that Bhabha sees as necessitating the 

growth of a new shared cultural understanding, based on the need to navigate a new 

cultural space. This confirms Nilan and Feixa’s (2006) ideas that creating a shared culture 

means balancing the influence of each group’s social norms. In the NBS instance, this 

appears as two cultures exploring a third, possibly unfamiliar culture through things such 

as music, art, and particularly food where they are free to explore and interact with each 

other on their own terms, in an environment largely free of professional or personal 

judgement. 

 

Another critical aspect of these shared experiences is the balancing of what Bhatt (2008) 

identifies as the balancing of linguistic power, in this case between Chinese and English. 

Where the community celebration was based on a Chinese cultural occasion, it 

subsequently became both accepted and interesting for foreigners to explore and 

communicate in Chinese in a social situation outside of usual work designated roles, 

with the reverse holding true. These events at NBS confirmed cultural priming as a 
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successful tool in promoting cross cultural understanding, with the informality of the 

occasion perhaps being a key aspect of reducing existing cultural divides. 

 

These findings parallel and extend the work of Fu, Zhang, Li and Leung (2016) in 

examining the limits of the effectiveness of cultural priming in an organisational 

perspective. In particular, the results of this research suggests that under certain 

conditions, individuals may experience a greater openness towards cultural experiences 

if it falls outside of a professional context. Fu et.al. utilise the concept of Need for 

Cognitive Closure (NFC) (Pierro, Kruglanski, & Raven, 2012) to explore how processes of 

organisation cultural change can be most effectively started. NFC seeks to measure an 

individual’s open-mindedness to new cultural changes. Individuals identified with a 

higher NFC typically show more resistance to organisational change as a result of 

needing a clearer answer to more psychologically ambiguous situations than individuals 

with a low NFC, essentially equating as situations that pose a greater challenge to their 

existing cultural paradigm (Fu, Zhang, Li & Leung, 2016). For administrators and 

managers seeking to create organisational change, Fu et.al. (2016) subsequently 

recommend introducing change to individuals with low NFC first as a way to spread 

acceptance of new ideas and ways of working. With the whole student population of 

the boarding houses, and the majority of secondary teaching staff members and all 

senior administrators present at community dinners and celebrations, it is possible to 

make the assumption of a representative sample of individuals with a range of NFC. 

Likewise, the community dinners also included the research participants, some of whom 

noted that their teaching or student peers were reluctant to speak English in English 

medium classrooms, or were at odds with some of the ways their professional peers 

executed their work.  

 

Chinese student participants noted they enjoyed the community event experiences, and 

noticed their peers were often more likely to communicate in English more confidently 

and include English phrases associated with the event when conversing with their peers. 

This suggests that cultural priming may be effective for a broad number of the NBS 

students when presented in a less socially threatening manner such as a situation that 

is potentially new for all parties or carries no direct connection to school grade 

achievement. This subsequently confirms Bhabha’s (1994) idea of a third cultural space 
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emerging when individuals need to collectively navigate a social space. Utilising the 

recommendations of Fu et.al, that organisations begin cultural change with individuals 

with low NFC, it is plausible that both Chinese and non-Chinese teachers and other 

faculty members at NBS may experience a similar reduction in their Need for Cognitive 

Closure, (Pierro, Kruglanski, & Raven, 2012) or a reduction in cultural parochialism, when 

engaged in the mutual exploration of a new cultural space such as a celebration evening. 

Indeed the balancing of linguistic power often connected to these events (Bhatt, 2008), 

and the balancing of existing individual norms as both Chinese and non-Chinese staff 

explored a mutually different cultural space (Nilan & Feixa, 2006) suggest this to be the 

case. These results therefore establish the non-professional work environment at NBS 

as one of the more important staging posts for the early formation of a shared school 

culture though the mutual navigation of new, non-socially threatening, cultural spaces.  

 

When taken together, the absence of clear expectations as to the shape of the NBS 

school culture, and the success of administrator led initiatives in establishing a cultural 

third space within which students and staff could mutually explore unique cultural 

experiences, points to the actions and approaches of school leaders as being critical to 

how school cultures form and transform. Proximity alone between individuals of 

different cultural backgrounds was shown not to prompt the organic formation of 

mutual understandings, of school identity and culture desired by school leaders and 

outlined in the school’s vision and mission. This reinforces Bhabha’s (1994) idea that 

true third space cultures require transcendence from both contributing cultures, and 

Keenan and Miehls (2007) ideas that third spaces require affective change. The following 

section explores this idea further, discussing the critical role of school leadership in 

helping to shape and build a unique school culture.   

 

School Leadership and the Formation of Culture and Identity 

A central theme from the data was the discovery of a school culture comprising of two 

distinct aspects that sometimes stood in opposition to each other. The first of these was 

a behind the scenes or operating culture that was divided along cultural lines, with 

teaching faculty and administrators found to see the school as either Chinese or 

international depending on their own conception of school identity, and hold 

corresponding beliefs about how the school should be run based on these ideas. The 
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second aspect of culture was found to be a front of house culture – or the image of the 

school that was projected outwards to parents and the broader community – that was 

firmly grounded in internationalism and bilingualism.  

 

Exploring these cultural spaces, and the interface between the outward and inward 

facing school cultures, helped uncover a number of leadership practices that were either 

found to support or hinder the development of a cohesive school culture. This section 

subsequently focuses on leadership as a practice, and concentrates on examining 

leadership practices that were found to have a significant effects on the creation of 

school culture in the New Beijing School (NBS) context. This section begins with a 

discussion of leadership structures and approaches that were found to inhibit the 

formation of a unique and unified school culture, concluding with a discussion of 

practices and structures that were found to promote the creation of a unified school 

culture. Figure 9 below summarises key findings from the data. 

 

Figure 9: Key Findings on Leadership Strategies at NBS 

Theme Findings 

Leadership structures 

and practices inhibiting 

effective and unified 

culture formation. 

1. Limited individual teacher agency in culture creation. 

2. Lack of mandate or organisational power for middle 

leaders to enact positive cultural change. 

3. Feelings that school leaders were not adequately 

qualified for their leadership positions and that the 

hiring or promotion of school leaders was non-

transparent.  

4. Absence of clear guidance from senior administrators 

as to the characteristics of the expected school 

operating or behind the scenes culture.  

5. Limited pedagogical leadership around bilingual 

classrooms. 

6. Limited structures of culture creation or cultural 

expectations in the residential program. 
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Leadership practices 

promoting positive and 

unified culture creation. 

7. A strong and well-articulated idea projected to 

stakeholders outside the school – parents and the 

broader community. 

8. Leadership organised school cultural events. 

 

Underpinning this discussion of leadership processes and structure is the central 

assumption that school leadership is central to school improvement, school 

effectiveness and student learning (Sun, Wang, & Sharma, 2013). In an international 

school context, leadership is seen as encompassing challenges particular to international 

schools: the local cultural context within which the school operates; cultural and 

environmental pressures; and the perhaps differing expectations of stakeholders that 

include the school board, the parent community, teachers and students (Keller, 2015). 

This makes international schools an area where multiple subjective realities coexist 

simultaneously (Hill, 2018), with these subjective realities intersecting at various 

junctures throughout the school day as members of the community experience and 

navigate the daily workings of the school. 

 

At NBS, responsibility for managing students’ day to day social and emotional wellbeing 

during school time was assigned to grade level leaders, who were in charge of a team of 

teacher advisors, each of whom was responsible for between eight to ten students of a 

particular grade level. Outside of school time in the residential program, these duties 

fell to boarding parents, a group of between four and five teachers who lived in their 

own separate apartments on the same residential floor of the boarding accommodation 

as their students, with each residential floor split by age group and gender. Students on 

each boarding floor numbered anywhere between twenty-five to forty students. 

Curriculum and lesson delivery matters were referred to subject heads who were 

responsible for ensuring content and concepts were covered in line with the school’s 

curriculum standards, and that assessment and unit structured adhered to expected IB 

guidelines. Subject leaders in particular oversaw the recording and updating of the 

written curriculum, and were charged with ensuring assessment tasks were common for 

all students across each grade level, teaching pedagogy was aligned with IB expectations 

and that teachers of different classes in the same grade levels collaborated and 

standardised assessment tasks appropriately. 
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The school identified the positions of subject leader, advisor, grade level leader and 

boarding parent as belonging to the middle leadership management stratum, with a 

preference to recruit individuals to these positions from within the school. This was 

found to stand in direct contrast to the school’s policy of hiring senior leaders and 

curriculum coordinators from outside the school. An important aspect of this difference 

in process, was a feeling amongst some teachers that these external appointees were 

largely known to each other, having previously worked together in some capacity. This 

leadership structure and process of recruiting and appointing school leaders was found 

to have a direct influence on the creation of school culture at NBS.  

 

A common thread amongst teachers was the feeling that middle leaders, despite their 

titles, were afforded very little agency or authority to shape culture within their own 

particular domains. Illustrated by Clara’s experiences within her department, the 

department head, responsible for managing curriculum articulation, teacher 

collaboration and both student and teaching outcomes, was afforded very little 

authority and autonomy to undertake these tasks 

 

In this regard, it was felt that these positions were leaders in name only. Particular areas 

where this was identified most was the ability to create shared practices and 

expectations amongst team members and the power to enforce these within their 

respective department of grade level teams, or having their ideas of how things could 

be improved not given proper credit or consideration by senior leadership team 

members. In this regard there was a strong perception that the leadership structure at 

NBS was a top-down leadership structure.  

 

As the data illustrated, this was found to lead to teachers not collaborating on the 

creation of assessment tasks, adopting different approaches to establishing bilingual 

classrooms, and members of pastoral teams having different understandings of 

professional expectations and, consequently, different professional practices. The 

outcomes of this were found to be a degree of frustration amongst teachers at the 

professional approaches of colleagues in the same department or grade level social and 
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emotional teams, and a feeling that school administrators were not necessarily the most 

qualified and experienced individuals for their respective positions.  

 

The NBS approach, operating as a largely top-down model of school leadership structure 

and practice contradicts the practices of effective school leadership as identified in the 

literature. As identified by Gurr (2015) successful school leadership is often seen as a 

layered process, with responsibilities for different aspects of the school such as 

curriculum, or polices distributed to different stakeholders throughout the school. 

Central to this is the idea of school leaders developing leadership in others (Gurr, 2015). 

As illustrated by the results of this project, this necessitates not only the title of leader, 

but the authority to create change, write policy or hold individuals to account to a set of 

agreed upon standards. Examining the impact of transactional, transformation and 

distributed leadership in Chinese international schools, Gardner-McTaggart (2018) 

likewise identifies a form of distributed leadership as the most effective form of school 

leadership. An important reason for this was seen as the inclusion of the broadest 

possible range of understanding of the local and international communities that often 

comprise international schools (Gardner-McTaggart, 2018). 

 

The school’s perceived top-down approach to management structures and the 

subsequent finding that teachers, particularly non-Chinese teachers felt that school 

administrators had given little guidance on the school culture and professional 

expectations, confirms Mancuso, Roberts and White (2010) findings about perceptions 

of leaders as being effective. In their work, Mancuso, Roberts and White concluded that 

school leaders are seen as effective by teachers if they were supportive, worked with 

teachers to build the school’s visions, encouraged collaboration between teachers, and 

worked with teachers to solve departmental or school problems. Turan and Bektas 

(2013) see this as leadership and culture being intrinsically related, with effective culture 

necessitating effective leadership and vice versa.  

 

Examining teacher’s perceptions of leader effectiveness, particularly non-Chinese 

teachers, revealed feelings of frustration at the perceived lack of preparedness of school 

leaders for their roles. One key conclusion of this was the idea of senior leadership hiring 

choices being rooted in nepotism or cronyism. Driving this feeling was the knowledge or 
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belief that many of the leadership team had previously worked together in other 

schools, and that many of the members of the senior leadership team had no previous 

experience working in an international school or international education context. That 

a level of dissatisfaction accompanied a feeling amongst staff that there was no clear 

guidelines or expectations on what the school culture should look like is telling as it 

demonstrates the interconnectedness of school culture, perceptions of the competence 

of leaders, and the satisfaction of teachers. This confirms and extends the findings of 

Tabancali (2018) who found that nepotism in primary schools, defined as distorted 

relationships based on networks of close connections, had a negative effect on school 

leadership and led to employee job stress. The findings of this work also confirm those 

of Calvard and Rajpaul-Baptiste (2015) who note that perceptions of nepotism can also 

lead to jealousy and resentment, both of which run counter to effective culture building 

in an organisation. Clara’s thoughts (page 143) confirm this, with her unqualified 

statement that being in a leadership position does not automatically grant the individual 

respect in her eyes. Paralleling Clara’s experiences, Tom (page 145) likewise expressed 

criticism of the school leadership, particularly his frustrating interactions with the 

Chinese facilities manager, as well as with what he perceived as the poor work ethic of 

his Chinese peers. 

 

The results of this study therefore confirm and clarify the connection between 

leadership structure, school culture and satisfaction amongst teachers. Importantly it 

also highlights the importance of perceptions or beliefs of leaders and leadership as 

being as being potentially as important as the reality of leader performance. This 

corresponds to Moore’s (2012) findings of teacher autonomy and leadership as being 

factors that decreased the likelihood of teacher dissatisfaction, with community disunity 

being a driver of increased teacher dissatisfaction. This study extends Moore’s findings 

by adding the dimension of effective distributed leadership, or the perception of 

distributed leadership, as being an important aspect of staff unity. A critical caveat for 

this in the NBS context however can be found the work of Hargreaves (Caffyn, 2010) 

who noted that collegiality cannot be forced, and that to do so often leads to 

fragmentation and isolation. The work of this project confirms this, and adds clarity to 

the nature of the fragmentation and separation that may be experienced in schools such 
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as NBS. Specifically, as illustrated in this project, that separation may adhere to the 

existing cultural, language and social differences of the school’s population. 

 

That Chinese teachers noted that there was a degree of frustration and tension around 

non-Chinese teacher’s tendency to ask questions of their Chinese team leaders serves 

to illustrated cultural tension within the professional working environment. One key 

strategy for more closely integrating Chinese and non-Chinese staff in the professional 

working environment was the appointment of approximately an equal number Chinese 

and non-Chinese middle leaders.  Likewise, there was a conscious decision by the senior 

leadership team to hire a diverse population of non-Chinese teachers. This represented 

a conscious policy within the school to include both the local and international voice and 

can be seen as a strategy aimed at creating greater professional and personal links 

between staff members of different cultural and professional backgrounds. That this 

strategy was only partially successful confirms both Hargreaves’ (Caffyn, 2010) notion 

that collegiality cannot be forced and reinforces Fu, Zhang, Li and Leung’s (2016) ideas 

of cultural priming as an important aspect of effective professional collaboration, not 

simply proximity to different cultural paradigms.  

 

The limited success of the consciously diverse hiring of non-Chinese teachers and hiring 

of middle leaders in forging a unified professional school culture at NBS strongly 

suggests that shared cultural frameworks lie at the core of culture creation. The absence 

of a collective understanding of expectations around key aspects of institutional and 

professional practice can subsequently be shown to be relatively ineffective in creating 

the conditions for a unified culture at NBS. Utilising Bhabha’s (1994) idea of the cultural 

third space as including both a physical and affective aspect, the results of this project 

suggest that it is the affective change – or the change in how an individual perceives and 

interacts with those around them in the community – that must be the primary step for 

school leaders. This is subsequently confirmed by Fu et. al. with their conclusion that 

proximity alone may only serve to strengthen existing cultural tendencies.  

 

Through the lens provided by both Bhabha (1994) and Fu et. al. (2016), questions of how 

individuals experience the school culture on a daily basis can be addressed by identifying 

which cultural, social or professional group, an individual in question identifies as 
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belonging to. At NBS, experiences of school culture were primarily linked to an 

understanding as to the nature of the school identity. Individuals who saw the school as 

either an international or Chinese school subsequently held expectations that the 

internal or operating culture of the school should reflect that identity. This places 

identity at the heart of school culture, and places leadership – the nexus between vision 

and action - at the centre of culture creation as the group within the school responsible 

for creating and actioning policies, and setting the climate of expectations for their staff. 

These findings confirm those of Turan and Bektas, (2013) and Drysdale, Goode, and Gurr 

(2011) that leaders must be the bell-weather of how things are done in the school and 

must articulate the shape of the desired school culture. 

 

Examining the frustration and tension connected to some of the cross-cultural 

interactions teachers experienced throughout their day reveals possible connections to 

Richard and McFadden’s (2016) notions of saving face in public situations with peers. 

Previously applied to behaviours of language use within and outside the classroom 

amongst students, it is possible to identify somewhat of a power struggle between 

different conceptions as to the nature of the school culture with the consequences for 

each party a loss of social and professional standing within the context of the school. 

That both Chinese and non-Chinese teachers described these experiences is suggestive 

that interactions regarding professional expectations or were fraught with a degree of 

tension from both directions. 

 

Stallard, Pankau, and Stallard (2015) subsequently provide a framework for interpreting 

the reported tensions surrounding professional interactions at NBS. Stallard, Pankau, 

and Stallard (2015) argue that employees in organisations where a high degree of 

connection exists are more productive, trusting, and cooperative. A significant outcome 

of a workplace environment defined by a high degree of connection are employees who 

are more likely to share information and help their fellow employees to cooperate 

effectively (Stallard, Pankau, & Stallard, 2015). This suggests that school leaders framing 

the expectations of the school’s shared cultural space as being a critical stage in 

encouraging a working environment where teacher interpersonal connection can take 

place. This may not only serve as a road map for how individuals within the organisation 
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can be expected to act, but may also serve to reduce the uncertainty around tasks and 

process that may subsequently lead to friction between individuals of different groups.  

 

Examining the conditions contributing to employee connectivity, Stallard, Pankau and 

Stallard (2015) identify three key needs: relational, task mastery, and existential needs. 

Relational needs encompass three aspects: respect, recognition and belonging, with 

these needs addressing ideas of courteousness, an understanding and respect for 

personal strengths, and empathy for others. Task mastery aspects include autonomy, 

freedom to work and the absence of micromanaging, and personal growth with 

individuals working on challenges that invigorate and challenge. Existential needs, lastly, 

encompass feelings amongst employees that the work they are undertaking is 

important, perhaps extending beyond the mere boundaries of the organisation (Stallard, 

Pankau, & Stallard, 2015). Explored through the above framework of Stallard, Pankau, 

and Stallard, (2015) the daily lived experiences of NBS teachers and students extends 

these understandings by identifying some possible cultural and organisational outcomes 

when relational, task mastery, and existential needs are not fully met. In particular, the 

absences of clear understandings of the NBS identity can be seen to create an 

environment in which NBS teachers are left to subsequently establish their own set of 

expectations, with these solidifying around existing cultural and expectations or beliefs 

about school identity. This presents the difficulty of individual teachers trying to 

establish common ground with colleagues who may hold markedly different beliefs and 

expectations. A consequence of this, as illustrated in the data is not only a degree of 

tension surrounding professional interactions, but a possible lack of organisational 

practices or policies by which to address any conflicts. Chinese middle leader’s feelings 

that Westerners regularly challenge their decisions by asking direct questions illustrates 

this point, where the act of asking questions hold different social meaning depending 

on the existing cultural beliefs, with consistent questioning being associated with a 

possible lack of respect from the Chinese perspective. With no clear guidelines, policies 

or framework of expectations, the outcome of this could be reliably predicted as further 

entrenched separation between groups at NBS who hold different expectations of their 

peers based on their own understanding or beliefs about school identity. 
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The absence of shared practices within departments, such as Clara’s experience within 

her department (page 91) similarly points to limited scope for task mastery at NBS from 

a middle leader perspective. However, when teachers were given autonomy in their 

professional practices, such as with the scaffolding of English language development 

within English speaking classes, there was the feeling amongst teachers and students 

that this approach was of limited success. This hints to task mastery being a more 

nuanced concept than simply empowering teachers through professional autonomy and 

suggests that task mastery may be most effective when autonomy occurs within a 

clearly defined framework of organisational expectations. This subsequently points to 

existential needs as being primarily important in contributing to an NBS environment 

where the actions of individuals may be guided by the underlying idea of contributing 

their talents and work to an ideal extending beyond their classroom or department. This 

critically suggests that shared understandings of school identity, vision, mission and 

culture act as the initial catalyst of community identity at NBS, also laying the 

foundations for interpersonal connectivity bases upon a common purpose. 

 

Examining the importance of connection to an organisation in more depth, Stallard, 

Pankau, and Stallard, (2015) note that employees who are more engaged and connected 

within their workplace are twenty percent more productive than the average employee, 

and eighty seven percent less likely to leave the organisation. In the context of NBS, the 

latter point is particularly salient, with Mancuso, Roberts, and White, (2010) identifying 

teacher turnover as having a negative impact on student learning and school 

performance overall. These ideas subsequently point to the creation of a shared school 

culture at NBS as being paramount to creating the conditions within which individuals 

can thrive and contribute most effectively, and where students can attain their best 

outcomes. 

 

One key finding from this project that bears this point out were the community social 

celebrations, organised by the school leadership team that brought students, teachers, 

and leaders together in a formal social capacity. These events were found to be amongst 

the most enjoyed occasions for students, and were also found to encourage 

experimentation with and risk taking with new aspects of language use, and immersion 

in cultural activities such as poetry and music performances. In contrast to many 
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instances of fraught interactions between teachers and the separation between 

different cultural groups within the community observed and reported during the 

official working day, these events were characterised by the absence of tension 

surrounding language use and interactions. On the contrary these occasions were often 

felt as being most enjoyable when they encouraged the exploration of their cultural 

norms and practices. That these events were conceived and structured by the school’s 

leadership team is also significant as they can be seen to reflect practices of effective 

leadership for culture building as identified in the literature. 

 

The success of these events is significant as it connects the process of cultural priming 

(Fu et.al., 2016) to not only the creation of non-threatening social and cultural 

explorations, but to the reduction in pre-existing barriers to cross-cultural connection 

between different cultural groups at NBS. This subsequently extends the understanding 

of Fu et.al (2015) by indicating that culture creation through cultural priming is a process 

that may be effective not only in encouraging individuals to re-evaluate their personal 

practices, but may also be successful in doing so where persistent barriers to the 

creation of shared organisation culture currently exists. This further suggests that 

culture at NBS is not a fixed, but rather a process that can be reshaped and rescaffolded 

over time.  

 

However, an important caveat to the success of these community events in promoting 

cross cultural cooperation and the formation of a shared NBS culture can be seen 

through the persistent, and in some cases increased, cultural separation of both 

students and faculty at NBS over time. This was similarly reflected in the persistent 

perception of the school as being not a bilingual immersion environment. This suggests 

limitations to the effectiveness of community events such as the community dinners at 

NBS in building long lasting connections between different individual and cultural groups 

within the school community in the absence of an existing shared understandings of the 

school culture. This connects Giroux’s (1992) ideas on the navigation of liminal spaces 

to Bhabha’s (1994) ideas on third space cultural formation as requiring affective change, 

suggesting that individuals may temporarily explore cultural third spaces, but may do so 

without affective change. The outcome of this, as illustrated in this project, may be to 

maintain the cultural status quo within the organisation, with community events in 
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isolation seen more as being social functions with no inherent culture building 

significance. 

 

This confirms Hill’s (2018) ideas that school leaders should be active community makers, 

and that as community makers, school leaders should consistently patrol the boundaries 

of school culture, ever aware of potential threats (Caffyn, 2018). Overlaying this idea of 

leaders patrolling the cultural boundaries, and utilising Stallard, Pankau, and Stallard’s 

(2015) framework of relational, task mastery and existential needs adds detail to the 

nature of this. In the context of NBS, relational needs can be identified as including the 

mechanics of everyday interactions between individuals, where different cultural norms 

such as questioning leaders may be interpreted differently depending on the cultural 

understandings of each individual. This once again places shared understandings of 

expectations at the centre of effective professional collegiality with the purpose of 

reducing the possible tension and stress around some interpersonal professional 

interactions. Likewise, through the creating and reinforcement of a framework in which 

task mastery takes place, such as clarifying language development expectations or 

approaches to unit building and assessment, teachers will both share an understanding 

of how to scaffold their own teaching and be in a position to support their peers in the 

process. In effect, shared understanding of the educational framework of the school 

may recast the tone of interpersonal professional conversations away from judgements 

made against existing personal expectations and more towards conversations about 

how best to achieve school goals. Finally, with a number of differing interpretations of 

the identity at NBS at the foundation of different individual expectations about how 

“things should be done”, clarification of existential needs can be seen as vital in 

subsequently framing shared understandings of school culture.  

 

From this, it is possible to identify three nested and interwoven leadership loci 

contributing to effective school culture at NBS: 

 

1. Purpose: the foundational understanding of the fundamental vision and mission 

of the school;  

2. Practice: the mechanics of everyday interaction, processes and policies of the 

school that comprise the framework and expectations of how the school 



 183 

functions on a daily basis. Practice must subsequently be based upon the 

purpose of the school, establishing expectation of school culture that reflects the 

school’s values and vision; 

3. Pedagogy: the process of transforming the purpose and practices of the school 

into practices within the classroom and subsequent outcomes for students. 

 

Constructing an Organisational Blueprint 

Viewed holistically, the results of this project reveal the interconnected nature of 

bilingualism, organisational culture and leadership at NBS.  Leadership was found to be 

central to the development of all these aspects of NBS as an organisation, with school 

administrators acting as the hinge point between the school’s mission and vision, and 

the manifesting of practices, pedagogy and purpose in the everyday operation of the 

school. The residential nature of NBS likewise created a number of different and 

professional arenas where leadership was found to be central to the development of a 

shared school culture. Figure 10 illustrates these arenas and their connection to the 

development of different aspects of school culture as they connect to the school’s vision 

and mission. 

 
Figure 10: Social and Professional Arenas at NBS. 

 

Figure 10 illustrates the connection between culture and practice at NBS within the four 

distinct but interconnected social and professional arenas created by the residential and 

academic programs. With the school’s identity built around the mission and vision, 

school leadership can be seen as the connection point for how this mission and vision 
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manifests within the classroom. The four key areas in which this was found to be vital 

were in the policies, processes and actions involved in the daily operations of the school 

(School Professional Practice Arena); the practices and approaches taking place outside 

the classroom and in the residential program (Non-School, Social & Residential Arena); 

the beliefs and understandings of school identity and culture held by the school 

community outside the classroom (School Social Cultural Arena); and beliefs about the 

professional identity and culture of the school (School Professional Culture Arena). 

 

The interactions of these four key arenas consequently manifested as the observed 

school culture, with individual beliefs about identity and culture informing the individual 

actions and these, in turn, contributing to the reinforcement of cultural beliefs and the 

separation of the NBS community along these lines. The reflection of this was found in 

the existence of distinct behind-the-scenes and public cultures and identities, 

consequently influencing beliefs about school identity and culture. The 

interconnectedness of identity and practice is reflected in figure 10 by the relationship 

between the four cardinal markers of Organisational Culture, Social Identity, 

Organisational Practices, and Professional Identity. In the context of NBS, each of these 

was found to intrinsically connect to and influence the other, consequently shaping and 

being shaped by the four arenas of culture and practice. 

 

Each of the four cultural and practice arenas was subsequently found to be influenced 

in turn by a set of beliefs and behaviours across a practice and culture continuum. That 

is the beliefs governing behaviours, or the behaviours themselves. This nested process 

is illustrated in Figure 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 185 

 

 
Figure 11: Blueprint of Organisational Culture and Practice. 

 

Focused around the school’s vision and mission, Figure 11 illustrates the key factors that 

were found to shape the characteristics of culture and practice across the school’s four 

key arenas. In this instance, outward moving influences mean leadership actions, the 

Mission Focused Leadership actions undertaken by school leaders which are informed 

by the school’s vision and mission, aimed at nurturing the behaviours and practices 

supportive of these. Critically, with middle leaders at NBS not granted the autonomy or 

leadership authority to set culture and enforce standards or behaviours, the school’s 

senior leaders were found to have sole authority in this regard, hence the vision and 

mission of the school only being accessible through mission focused leadership.  
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Inwards moving effects can be seen as those originating with individuals or groups 

within the school community and feeding back towards the school’s mission and vision. 

Consequently, with each component exerting influence on the others with which it is 

connected, the inward moving effects of these can be seen to either support or hinder 

the achievement of the school’s vision and mission. Within the social cultural arena for 

example, leadership led initiatives such as cultural celebrations can be seen to directly 

influence the cultural social differences between members of the community, 

consequently contributing to the shaping of individual attitudes to align more closely 

with the school vision and mission. Conversely, separation of different demographic 

groups within the school community was found to contribute to a largely separate social 

culture that subsequently fed into the professional culture and professional culture 

arenas. 

 

Importantly, the central position of school administrators means the power to influence 

how each of the individual systems within the school works ultimately rests with them. 

This includes NBS school leaders as key players in the shaping and enforcement of policy, 

and the conception and organising of community events such as teacher professional 

development and social functions. In this regard, the school leaders exert both outward 

moving influence as a result of deliberate actions and community building strategies, 

but also help shape inward moving influences. 

 

Implied in the NBS Organisational Connectivity Blueprint is the important research 

finding that organic approaches to culture building, where individuals are left to 

navigate the school environment without clear guidance, do little to help the school 

manifest its mission and vision. The outcome of this, as seen in the results of this 

research, is a school culture defined by different identities, practices, expectations and 

understandings of how best to achieve the school’s mission and vision. 

 

The following conclusion and recommendations subsequently explore the key findings 

of this research through the lens of the research questions.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

This ethnographic case study explored the experiences of students, teachers, school 

administrators and parents in a new Chinese/International school in Beijing. At the 

centre of this were participant experiences within a bilingual English/Chinese school 

environment, and the subsequent emergent process and characteristics of school 

culture. As a new model of education in mainland China, the New Beijing School, or NBS, 

represented an opportunity for Chinese passport holders to undertake education in an 

international curriculum, something previously only available either to Chinese students 

with a second passport nation, or for expatriate students. As a consequence of choosing 

to study at NBS, graduates of the school would be required to undertake their tertiary 

education, with the International Baccalaureate, the school’s choice of curriculum, not 

currently recognised for admission into local universities for local students. The research 

consisted of both participant interviews and observations, with the ethnographic record 

accumulated over the first semester of the school year. 

 

Contextualising this Research. 

Guiding this research are key questions emerging from the rapidly changing global space 

of international education. In particular, the expansion of international curricula to 

increasing numbers of national schools either alongside local curricula, or as the stand 

alone option for students, and the rising numbers of host nation students choosing to 

attend international schools. Motivating this expansion has been the commodification 

of education as a pathway for students to better develop the skills that will allow them 

to access both future international study and employment opportunities. For both 

students and their families, two key motivations underpin the shift to international 

education curricula as the education experience of choice; students gain experience and 

develop degrees of a mastery of English, a key language for both global study and 

employment; and international education programs such as the International 

Baccalaureate are seen as providing a pathway to university study outside of the home 

nation. The complexity and dynamism of this educational space subsequently suggests 

the need for a more detailed inquiry and nuanced understanding of student, leader, 

teacher and parent experiences, if schools are to effectively educate and prepare their 
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students for international opportunities. Focusing inquiry in the context of this research 

were the following research questions: 

 

1. What are some emergent characteristics of a hybrid Chinese-International 

school in Mainland China? 

 

2. How do students, faculty and parents experience education within a Hybrid 

Chinese-International school in China? 

 

3. How is leadership practice, policy and language use defined and developed in a 

hybrid Chinese-International School? 

 

4. How do stakeholders negotiate the development of culture, professional 

practice and linguistic practices in a hybrid Chinese-International school? 

 

These changes to student demographics, and the nature and context of schools offering 

international curricula options to students, has consequently also precipitated the need 

for a clear redefinition of the term “international school”. Subsequently, the author 

would offer a fundamental reimagining of the term international school, with a key 

defining aspect of schools laying claim to the title “international” being the process of 

education itself. That is, what takes place in the classroom, and how the school 

constructs the educational experience for students, not who sits within the classroom, 

or how the school is run or organised. Alongside English language instruction, the 

Western constructivist foundation of education programs such as the IB, is central to 

this. Informed by Bhabha’s (1994) ideas of third space, these increasing numbers of 

schools subsequently and necessarily become arenas of cultural blending. Host nation 

and expatriate students, teachers, and administrators subsequently find themselves 

simultaneously immersed in professional and learning environments that are similar and 

different from their own. 

 

A critical component, and common thread, of many international school curricula is 

internationalism, manifested by ideas such as international mindedness, a core tenet of 

education within the International Baccalaureate system. In an educational context, 
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international mindedness embedded within a curriculum requires students to apply a 

critical eye to both their own and the global cultural, social, political, economic and 

natural environment landscapes; to formulate judgements, create solutions and explore 

the ideas of other cultures. Focusing this curricular approach is concept based learning, 

with students often exploring concepts through local and global case studies. 

Recognising and valuing the local and international perspective, students commonly 

study both their first language and a second or possibly third language, with the 

language of instruction in many international schools being English. In the context of 

this research, with a school student population of largely local Chinese students studying 

an international curriculum, in English, in their own country, this requires students to 

inhabit both the international and Chinese cultural worlds simultaneously. 

 

This research seeks to therefore contribute in two important areas. Firstly, as 

international schools and the adoption of internationalised curricula continue to 

increase in popularity and expand in both number and type, detailed understandings of 

stakeholder experiences will be critical to school success. This is especially the case 

where schools are seeking to blend international and local perspectives or build 

successful bilingual immersion programs, particularly in the Chinese/English context. 

Connected to this, the second purpose of this research is that by exploring the 

experiences of students, parents, teachers and school leaders in this nuanced cultural 

space, schools can shape their policy approaches and practices to best create a unique 

and inclusive school culture, and ultimately scaffold student success.  

 

The remainder of this chapter is consequently divided into three sections. Firstly, the 

research questions are addressed in turn. Secondly, the implications of these findings 

are addressed, including suggestions for further research into key questions that have 

emerged from this research. The chapter concludes with some limitations of this work 

and some implications of these. 

 

Framing the Research Findings 

The examination of the research questions, and the resultant recommendations, are 

underpinned by two important points regarding the context in which the study was 

undertaken. Firstly, an organic approach to school culture building was adopted by the 
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school leadership. This allowed school culture, practices surrounding language use in 

the classroom and residential program to develop as a process of negotiation between 

members of the school community. From a teaching and learning perspective, both 

students and teachers were largely free to navigate the daily routines, practices and 

expectations of the school day both within and outside the classroom. Secondly, with 

creating a bilingual learning environment residing at the heart of the NBS mission and 

vision, how this aim was achieved in both the residential and academic environments 

was largely left up to individual teachers. No formal policies outlining classroom 

language use expectations existed within the school and this resulted a number of 

different understanding as to what was meant by bilingualism, how bilingualism could 

be measured, and how bilingualism should best be scaffolded. 

 

Exploring the Research Questions 

Identity, Culture and the Process of Culture Building 

The overarching emergent characteristic of NBS was that two school cultures were 

found to be operating simultaneously. These two cultures were found to equate to the 

public and private face of NBS. The public face of the school was an image projected to 

the community outside the school based on the international aspects of the school such 

as the curriculum, foreign teachers and few foreign students. The operating culture of 

the school was felt to be closer to that of a Chinese school. Within the operating culture, 

this led to two competing ideas of what the school culture should be on a daily basis, 

leading to a degree of friction between teachers and leaders who held competing ideas. 

 

At the core of these two cultural paradigms lay different conceptions by teachers of 

school identity. Teachers viewing the school as mainly a Chinese school subsequently 

adopted the practices and expectations of others that they would expect to experience 

in a Chinese local school. Teachers who viewed the school as largely an international 

school adopted the practices and expectations they felt more closely aligned with 

Western schools. Predictably, a teacher’s cultural background, corresponding to their 

first language as either English or Chinese, and to a lesser extent their international 

school experience were found to be the strongest indicators of how an individual 

conceived the identity of the school. Critically too, a degree of parochialism was found 

to accompany these conceptions of school identity: teachers were found to be critical 
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of others whose professional behaviour differed greatly from their own, whilst being 

protective of what they saw as the “way things should be done”. Specifically, key friction 

points between these different expectations of how the school should function on a day 

to day basis were clearly evident when teachers worked across departments in 

professional teams with their peers. Areas where friction most commonly arose were 

connected to issues of professional practice, school and team leadership, work ethic, 

initiative to accomplish group tasks, and interpersonal communication. These areas of 

tension were also found within teacher dormitory parent teams in the residential 

program.  

 

Teachers were likewise found to largely self-segregate in social circles based on cultural 

background and first language. This was evident both throughout the school day during 

school provided mealtimes in the dining hall, and at informal and semi-formal after 

hours school gatherings. A key contributor to this separation, particularly during lunch 

and break times, was found to be language. Members of different cultural groups felt 

more comfortable and confident communicating in their first language and felt more 

able to be themselves around others with the same cultural backgrounds. That Chinese 

teachers felt that Chinese speakers were more able to appreciate Chinese cultural 

perspectives, and non-Chinese teachers felt that their Chinese peers held fundamentally 

different priorities and reasons for being at the school to they themselves provided 

evidence for the intertwined nature of language and culture at NBS. 

 

The implication of this finding is that an individual’s conception of school identity – that 

is their answer to the question of who we are – subsequently serves as a rudder for their 

professional expectations, preferences and practices within the school; the how we 

should do things. That is, an individual’s beliefs about a school’s identity, inform their 

professional beliefs and expectations of its culture and subsequently their behaviour. 

Characterising this behaviour was the spontaneous self-segregation based on pre-

existing beliefs, experiences and conceptions of school identity into smaller sub 

populations, each of which held critical views about some aspect of the other groups.  
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Supporting and Inhibiting Factors in Creating a Successful Bilingual Program 

The second key emergent characteristic of NBS was found to be a fragmented approach 

to bilingual education. Characterising this were teachers with differing definitions of 

what bilingualism meant, differing ideas of what a bilingual students looked like, and 

subsequently different approaches to promoting bilingualism in the classroom. Student 

language learning experiences and the expectations placed on them in different classes 

varied greatly, resulting in the overall thought from teachers, administrators, students 

and parents, that NBS was not a bilingual school. This was a clear departure from the 

schools stated vision of immersing students in a bilingual Chinese/English learning 

environment.  

 

A critical inhibitor to the creation of a bilingual classroom environment was found to be 

a desire by Chinese students to avoid public embarrassment in front of their peers. The 

result of this was a preference for students to communicate using Chinese in English 

speaking classes, resulting in a moderating effect where more advanced English 

speakers switched to Chinese as a way to communicate more effectively with their peers 

in English speaking classrooms. Most importantly, this effect was observed and reported 

by students in classes where there was the largest language competence gap between 

students. Balancing the tensions of the curriculum requirements to teach the 

appropriate content and concepts, with the need to create bilingual learning 

environments, teachers in English speaking classrooms were not observed to enforce 

any common language use rules within their classes, opting instead to allow students to 

progress with the content as they saw fit. This resulted in many students opting to speak 

primarily Chinese throughout the school day, as well as in the residential program. 

 

Two factors were seen to contribute greatly to the lack of a cohesive approach to 

bilingualism: an absence of an administration led policy or guidance on classroom 

practice coupled with professional development of limited relevance to many staff; and 

an enrolment policy that saw students in upper grades of secondary, grades nine and 

above, being admitted to the school without the requisite English language proficiency 

to be able to learn effectively in an English medium of instruction classroom. The 

bilingual professional development organised by the school took the form of a two day 

workshop, repeated verbatim by the same presenter each year, during the staff 
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orientation week. Importantly, however, the presenter’s primary experience was in the 

delivery of bilingual Spanish/ English programs in the United States, and she was herself 

non-Chinese. Outside of this, minimal support or guidance was provided to teachers in 

creating bilingual Chinese/ English learning environments. 

 

The above findings are significant as they highlight cultural pressure as an important 

component, and potential limiting factor, of Chinese /English bilingualism at NBS. This 

consequently suggests that for the school to achieve its stated aim of educating students 

to be bilingual, school leaders must adopt strategies that minimise the moderating 

effects of existing cultural pressures on students. Contrasted against how individuals 

within the school community interacted during administrator led residential community 

events such as themed community dinners, helps illustrate this. Students and teachers 

were not only found to engage in more cross cultural explorations, but students in 

particular we found to use more conversational English during social interactions with 

their peers close to and during the event, feeling both more empowered and less 

inhibited to do so. 

 

The importance of these finding is that it illustrates the intimate connection between 

effective bilingual learning in the classroom and both the administrative, leadership and 

policy practices of NBS. These findings pointed to the need for NBS to adopt a synergistic 

approach to the practice of Chinese/ English bilingualism, one that established shared 

understandings between students and teachers as to what being bilingual meant, as well 

as the expectations of both teachers and students in the classroom. From a policy 

perspective, these research findings suggest a vertically integrated approach to creating 

a bilingual learning environment, based upon the desired outcomes of each student 

achieving a Bilingual Diploma, as perhaps more effective than the school’s current 

individual teacher-led, and relatively unstructured approach. The first key component 

of creating this vertically integrated bilingual learning environment, emerging from the 

data, are student enrolment policies and procedures that ensure new students to the 

school are enrolled in grade levels or courses where they have the requisite English 

language competence that allows them to successfully access effective learning. A 

second suggestion from the data is the need for more hands-on language support for 

students perhaps new to the process of student-centred learning typically encountered 
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in IB classrooms, both within the academic and residential settings. Coupled to this, the 

results likewise suggest that student social anxieties around communicating verbally in 

English with their peers can be somewhat addressed by assigning students to classes 

where the difference in English language competence between students in minimised. 

Lastly, this work suggests that an understanding of the characteristics of bilingualism, 

shared between all members of the school community lies the core of building shared 

teacher classroom practice and expectations of students. 

 

Central to the Chinese student experience at NBS was a clear tension between 

understanding the purpose of the school as a bilingual learning environment and the 

subsequent need to develop their English language proficiency; and the desire to both 

understand and be understood by their peers and teachers during the reality of 

everyday learning and living at the school. The student education experience both in 

formal classes and the residential program was one undertaken largely in Chinese. Two 

factors contributed significantly to this tension: a degree of existing English language 

competence that made it difficult for some students to access learning in English in an 

English speaking classroom; and a desire to avoid public embarrassment in front of their 

peers. The small number of foreign students at the school, and the preference to 

associate socially with their friends, mean that for most Chinese students in the school, 

their friendship groups consisted of individuals from their own cultural context. 

 

For students with lower levels of English proficiency, the absence of formal English 

language support with either language specialists in the classroom, or as a separate 

timetabled class, meant these students were left to develop their own strategies for 

learning in a bilingual classroom. Central to these independently developed 

communication strategies was communicating in Chinese with their peers as a way to 

access learning. When working in groups with more competent English speakers, this 

meant that group tasks were invariably carried out in Chinese, with the very few foreign 

students most commonly working together in a group by themselves. Given each 

student was expected to undertake a bilingual diploma with the majority of classes and 

exams undertaken in English, this preference to speak Chinese in both classes and the 

student dormitories was found to create a palpable tension. This was exemplified in the 

data by students resorting to talking to themselves in English in their rooms at night, 



 195 

finding isolated pockets of time with their friends to practice their English, or 

proclaiming that there wasn’t enough English being spoken within the residential 

building. Students in the dormitory were also reported to express some frustration at 

the reliance on Chinese language communication in the dormitory but were also 

observed to themselves largely rely on Chinese to communicate with their peers. 

 

Accompanying the tension surrounding the development of English language 

proficiency, Chinese students were found to be very positive about learning in the IB 

system. In particular, the access to both subjects such as art and design that may be 

offered in a different format or not offered to students in their previous schools, and 

experiences with a more discovery oriented, international style, classroom meant 

students felt they could explore their interests and develop their own ideas to a greater 

extent than was possible in a local school. For Chinese students in the research group, it 

was the international aspect of the curriculum that was most appealing, as they felt it 

was a more enjoyable and fulfilling educational process than previous experiences in 

Chinese local schools that they felt were more structured around testing and more 

focused on rote learning.  

 

A significant aspect of the appeal of the IB for Chinese students was what they saw as 

perhaps a relatively easier pathways to tertiary opportunities outside China for, with the 

IB Diploma better understood and perhaps more readily accepted in foreign universities 

than Chinese government school certification. However, students with lower levels of 

English competence relative to their peers, and students new to the student-centred 

model experienced an adjustment period whilst they became comfortable with the 

educational and residential program. In some cases, this adjustment period where 

students were acclimatising to the style of teaching in student centred classrooms as 

well as learning in English, was reported to last many months, and up to a year. 

Illustrating this, one student noticed a difference in her achievement and level of 

comfort with the IB system only in the second year at NBS, particularly her use of English. 

Characterising this transition period, students reported they were less likely to share 

ideas and be engaged in group tasks, and less likely to communicate in English. 
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These results suggest that exposure alone to the English language program and 

pedagogical environment typical of an IB classroom is insufficient for quickly preparing 

students for learning at NBS. Subsequently a case can be made for a student orientation 

program focused on the key areas of learning in a student-centred classroom, and 

English for academic purposes. Given the period of transition reported by some 

students, this may prove to be most effective if run over an extended duration during 

the first year of new student enrolling in the Middle Years Programme. This likewise 

connects to previous findings that student anxiety over public mistakes is somewhat 

reduced in classes with the lowest language competence differences between students. 

In this context, orientation programs may contribute to an improvement in student 

performance in English speaking classrooms, and by proxy reduce the observed 

moderating effect of lower stage language learners on their more language competent 

peers in English speaking classrooms.  

 

The experiences of teachers at NBS somewhat mirrored those of students in that 

without clear guidance as to expectations around classroom language development, 

collaborative and interpersonal practices, silos of departmental or individual practice 

emerged. Developing in response to the demands of the curriculum, individual 

experience, preferences and training, teachers were subsequently found to be 

protective of these practices, and somewhat critical of others whose professional 

approaches differed from their own or their department’s. At the core of these 

differences were beliefs as to the school’s identity as primarily either a Chinese or 

international school, reinforcing the link at NBS between identity and culture. In this 

context, Chinese teachers largely experienced the school as a Chinese school with an 

international and English language program, with non-Chinese teachers experiencing 

the school as an international school with a Chinese program, with all teachers agreeing 

that NBS was not a true international school. This emphasis on different aspects of the 

school as the foundation of the school’s identity was also found to be the basis of tension 

between Chinese and non-Chinese teachers as to how the school should operate on a 

daily basis both administratively and collaboratively. 

 

These results suggest that in a diverse teaching community such as NBS, a hands-off 

approach to culture building is ineffective at scaffolding a unified professional culture 
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based on shared understandings and expectations of classroom practice. Further, a 

hands-off approach may only serve to reinforce existing differences of opinion, idea or 

practice. Consequently, this highlights a staff induction program centred on the school’s 

expectations of its daily culture, classroom practices with regards to collaboration and 

bilingualism, and professional interpersonal communication as a useful culture and 

community building strategy. However, a key factor perhaps limiting the effectiveness 

of this is the perceived top-down approach to leadership at NBS. Middle leaders such as 

department heads perceived their positions as having limited administrative power to 

shape departmental practice and procedure and correspondingly little authority to 

shaping of the school culture. This situation of being granted little institutional agency 

to shape culture, identity and practice existed despite middle leaders being tasked with 

daily student social and emotional wellbeing, or curriculum and student learning 

outcomes. This included little latitude to establish and enforce shared expectations 

within their department in terms of collaborative practices, approaches to bilingualism 

and assessment. Consequentially, this suggests that for NBS to establish and maintain 

accepted norms and practices, middle leaders such as Grade Level Leaders and Heads 

of Department must necessarily be included in the setting of organisational culture and 

its daily monitoring and management.  

 

In the NBS context, with school senior leaders the primary conduit between the school’s 

vision and mission and overarching culture of the school, the school’s middle leaders 

can be seen as critical for establishing and managing everyday classroom and 

professional practices within their respective domains. Consequently, an important 

recommendation from this work is to include middle leaders as an important leadership 

stratum with tangible agency in terms of culture creation. From the perspective of 

teacher management, this must include the responsibility to enact policies and mandate 

practices at the departmental level commensurate with the particular needs of their 

subject; identify professional development needs for their teachers; and sanction where 

appropriate. Similarly, with the most detailed understanding of the needs of their 

department, subject leaders in particular may also be in the best position to advise on 

the recruitment of new teachers. 
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With subject leaders ultimately responsible for student progress in their particular 

department, and grade level leaders holding responsibility for student social and 

emotional wellbeing, this research also suggests that middle leaders of the school be 

involved in some capacity in the orientation of new students. This may include 

identifying key skills and knowledge students may require to most successfully access 

learning in the unique classroom environment at NBS, and could extend to involvement 

in pre-enrolment testing benchmarks and the enrolment policies and procedures for 

new students. 

 

For parents, one of the most important attractions for choosing to enrol their children 

in the high school program at NBS was the international perspectives offered by the IB 

course, the student centred approaches to learning, and the opportunity for students to 

develop their English language competence. However, contrary to the feelings of some 

Chinese teachers, parents of Chinese students saw the Chinese thread subjects as one 

of the most important reasons for choosing NBS in that it simultaneously allowed 

students to explore and learn about their own culture and language whilst developing 

their global perspectives. An important aspect of this was giving their children the 

opportunity to study Chinese culture and society unconstrained by what parents felt 

was the overly politicised nature of the education they themselves received, or had 

experienced through their children, in Chinese government schools as students.  

 

However, though Chinese parents were greatly attracted to the International 

Baccalaureate program and bilingual mission of the school, there was a belief that 

Chinese students were not developing their English language skills as effectively as 

possible. This included the use of verbal English both inside and outside the classroom. 

The outcome of this was that Chinese parents felt there should be a more concerted 

effort to encourage or possibly mandate the use of English at particular times 

throughout the school day to aid students in their development of language proficiency. 

This added to the narrative of NBS as not being a true bilingual school, reinforcing the 

views of some administrators, the teachers, and students.  

 

Taken together, the beliefs of parents, students, and some school administrators of NBS 

as not being a bilingual learning environment illustrates the importance of a clearly 
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articulated language development policy for the development of a bilingual culture at 

NBS. For students, this policy would help clarify the expectations in regards to language 

development as well as detail the system of support student available. From the 

perspective of teaching faculty, a clearly articulated language development policy would 

clarify classroom expectations, outline the school’s understanding of bilingualism, and 

remove ambiguity around professional practice as related to language development. 

Similarly, a cohesive language development policy that included expected student 

competencies would also allow teacher to appropriately assess the performance of their 

students and access the appropriate support for students where appropriate. Central to 

this recommendation is the understanding that as a school focused on a bilingual 

immersion approach to learning and language acquisition, it therefore becomes the 

responsibility of all teachers and leaders to assume the role of language teacher in some 

capacity.   

 

For parents, a clear understanding of the school’s immersion process and practice would 

assist them scaffold and support appropriate language learning outside of school time 

and the weekends, and would provide a frame of reference of expected student 

competencies or attainment when communicating with the school or receiving student 

reports. For school leaders, a cohesive and integrated policy and practice document 

would serve both educational and administrative needs. Educationally, with an IB 

bilingual diploma as the stated aim for each NBS student upon graduation, a structured 

English language development framework would allow for more appropriate and 

accurate monitoring of student attainment. This would allow not only for leaders to 

gauge the success or otherwise of admissions processes, it would provide a clear view 

of what could be expected in each classroom in the secondary program, and would 

subsequently assist with the planning of targeted staff professional development. 

Administratively, a clearly articulated policy would clarify the pedagogical expectations 

of teachers within the classroom. A key outcome of this could be to lessen the 

professional tensions around differenced of individual opinion and practice with regards 

to language development and make it simpler for middle and upper leaders to provide 

appropriate professional development and mentoring. 
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Connecting Leadership Strategies and Practices to Successful School Culture Building 

Intrinsically connected to the process of negotiating practices around bilingualism, the 

process of school faculty culture development at NBS was largely found to be one in 

which school leaders adopted a hands-off strategy. This process was described by school 

leaders as an “organic” approach to culture building. In an effort to equalise the power 

dynamic between foreign and Chinese staff, commonly cited as a prevalent structural 

inequity in international schools, this organic approach was adopted so as to not be seen 

to favour one cultural group over another. Consequently, a number of different 

conceptions of how the school should operate on a daily basis were found to emerge 

and operate simultaneously at NBS, generally aligning with whether the individual 

viewed the identity of school as a Chinese or International school. The outcome of this 

organic approach to culture building was the emergence of discreet pockets of 

professional practice and expectation amongst the NBS teaching faculty, with some of 

these practices and expectations leading to differing degrees of tension and 

disagreement between groups. Instances where this tension was particularly 

pronounced were in cross departmental teams such as grade level and residential 

teams. 

 

These results establish identity, culture, and practice as nested phenomena, with 

expectations and experiences of NBS as a hybrid Chinese/international school defined 

on those terms. That is, an individual’s understanding of school identity informed their 

expectations of how school systems and norms should operate, with each individual’s 

practices and expectations contributing to the overarching school culture. From an 

administrative and leadership perspective, this subsequently establishes identity 

creation as the primary stage in the development of a shared understanding of school 

culture at NBS. The fragmented nature of some departments within the school where 

teachers from different national systems adopted their own set of practices that differed 

from their colleagues likewise highlights the important role in culture creation of middle 

leaders. As the individuals most commonly working within or leading teams from 

different cultural and professional backgrounds, middle leaders the middle leaders at 

NBS are subsequently best positioned to directly shape teaching practice and 

professional culture. 
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That administrator led community events were found to have a positive effect on 

empowering individuals to take social risks with language or explore new cultural ideas 

is also useful for informing wider narratives on culture building at NBS. In particular, key 

characteristics of these events were their invitational nature where, despite attendance 

being compulsory, teachers and students were invited to participate to a level they felt 

comfortable with; and their structured and focused nature. This structure included pre-

determined seating plans designed to blend faculty social groups and student grade 

levels, as well as clearly outlined expectations of proceedings. Contrasted with the 

relatively more separated nature of teacher and students daily teaching and learning 

experiences, the more organised structure of these events, coupled to clear 

expectations of how the events could be expected to unfold suggest that culture 

building as more connected to creating individual buy-in, as opposed to being based on 

mandates of what should not take place. This recommendation is further reinforced 

when examining the defensive position taken by members of the teaching community 

when they felt their professional practice was being questioned by their peers. 

 

Implications of the Research Findings to the International Education Space. 

International schools in their many different guises continue to proliferate and diversify 

around the world to cater for larger numbers of expatriate families and local families 

seeking an alternative to local school curricula. This process commonly incorporates 

students learning in a language other than their first language, with schools themselves 

often populated by teachers, leaders, students and their families from a diversity of 

cultural backgrounds. Many international schools likewise exist as single entities, or 

small families of schools, somewhat outside the direct control of national educational 

governing bodies in terms of curriculum, policy, process and personnel. This resulting 

complex cultural and social environment subsequently poses some unique 

organisational and educational challenges for students and their families, teachers and 

school leaders. Characterising the challenges of schools in this space are differences in 

teacher training, experience and expectations of their students, peers and leaders 

drawn from their experiences in their home country. For students in particular, key 

challenges exist when studying in bilingual programs or a second language, particularly 

when the language of instruction is substantially different from their first language. For 

school leaders, a focal challenge exists around navigating the complex professional and 
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cultural space of the everyday functioning of the school and ultimately drawing these 

differences together into a cohesive whole. 

 

The results of this research serve to illustrate the interconnectedness of school mission 

and vision, leadership, school culture such as teacher professional practice and 

expectations and student experiences in the classroom. These results further illustrate 

the nested nature of school identity, school culture, and professional practices. A key 

implication of this research in broad terms is that in order to create the most effective 

and cohesive schools that build the most effective learning environment for their 

students, schools must begin with the fundamental question of who they are. As the 

conduit between a school’s vision and mission statements, policy documents, and 

ultimately classroom practices for teachers and learning experiences for students, the 

answer to the question of who we are must consequently be addressed, in the first 

instance, by school leaders. 

 

Despite the relative simplicity of this question however, the results of this research 

illustrate that it is anything but simple, requiring approaches to leadership that ask each 

individual to inhabit, in a professional sense, a unique cultural space that may be 

substantially different form their own. This may be exemplified by asking teachers to 

collaborate and communicate in ways that is different from their own cultural and 

professional experiences, scaffolding students to communicate in their second 

languages, and asking school leaders to fundamentally shift their understanding of 

power dynamics between each other and the individuals they are leading. Critically 

though, the results of this research demonstrate that adopting an organic approach to 

these dynamic situations, that is adopting a hands off philosophy, is not only an 

ineffective strategy, but may exacerbate and reinforce differences, moving the school 

further away from a unified culture. 

 

The results of this research also highlight the need for further research into English/ 

Chinese bilingual immersion education. Particularly, this work indicates cultural 

pressures, such as the desire for students to avoid public mistakes and embarrassment, 

as potential limiting factors to language acquisition in English/ Chinese bilingual 

immersion education programs. This consequently poses questions for schools around 
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their admissions practices and procedures and how schools subsequently choose to 

structure and stream their classes once students are enrolled. Likewise, the emergence 

of a number of different understandings amongst teachers and leaders as to what is 

meant by bilingualism, and the emergence of a number of different approaches to 

fostering bilingualism in the classroom illustrates the need for institutional clarity in this 

area. This includes the formulation and adoption of unambiguous policy and 

expectations for all members of the school community, and professional development 

that is appropriate to the context of the school and the competencies of the faculty. 

 

Finally, these results illustrate the need for leaders to be active community makers. This 

includes formulating and facilitating approaches and events that encourage all members 

of the school community to participate, creating shared culture through shared 

experiences. However, these events should be deliberate and carefully planned, 

structured and organised to maximise opportunities for interpersonal communication 

and interaction across cultural groups.  
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