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Abstract

The agency of international students has long been neglected and undertheorised, though
recent literature indicates that this has started to change. This paper systematically reviews
51 studies that address student agency in international higher education. Focusing on
research published in the last two decades (2000-2020), the review draws on studies that
foreground student voices, or international students’ perspectives, rather than the perspec-
tives of teachers, administrators or policymakers. A detailed discussion of how interna-
tional student agency is positioned in the literature found that agency appears as either: a
research object, as part of a theoretical or conceptual framework, or an emergent finding.
Furthermore, our analysis suggests that the term ‘“agency” is often used as a buzzword
rather than as a fleshed-out concept. Thus, drawing on this initial analysis, the review syn-
thesises varying but overlapping conceptualisations of international student agency in the
literature into an integrative framework. Implications for future research are drawn, based
on our findings about the understudied populations and methodological limitations in the
literature.

Keywords International education - International students - Higher education - Agency -
Systematic review - Educational sociology

Introduction
Context

Higher education has long had a cross-border element (Altbach, 1973), which can be traced
back to mediaeval times (Kim, 2009). Recent decades have demonstrated an unprecedented
increase in international activities in higher education, leading to a rise in policy discussions
and research interests on different aspects of international higher education (IHE) (Altbach &
Knight, 2007). Within IHE, international higher education students (“international students”
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henceforth) and their cross-border mobility have attracted the greatest attention, emerging as
a prioritised topic (Knight, 2012) alongside the exponential increase in international student
numbers over the last few decades. According to the UNESCO (2022), there were more than
six million international students in 2019, up from approximately two million in 2000. This is
a 300% increase in just two decades. Although this rising trend in international student mobil-
ity may have been curbed by the current COVID-19 pandemic and health-related uncertainties
(Mok et al., 2021), it is expected to revert as the pandemic wanes (Altbach & de Wit, 2020).

Given the relevance of the international student population in higher education policy and
development, an understanding of student experiences is important in furthering higher educa-
tion research. We recognise that both structural forces and student agency are important and
shape international student experiences (Oldac, 2022); however, the role of student agency
remains under-explored (Tran & Vu, 2018; Volet & Jones, 2012). For instance, a recent review
of the research on international students argued that dominant understandings of international
student experiences are formed by “narratives of deficiency”, meaning that students tend to
be framed in terms of “what they lack, what they need and how they differ”, contributing to
the decades-long tendency to undermine international students’ agentic capacity (Lipura &
Collins, 2020, p. 349). Recently, however, international higher education has been regarded
as an important context to study student agency, as it provides a distinctive time and place
where students actively deal with multi-level changes (regional, sociocultural and academic)
away from home, maybe for the first time in their lives. We start our inquiry from an assump-
tion that international students would experience these changes to a greater extent and in more
aspects, which is shared by the dominant deficit discourse around international student experi-
ences (e.g. Hechanova-Alampay et al, 2002).

The call for greater attention to agency in IHE is not new (see Brooks &Waters, 2011;
Volet & Jones, 2012). Marginson (2014), for instance, has long highlighted the value of
agency in bringing attention to “different observations and findings to those derived when
cross-border students are positioned in a stress and coping framework” (p. 18). Yet, we, as
researchers in higher education focusing on student agency, have noticed that despite growing
interest in international students, agency remains relatively lacking in the literature (see also
Lipura & Collins, 2020). Instead, “agency” sometimes appears as a buzzword, an idea that
appears in research findings, discussions or literature reviews, but is not conceptually well-
defined. This suggests that the concept of agency is still in the embryonic stage and requires
further theorisation within the international student context. Our observations in combination
with the observations of others in the field thus gave rise to the aims of this paper: (1) to
review the existing literature on agency in IHE and the early development of the field, and
(2) to synthesise how agency has been conceptualised by researchers. Additionally, we draw
on the findings of this review to suggest directions for future research that may contribute to
further conceptual development of student agency in IHE. In the following sections, we begin
by providing an overview of the major existing theories of agency, and define the scope of our
review, research questions and methodology. We then present a combined results and discus-
sion section, organised in relation to each of our research questions.

Theories of agency

In social theory, agency typically appears in relation to structure. Major social theories
such as Archer’s (2003) morphogenesis theory, Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory
and Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus incorporate the agency-structure debate. While
Archer interprets the structure-agency relation as independent, Giddens regards it as
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interdependent with structure internalised by agents (Akram, 2012). Located between
Archer and Giddens, Bourdieu’s habitus views agents as autonomous and empowered,
but only to the extent that structure is reproduced (Adams, 2006). To analyse what con-
stitutes agency, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) define agency as constructing engage-
ment with structure through agents’ reflection on the past, present and future. This idea
influenced Biesta and Tedder’s (2007) conceptualisation of agency as one’s “ability to
exert control over ... one’s life” (p. 135) by means of structure rather than simply within
structure. As such, agency is theorised in different ways based primarily on its relation-
ship with structure.

In contrast, psychological theories of agency do not necessarily involve structure. For
example, Bandura (2001) regards agency as a determinant of human behaviour, proposing
four features of human agency: intentionality, forethought, self-regulation and self-reflec-
tiveness. This implies that agency may be studied using a range of keywords. As we only
include papers that use the term “agency”, this limits a more comprehensive discussion of
agency as practiced in the world.

Scope of the review

We view agency as critical to understanding experiences of international students, high-
lighting the importance of individual trajectories and how structure—the national, cul-
tural, institutional contexts etc.—facilitates or constrains international students’ ability to
navigate and shape their educational experiences. In our own respective research, we have
drawn on various conceptions of agency. However, because the aim of this review is to
understand how agency has been positioned and conceptualised in the existing literature
on IHE, we did not draw on a pre-existing theory of agency to guide our literature selec-
tion. Rather, we chose to include all relevant papers that reference “agency” in the abstract
title or keywords. By focusing on the term “agency”, we can focus our discussion on both
how agency has been understood and treated in the literature as well as on the phenomenon
itself. However, as noted earlier, a focus on the word “agency” may preclude studies on
psychological or other approaches to agency that uses different terminologies.

Our review defines “international students” as those who voluntarily move from their
country of origin to another country (hereinafter “host country”) to pursue a higher educa-
tion degree (OECD, 2017). In line with our focus on student agency, this systematic review
focuses on the literature on international student voices, defined as research that draws
upon the perspectives of international students themselves, rather than the perspectives of
professors/lecturers, administrators or policymakers. Our focus derives from the call for
greater examination of student experience to complement and inform policy-focused dis-
cussions on the internationalisation of higher education (Brooks & Waters, 2011).

We used the following questions to guide this study:

Q1: How is agency positioned in the literature on student voices in international higher
education?

Q2: How can the literature on international student agency be conceptually synthesised?

These questions emerged from the inductive initial review of the selected papers as will
be explained in the following sections.
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Methodology
Literature search and selection

The literature search was conducted using SCOPUS, Web of Science, ProQuest Social Sci-
ence, Eric and PsycINFO. We used a combination of keywords selected to capture studies
focused on agency of international students at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels.
See below for the search string.

(TITLE-ABS-KEY (agency OR agent*) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (international OR
global OR foreign OR mobil*) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (“higher education” OR
“tertiary education” OR college OR university) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (student*
OR undergraduate* OR post*graduate* OR graduate* OR doctora* OR phd* OR
master®))

The search operating terms differed slightly for each database. Results were limited to
peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters published between 2000 and 2020 in Eng-
lish. English was chosen, as it is the lingua franca of the researchers. All database searches
were conducted on February 8, 2021, and 5237 results were imported into Mendeley.

The titles were filtered and entries on irrelevant topics, for instance, medical studies,
political studies and studies on secondary education, were deleted. Any editorials and com-
mentaries were also deleted. A total of 4286 items were removed in the title filter process,
resulting in 951 papers. Abstracts were read, and the inclusion/exclusion criteria (Table 1)
were applied, resulting in 193 remaining items.

The full texts were retrieved and imported into Mendeley. Each paper was read through
to confirm its relevance, using the criteria outlined in Table 2, which were developed
jointly by the authors over several sessions of discussion. This process resulted in a final
sample of 51 items (see Fig. 1 for the paper filtering process).

Analysis

The 51 included papers were read and categorised to determine how they positioned
agency in their studies. We chose to examine the ways in which agency was manifested in
the literature because in doing the full text filtering of the papers, we realised that agency
appeared in a variety of places throughout the texts, sometimes in the research questions,
other times in the theoretical framework to conceptualise international student decision-
making and, often, in the results or discussion. We also noted that the term “agency” was
not always well-defined or conceptualised and used to denote intention but framed as
an assumed concept. We thus developed a framework to guide our coding, based on our
observations from the full text reading (Table 3). This framework reflected the ways in
which agency appeared/was positioned in the literature.

Upon developing our initial categories, we continued to refine the definitions over sev-
eral iterations of coding and discussion. This process involved dividing the 51 included
papers into thirds, and assigning two thirds of the corpus to each author to categorise inde-
pendently as a way of ensuring that each paper was assessed by two authors. For instance,
authors 1 and 3 worked on papers 1-17, authors 2 and 3 worked on papers 18-35, and
authors 3 and 1 worked on papers 36-51. Papers could be double-coded if applicable. To
illustrate, a paper could be categorised as both “agency as ‘given’” and “agency-as-find-
ing” if agency appeared in the findings section but with no definition or conceptualisation.

@ Springer



Higher Education (2023) 86:891-911 895

Table 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for abstracts

Criteria Definition
Inclusion
Focus on student voices The focus of the paper must include student perspectives/
experiences

Focus on degree mobile international students The focus of the paper must be on degree mobile
students, i.e. the student is pursuing an undergraduate
or postgraduate degree in an institution not located in
their country of origin; for joint degree programmes
etc., the time spent abroad had to be one academic
year minimum; shorter programmes and non-degree
programmes (e.g. semester abroad, work/internship
placement etc.) were excluded

Exclusion

Instructor/institutional perspectives Papers focusing only on perspectives of course instruc-
tors/lecturers/professors/supervisors, or institutional
policy, were excluded

Online programmes Papers focusing on online programmes were excluded;
students must physically be studying in the host
country

Curriculum Papers focusing on developing or evaluating courses or

programmes for international students were excluded

Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for full texts

Criteria Definition
Inclusion
Student agency The paper must discuss international student agency in
some capacity (e.g. in the research questions or in the
results)
Exclusion
Agency in language proficiency Papers focusing on agency in using host country’s lan-

guage in various settings were excluded

Agency within a single class/module Papers focusing on students’ agency within the context of
a single class or module (e.g. group work in classroom)
were excluded

Agency prior to going abroad Papers focusing on students’ agency prior to studying
abroad (e.g. agency in choosing to pursue a degree
abroad) were excluded

Agency of students from others’ perspectives Papers in which others (e.g. instructors or institutions)
discuss student agency were excluded

Transnational education Papers on transnational education, e.g. students based in
one country and studying for a degree at a university in
another country, were excluded

Refugee/asylum seekers Papers focusing on refugee or asylum seekers whose
mobility is forced (i.e. not voluntarily pursuing a degree
in another country) were excluded
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Fig.1 Flow chart of the article filtering process. Inspired from the PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated
guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372;n71. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n71

The results of the categorisation were then combined into a shared spreadsheet and dis-
cussed. Any discrepancies were examined and used to refine the initial categories and defi-
nitions, and another round of coding took place using the refined definitions. This process
occurred several times until we were all in agreement. Subsequently, final categorisations
were assigned for each paper.
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Table 3 Positioning of agency in the literature

Code/category Definition

Agency as research object Student agency is explicitly identified as the focus of the study or the research
question(s)
Agency in conceptual/ Agency is defined by and integrated into the theoretical/conceptual framework
theoretical framework

Agency as finding Agency does not appear in the research focus, research questions or framework,
but emerges as a finding

Agency as “given” Agency is discussed within the paper, as research objects, frameworks or find-
ings, but is not defined/conceptualised, and therefore is treated as having a
“given” or assumed meaning

Agency in passing Agency appears briefly within the paper, but is neither defined nor elaborated
upon within any of the main sections above (research questions, framework,
findings)

Limitations

Because our literature search was conducted in English, it is possible that we missed rel-
evant work published in other languages. Likewise, papers not indexed in the databases
we selected were not included. Our results may also be limited by our keywords. A key-
word approach to the systematic review is useful in demonstrating patterns in the use of
the terms, “agency” and “agent”, in research. However, the researched phenomenon can be
examined under different headings. For instance, psychologists may discuss agency as self-
efficacy, while Bourdieu talks about agency in various ways using different terms.' Never-
theless, the keyword approach helped us to identify the growing popularity of choosing the
term “agency” among other names, in discussing the phenomena that have multiple names.
Furthermore, because the aim of this paper was to examine how the literature engages with
the concept of agency, we believed it was important for agency to be explicitly named as
a focus, rather than make interpretations about what could constitute agency under other
terminologies. The consequence of this decision is that other potentially relevant papers
examining phenomena that are linked to or an expression of agency (e.g. coping strategies,
self-efficacy) may have been excluded.

Findings and Discussion
The review followed an inductive approach guided by two research questions. This section

begins with an overview of the trends identified in our analysis, followed by discussions of
how the results address each of our research questions.

Emerging insights: overarching trends in the literature

The 51 papers in our final sample were primarily qualitative (n=46, 90.2%), while five
papers used mixed methods (9.8%). None of the papers included in our sample used purely

! We appreciate Simon Marginson for alerting us to this point.
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quantitative research designs, suggesting that agency is not easily studied through quantita-
tive methods.

The results suggest that interest in agency in international students has increased over
the past two decades. Although our search parameters limited the results to papers pub-
lished between 2000 and 2020, the earliest paper in our sample appeared in 2002, and pub-
lication rates did not begin to increase until 2011, when three relevant papers appeared.
The largest number of papers was published in 2020 (Fig. 2).

The papers in our sample included participants from various education levels. For
instance, the majority of papers focused on either undergraduates (n=17) or PhD students
(n=12), while seven papers focused on master’s students, four on general “postgraduates”,
four on pre-sessional undergraduate students and six involved a mix of students from dif-
ferent program levels.

Our initial analysis also revealed trends in the populations of students studied. For
instance, 13 papers (25.5%) focused on students from China and/or Taiwan. While the
majority of papers included participants from various countries (n=24, 47.1%), of the
studies which focused on samples of participants from a single country, there was a clear
emphasis on Chinese students, followed by Thailand (n=3, 5.9%), Vietnam (n=2, 3.9%)
and Saudi Arabia (n=2, 3.9%), reflecting an East and Southeast Asian focus (Fig. 3).
These results suggest that Chinese international students were the most investigated group
among these studies.

The papers in our sample focused primarily on Anglophone host countries (Fig. 4):
Australia (n=14; 27.5%), USA (n=12; 23.5%), UK (n=8; 15.7%), New Zealand (n=4;
7.8%) and Canada (n=2; 3.9%). This finding aligns with the comprehensive UNESCO
data (2022) in that these Anglophone countries have the largest share of international stu-
dents. In addition, having a few East Asian host societies (e.g. China) among the reviewed
studies suggests that East Asia is also attracting researcher attention in this regard.
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Fig. 3 The distribution of home countries/territories
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Fig.4 The distribution of host countries/territories

Q1: How is agency positioned in the literature on student voices in international
higher education?

Our analysis suggests that agency inhabits different positions in the literature based on the
purpose of the study. Namely, agency has appeared in five areas: agency-as-research-object
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(the research focus), agency-in-conceptual/theoretical-framework, agency-emergent-in-
research-findings, agency-as-given (largely undefined) and agency-in-passing (mentioned,
acknowledged). See Table 3 above for definitions of these categories and the Appendix for
the list of papers and coding.

Agency as research object

Agency-as-research-object referred to instances in which student agency was identified as
the research topic or as a focus in the research question(s). In total, fifteen papers were cat-
egorised as agency-as-research-object.

In cases where agency was the research object of a study, the concept of agency was
used to explore international students’ agency within a particular situation or context. Most
papers (9) included in this category examined agency as exercised and developed within
the educational degree programme, based on the participants’ experiences as international
students. For instance, Baxter (2019) focused on the “international education space” and
how Rwandan scholarship recipients “experience and exercise agency in this space” (p.
107). Similarly, Kettle (2005) investigated agency in relation to how an international stu-
dent “engages with the practices of a Master of Education course” (p. 46).

Other, more specific, contexts in which international student agency has been examined
included supervision settings (Chang & Strauss, 2010; Nomnian, 2017), building intercul-
tural relationships (Kudo et al., 2020), identity development (Ingleton & Cadman, 2002)
and engagement with out-of-campus contexts such as Christian churches (Yu, 2020). While
intercultural relationships, identity development and church engagement were stand-alone
papers, they used these situations to examine international students’ agency in adapting to
their new educational or sociocultural contexts. For instance, Yu (2020) examined church
participation by non-Christian Chinese international students as a way of exploring agency
in cross-cultural engagement beyond the university campus. Thus, when used as a research
object, agency has tended to be explored in terms of the extent of international students’
agency and how students exercise agency in negotiating new settings, cultures and prac-
tices in the host countries.

Papers examining agency-as-research-object built on a range of concepts to delineate
agency in their research: Lefebvre’s (1991) threefold notion of space (Baxter, 2019); peda-
gogy of flow and social identities (Fotovatian, 2012); a “three-stage ecological and person-
in-context conceptual framework of intercultural relationship development” (Kudo et al.,
2020); needs-response agency (Nguyen & Robertson, 2020); Bandura’s theory of agency
(Mukhamejanova, 2019; Nwokedi & Khanare, 2020); Pavlenko and Blackledge’s (2004)
identity construction and negotiation in multilingual settings (Nomnian, 2017); agency
and adaptation theory (Yu, 2020); subjectification, confidence, shame, social relationships
(Ingleton & Cadman, 2002); Archer’s reflexivity (Matthews, 2017, 2018); agency in posi-
tioning theory (Tran & Vu, 2018); agency theory (Chang & Strauss, 2010); and critical
discourse analysis (Kettle, 2005). Although these papers drew on varying sources in defin-
ing agency, all definitions involved the notion of acting with intention or out of personal
desire, whether in a language (Fotovatian, 2012) or discursive context (Kettle, 2005), or as
actors within their broader life course (Kudo et al, 2020; Matthews, 2017, 2018). In defin-
ing agency, six papers mentioned the agent’s ability to change/alter their contexts and/or
recognise the interaction between agency and structure (Chang & Strauss, 2010; Fotova-
tian, 2012; Kettle, 2005; Nomnian, 2017; Nwokedi & Khanare, 2020; Yu, 2020).
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Thus, agency is used as a research object by the literature on student experiences in
IHE. According to the shared notion in the definitions of agency identified here, research-
ers often use agency when investigating international students’ intentional action on/inter-
action with structure in IHE. They were particularly interested in the varying extent and
manifestation of such tendency (agency) in adapting to their new environments.

Agency in framework

In contrast to the previous category, agency-in-framework referred to papers in which
agency was defined by or integrated into the theoretical or conceptual framework of the
study but did not focus on agency as the object of inquiry. Here, a theoretical framework
refers to cases in which researchers draw on existing theory to conceptualise the research.
In contrast, a conceptual framework is what researchers formulate themselves for their own
research purposes, because existing models cannot sufficiently explain the researched phe-
nomena. Eighteen papers were placed into this category, with two of them double-coded
with agency-as-given (Dingyloudi et al., 2019; Weng, 2020).

Out of 18 papers, 11 incorporated agency into their frameworks (see Appendix) to
understand international students’ experiences. Researchers using existing definitions of
agency drew on a range of theorists including Ahearn (2001); Biesta and Tedder (2007);
Sen (2000); Foucault (1979); Davies (1990); Archer (2003); Bandura (2001); and Margin-
son (2014). Some scholars adopted not only specific definitions, but also theoretical frame-
works that include/imply agency. The two most frequently used frameworks were commu-
nities of practice (CoP; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and the sociocultural definition of agency
(Ahearn, 2001). CoP understands agency as a capacity required for “socialisation into
specific disciplinary communities” by adjusting and appropriating the self to ultimately
shape self-identity (Killick, 2013). Ahearn’s (2001) definition of agency, “socioculturally
mediated capacity to act”, is quoted in several studies that identified the roles of language
(Anderson, 2017); personal backgrounds and aspirations (Chang, 2011); and academic
communities (Weng, 2020) in enabling or restricting student agency. It is notable that the
aforementioned theories are almost exclusively rooted in Western scholarship, and have
been adopted across Western and non-Western contexts. This reflects the dominant use of
these perspectives in understanding agency—at least in the English literature.

Although different frameworks were used and developed to investigate various aspects
of student experience in IHE, the reviewed papers seem to understand agency in funda-
mentally similar ways. What agency enables is students’ ability to actively negotiate social
structure towards the construction of the self and environment. On the one hand, agency
is a capacity to “creatively interact with” (Weber, 1964, in Amadasi & Holliday, 2018),
to exploit (McAlpine, 2012), to engage with (Biesta & Tedder, 2007), to adjust to (Dai,
2020), and to improvise and even to reproduce the existing structure (Heng, 2018a, 2018b).
On the other hand, agency is not only exerted on structure but also on the self (Adawu &
Martin-Beltran, 2012; Kudo et al., 2019; Woo et al., 2015). For instance, Bandura’s (2001)
theory of agency, used in Woo et al. (2015), focuses on self-reflexive agency that is defined
as “the essence of humanness that reflects an individual’s capacity to exert control over his
or her own life” (p. 290).

By including agency in theoretical and conceptual frameworks, researchers built their
studies on the assumption that students are agents. This means that students are presumed
to be able to engage in reciprocal interaction with their environments, through which
both student and context undergoes transformation. Given that these papers provided
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meaningful elaborations about their research topics based on this assumption, the use of
agency-in-framework offers deductively drawn evidence about the critical role of agency in
adaptation and personal development of international students.

Agency as emergent finding

The papers in the agency-as-finding category did not include agency in their main focus or
research questions, but instead discussed agency as an emergent finding. Fourteen papers
fell into this category. Of these 14 papers, three discussed agency as a finding and provided
a definition, while the other 11 also arrived at agency in the findings but treated the con-
cept as a given, not providing a definition.

In the three papers that provided a definition for agency (Copland & Garton, 2011; Ding
& Devine, 2018; Koehne, 2006), agency was used in the interpretation of findings from
diverse perspectives. For example, Copland and Garton (2011) identified three types of
agency (self-agency, other-agency and joint-agency) denoting to “whom agency is prin-
cipally attributed” (p. 248) in international students’ daily encounters in which they had
to use English for communication. Their findings empirically confirmed the sociocultural
aspect of agentic practices, which are influenced by language that can enhance or reduce
international students’ “capacity to act” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 251). Other findings interpreted
using agency were autonomous and empowered action in supervision experiences (Ding
& Devine, 2018) and students’ ability to talk about themselves and protect their self-confi-
dence in challenging situations in IHE (Koehne, 2006).

Eleven papers in this category did not provide a specific definition of agency. These
papers dealt with the agency of international students at macro, institutional and individual
levels. By using a macro perspective, student agency was influenced by global geopolitical
competition (Mulvey, 2020) and by the policy structures around international student secu-
rity (Sawir et al., 2009). At the institutional level, international students’ agency appeared
to be affected by curriculum such as liberal arts education (Bjork et al., 2020) and specific
study abroad programmes (Dai et al., 2020; Dai & Garcia, 2019; deSaint-Georges et al.,
2020). The remaining five papers focused on agency enacted in the individual experience,
particularly individual identity development (Bond, 2019; Gonzalez & Ariza, 2015; Gu
et al., 2019; Song, 2020; Wang, 2012).

The agency-as-finding category included more than a quarter of the papers in the data-
set (14 out of 51). This suggests that research on student voices in IHE arrived at the con-
cept of agency inductively. That is, even when the aim was not initially focused on agency,
empirical findings pointed to agency. Agency as an emergent finding confirms the deduc-
tively assumed (by frameworks or as research objects) role of student agency in IHE.

Agency as given

We initially conceived of agency-as-given as a separate category during the early phases of
our analysis. As explained earlier, agency-as-given means that we could not locate a defini-
tion or conceptualisation of agency in these papers. Later stages of the analysis indicated
that this category is mostly a subset of other categories, with only one paper marked solely
as agency-as-given (Vu & Doyle, 2014). Agency-as-finding and agency-in-passing catego-
ries account for the largest proportion of agency-as-given papers (11/14 and 3/3, respec-
tively). Agency-in-framework had two of 19 papers and agency-as-object had no double
coding of the additional agency-as-given category. These proportions make sense as the
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former two categories arrived at agency inductively without including the construct in their
purposes, while the latter groups intentionally focused on agency either as its object or as
part of their framework. In total, more than a third of the reviewed papers (17 of 51) did
not discuss what agency is or how it is conceptualised. This suggests an implicit assump-
tion that the meaning of agency is apparent and universal, which may not be true.

Agency in passing

This category includes papers in which agency briefly appears and is not the focus of the
study. In these papers, agency is mentioned only a few times; hence, they appeared in our
search results. However, they neither elaborate on the concept nor provide a definition for
it. Simply, the authors in these papers were not interested in agency as their main concern,
but acknowledged the presence of agency in international student lives.

The systematic search yielded three entries that fell into this category (Clerehan et al.,
2012; Mayuzumi et al., 2007; Wang, 2018). In these studies, agency was touched upon
briefly when discussing how international students felt empowered and “saw themselves as
future change agents” (Clerehan et al., 2012, p. 215) or when reflexive thinking for inter-
cultural experiences (Mayuzumi et al., 2007) and problems encountered in academic devel-
opment and personal growth engage in reflexive thinking (Wang, 2018).

This category strengthens our argument regarding the buzzword treatment of agency in
IHE research. The brief appearance of agency signals the relevant but insignificant position
of agency, spreading the concept to a range of areas in IHE but on a superficial level.

Q2: How can the literature on international student agency be conceptually
synthesised?

The findings suggest that international student agency has been positioned as a research
object, as part of the study framework, as a research finding, as a given and as a pass-
ing construct. Agency has been either explicitly defined or implicitly explained to varying
degrees of clarity. Agency tends to be most directly and clearly defined as a research object
or in frameworks, while least so in papers coded agency-in-passing. We explored the vari-
ous definitions of agency to develop an integrative understanding of international students’
agency, as described by students themselves and as shared in the literature.

We inductively developed a framework that incorporates the overlapping or contrasting
conceptions of agency. While researchers seem to implicitly agree on a similar construct
of agency, the contents (functions, mediators and outcomes of agency) appear differently.

Construct of agency

When researchers define agency in their studies, they often conceptualise it in relation
to structure. This is because most of the original theories of agency to which these studies
referred originated in sociology. Thus, to develop a comprehensive understanding of agency,
it is necessary to clarify how agency interacts with structure in various situations. According
to this review, international students’ agency is expressed in how students actively negoti-
ate social structures such as general learning environments (Cotterall, 2015), living contexts
(Marginson, 2014), specific programmes in IHE (Baxter, 2019; Fotovatian, 2012; Kettle,
2005), supervision meetings (Chang & Strauss, 2010; Ding & Devine, 2018; Nomnian, 2017;
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Fig.5 A general construct of agency in the literature on international students in higher education

Woo et al., 2015), intercultural relationships (Kudo et al., 2020) and disciplinary or academic
communities (Anderson, 2017; Dingyloudi et al., 2019; Elliot et al., 2016; Weng, 2020).

The literature suggests that between structure and agency exists a mediated interaction
involving various sociocultural and conditioning factors. Ahearn’s (2001) definition of
agency as a capacity that is mediated by social and cultural factors was frequently cited in
papers that attempted to use agency to explain a range of phenomena in IHE (Anderson,
2017; Chang, 2011; Weng, 2020). Studies have also shown the role of other social subjects
in conditioning students’ agency practice, which supports Ahearn’s claim that agency cannot
be conceptualised without considering various mediators. For instance, Copland and Garton
(2011) found that agency is exercised by the self, others or even jointly, which also provides
empirical supports for Bandura’s (2001) agency framework (as in Woo et al., 2015).

As illustrated in Fig. 5, a general construct of student agency, incorporating the insepa-
rable structure and sociocultural mediators, emerged from the current review. The figure
will be discussed in more detail in the following subsections.

Functions of agency

Researchers have interpreted students’ various actions and statuses as agentic, leading to
challenges in distinguishing what constitutes agency and what does not. To prevent the
term “agency” from becoming a buzzword, there is a need to integrate the previous find-
ings and identify shared features of agency. Overall, student agency seems to be manifested
in actions that are taken internally and externally, both on the self and environment.

The first function of agency is self-reflection, or intrapersonal deliberation about the
self, such as engaging in “self-talk” to fight feelings of demoralisation (Koehne, 2006).
This is similar to Archer’s (2003) theory in which internal conversation is used as a tool for
exercising agency (in Matthews, 2017, 2018; Yu, 2020). Self-reflection involves knowing
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the desires of the self, which is necessary for students to intentionally take actions (Foto-
vatian, 2012; Kettle, 2005) as actors of their own becoming within their life course (Kudo
et al, 2020; Tran & Vu, 2018; Marginson, 2014; Matthews, 2017, 2018).

The second function of agency is behavioural self-regulation, including students’ adjust-
ment and appropriation of the self in the host countries (Heng, 2018a, 2018b; Mukhame-
janova, 2019; Wang, 2018; Yu, 2020). This involves developing and applying strategies
for successful functioning in IHE. Such work on the self is triggered by contextual factors.
For instance, the frequently identified or assumed manifestation of agency is to engage
with, negotiate, or develop strategies to overcome the challenges that accompany studying
abroad (Heng, 2018a, 2018b; Woo et al., 2015).

This is linked to the other function of agency: working on the environment. In the lit-
erature, agency was conceptualised to allow students to resist (Tran & Vu, 2018), or accept
and exploit the environment (Cotterall, 2015) and change/alter their environment (Chang
& Strauss., 2010; Fotovatian, 2012; Kettle, 2005; Nomnian, 2017; Nwokedi & Khanare,
2020; Yu, 2020). Students’ internal conversation with the self, and external expression
of agency on the self and on the environment, suggests that student agents are empow-
ered, autonomous subjects in IHE, who have the locus of control. In short, the commonly
acknowledged core function of agency is to enable students to intentionally act on their
own thoughts and actions, by reflecting on and regulating the surrounding environment.

Mediators of agency

The functions of international students’ agency are mediated by sociocultural factors as
shown in Fig. 5. The mediating impacts are attributed to what the students bring and what
the new context in the host countries can offer. Previous research suggests that international
students’ agency is fostered or restricted by cultural capitals (Cotterall, 2015; Weng, 2020),
personal values and aspirations (Chang, 2011) and communicative competences (Ander-
son, 2017; Copland & Garton, 2011; Sawir et al., 2012; Weng, 2020). These resources are
employed by international students when they apply their agency in relation to the new
environments in the host countries, such as unfamiliar communities with different affor-
dances (Kudo et al., 2019), which require different roles and trigger different reactions.

Furthermore, mobility, which entails immersion into a novel context, produces addi-
tional challenges for international students. While a focus on adaptation difficulties could
reproduce deficit models of IHE, studies in this paper highlighted students’ use of agency
in coping with challenges. From this perspective, interactions with new academic, cul-
tural and social settings in IHE are not a barrier for success but a catalyst for promoting
agency. This might explain why certain moments of interaction (e.g. supervision meetings,
intercultural communication) and tools for interaction (e.g. language, communicative com-
petences) in IHE were frequently studied contexts aimed at producing data about student
agency.

Outcomes of agency
The final section synthesises construct, functions and mediators of agency to elaborate
on the outcomes of enacting agency in IHE. By using self-reflexive and self-regulative

functions of agency, international students achieve personal growth and identity devel-
opment (Adawu & Martin-Beltran, 2012; Cotterall, 2015; Killick, 2013). Concepts like
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self-formation (Marginson, 2014) and agency-for-becoming (Tran & Vu, 2018) are exam-
ples of how agency may influence augmentation of the self in IHE.

Agency also leads to successful socialisation and transition into the new communities.
As academic and sociocultural adaptation requires agency in transforming the self (Ander-
son, 2017), this outcome follows the first outcome of agency, self-formation. However,
by locating agency within the boundary of structure, socialisation results in reproducing
the existing structure. A more transformative outcome is when student agents construct
their own environments, not only adjusting to the given one. This includes creating a more
global learning environment by intentionally pursuing IHE (Chang, 2011). Thus, interna-
tional students’ agency may result in formation of the self and reproductive and productive
formation of the environment.

Conclusions and recommendations

International higher education has become an important topic of policy and scholarly dis-
cussion in the last two decades, and international students have attracted the greatest atten-
tion in the growing literature (Giimiis et al., 2020). Yet, international student agency has
been mostly neglected (Volet & Jones, 2012) and only recently began to attract more atten-
tion. Thus, this study systematically reviewed the existing scholarly studies on IHE that
specifically included student agency in their abstracts, titles or keywords and focused on
international student voices rather than professors or lecturers. As a response to the identi-
fied issue of agency as a buzzword, an integrated conceptualisation of international student
agency was constructed in this study. Theoretically, we established the interrelationship
between different approaches to international students’ agency and brought them into a
structure, through which existing and future research can build on each other. Methodolog-
ically, we formulated a helpful tool for collecting and analysing empirical data, which can
guide researchers what to focus on or what are the manifestations of international students’
agency.

Reviewed papers mostly focused on mobility to the West, particularly Chinese students
in Anglo-American countries. Participants in 17 out of 51 studies (33.33%) were all or
mostly Chinese students, while only six of the total papers (11.77%) collected data from
students in non-Anglo-American countries (e.g. China, South Africa, Kazakhstan and
Japan). This can be problematic because it is not the direction of mobility that determines
students’ agency; international students studying in less popular destinations also possess
and practice agency. As this gap in the literature was also pointed out by previous research-
ers (e.g. Lipura & Collins, 2020; Waters & Brooks, 2013) in their recent review on inter-
national student mobility, it reflects the general trend in research on IHE. Two neglected
populations of international students emerge: non-Chinese students and students in less
recognised study abroad destinations. This pattern reflects the current mobility trends in
IHE and researchers’ endeavours to reshape the historically entrenched deficit narratives
around Chinese students. Future research might address this gap by examining agency of
these two under-researched groups of students.

Furthermore, a methodological limitation of the reviewed papers is a paucity of longi-
tudinal studies. Only eight studies among the reviewed traced students’ agency throughout
multiple data collection points. This indicates the static conceptualisation of agency, which
limits capturing changes in agency and structure through higher education. If IHE is to be
understood as a process of students’ agentic self-formation (Marginson, 2014), how mobile
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students develop their agency during their higher education experiences and what the out-
comes of their agency development are should be clarified. This can be done by providing
more longitudinal perspectives on international students’ agency.

Another important limitation of the reviewed papers is the lack of consistency in con-
ceptualising and defining agency. A third of the selected papers fell into the agency-as-
given category; that is, we could not locate any definition or conceptualisation in these
papers, the meaning is assumed. We initially thought agency-as-given category as a sepa-
rate one from the others during the early analysis of the systematically selected papers.
The later stages of the analysis indicated that this category is a subset to existing other
categories. In total, 17 out of 51 papers (~33%) did not discuss what agency is or how it
is conceptualised although they included it in their studies. This could be because, firstly,
researchers may not know what it means or find it challenging to provide an explicit defini-
tion of agency; or because of an implicit assumption that agency is so commonly discussed
that everyone understands the same meaning from it, which is not true as the next para-
graph explains.

The papers that specified what agency is adopted a range of different frameworks,
implying a lack of shared understanding of agency and that researchers rarely build upon
each other’s work. This might be a necessary phase for an embryonic field that has to expe-
rience unintegrated and multiple, separate drivers until a few emerge as dominant and more
acknowledged frameworks. The present review, therefore, contributes a significant step
towards the next phase of the field by synthesising the burgeoning discussions about inter-
national students’ agency.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10734-022-00952-3.

Acknowledgements We would like to thank Professor Simon Marginson and Professor Lynn McAlpine for
their support and feedback. Yusuf Ikbal Oldac is a Hong Kong Research Grants Council Postdoctoral Fel-
low, funded by the University Grants Council of Hong Kong.

Author contribution The authors have equally contributed to the conception, analysis and writing of this
work. The order of the authors is alphabetical rather than based on contribution.

Declarations
Conflict of interest The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Adams, M. (2006). Hybridizing habitus and reflexivity: Towards an understanding of contemporary iden-
tity? Sociology, 40(3), 511-528.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-022-00952-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-022-00952-3
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

908 Higher Education (2023) 86:891-911

Adawu, A., & Martin-Beltran, M. (2012). Points of transition: Understanding the constructed identities of
L2 learners/users across time and space. Critical Inquiry in Language Studies, 9(4), 376—400. https://
doi.org/10.1080/15427587.2012.664038

Ahearn, L. M. (2001). Language and agency. Annual Review of Anthropology, 30(1), 109-137.

Akram, S. (2012). Fully unconscious and prone to habit: The characteristics of agency in the structure and
agency dialectic. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 43(1), 45-65.

Altbach, P. G., & de Wit, H. (2020, March 14). COVID-19: The internationalisation revolution that isn’t.
University World News. https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20200312143728370.
Accessed 26/09/2020

Altbach, P. G., & Knight, J. (2007). The internationalization of higher education: Motivations and realities.
Journal of Studies in International Education, 11(3-4), 290-305.

Altbach, P. G. (1973). Comparative higher education (ERIC/Higher Education Research Report No. 5).
American Association for Higher Education.

Amadasi, S., & Holliday, A. (2018). “T already have a culture.” Negotiating competing grand and personal
narratives in interview conversations with new study abroad arrivals. Language and Intercultural
Communication, 18(2), 241-256. https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2017.1357727

Anderson, T. (2017). The doctoral gaze: Foreign PhD students’ internal and external academic discourse
socialization. Linguistics and Education, 37, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2016.12.001

Archer, M. (2003). Structure, agency, and the internal conversation. Cambridge University Press.

Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annual Review of Psychology, 52,
1-26. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1

Baxter, A. (2019). Engaging underrepresented international students as partners: Agency and constraints
among rwandan students in the United States. Journal of Studies in International Education, 23(1),
106-122. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318810858

Biesta, G., & Tedder, M. (2007). Agency and learning in the lifecourse: Towards an ecological perspective.
Studies in the Education of Adults, 39(2), 132—149.

Bjork, C., Abrams, A., Hutchinson, L. S., & Kyrkjebo, N. I. (2020). “Don’t change yourselves”: Interna-
tional students’ concepts of belonging at a Liberal Arts College. Journal of International Students,
10(3), 553-570. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i3.969

Bond, B. (2019). International students: Language, culture and the “performance of identity.” Teaching in
Higher Education, 24(5), 649-665. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2019.1593129

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge University Press.

Brooks, R., &Waters, J. (2011). Student mobilities, migration and the internationalization of higher educa-
tion (1st eds). Palgrave Macmillan.

Chang, C. E., & Strauss, P. (2010). “Active agents of change?” Mandarin-speaking students in New Zea-
land and the thesis writing process. Language and Education, 24(5), 415-429. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09500781003789873

Chang, Y.-J. (2011). Picking One’s Battles: NNES Doctoral Students’ Imagined Communities and Selec-
tions of Investment. Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 10(4), 213-230. https://doi.org/10.
1080/15348458.2011.598125

Clerehan, R., Mccall, L., Mckenna, L., & Alshahrani, K. (2012). Saudi Arabian nurses’ experiences of stud-
ying masters degrees in Australia. International Nursing Review, 59(2), 215-221. https://doi.org/10.
1111/j.1466-7657.2011.00951.x

Copland, F., & Garton, S. (2011). “I felt that I do live in the UK now”: International students’ self-reports of
their English language speaking experiences on a pre-sessional programme. Language and Education,
25(3), 241-255. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2011.566617

Cotterall, S. (2015). The rich get richer: International doctoral candidates and scholarly identity. Innovations
in Education and Teaching International, 52(4), 360-370. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2013.
839124

Dai, K. (2020). Learning between two systems: A Chinese student’s reflexive narrative in a China-Australia
articulation programme. Compare, 50(3), 371-390. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2018.1515008

Dai, K., & Garcia, J. (2019). Intercultural learning in transnational articulation programs The hidden agenda
of Chinese students’ experiences. Journal of International Students, 9(2), 362-383. https://doi.org/10.
32674/jis.v9i2.677

Dai, K., Matthews, K., & Reyes, V. (2020). Chinese students’ assessment and learning experiences in a
transnational higher education programme. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 45(1),
70-81. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2019.1608907

Davies, B. (1990). Agency as a form of discursive practice: A classroom scene observed. British Journal of
Sociology of Education, 11(3), 341-361.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1080/15427587.2012.664038
https://doi.org/10.1080/15427587.2012.664038
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20200312143728370
https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2017.1357727
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2016.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318810858
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i3.969
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2019.1593129
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500781003789873
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500781003789873
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2011.598125
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2011.598125
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-7657.2011.00951.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-7657.2011.00951.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2011.566617
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2013.839124
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2013.839124
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2018.1515008
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v9i2.677
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v9i2.677
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2019.1608907

Higher Education (2023) 86:891-911 909

deSaint-Georges, 1., Budach, G., & Tress, C. (2020). “We need to become ‘educational chameleons’”: From
unified to multiple norms in a multilingual and international higher education context. European Jour-
nal of Applied Linguistics, 8(2), 233-256. https://doi.org/10.1515/eujal-2020-0011

Ding, Q., & Devine, N. (2018). Exploring the supervision experiences of Chinese overseas PhD students in
New Zealand. Knowledge Cultures, 6(1), 62-78. https://doi.org/10.22381/KC6120186

Dingyloudi, F., Strijbos, J. W., & deLaat, M. F. (2019). Value creation: What matters most in communities
of learning practice in higher education. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 62, 209-223. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2019.05.006

Emirbayer, M., & Mische, A. (1998). What is agency? American Journal of Sociology, 4, 962—-1023.

Elliot, D. L., Baumfield, V., Reid, K., & Makara, K. A. (2016). Hidden treasure: successful international
doctoral students who found and harnessed the hidden curriculum. Oxford Review of Education, 42(6),
733-748. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2016.1229664

Fotovatian, S. (2012). Three constructs of institutional identity among international doctoral students in
Australia. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(5), 577-588. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.
658557

Foucault, M. (1979). Discipline and punishment: The birth of the prison. Vintage.

Giddens, A. (1984). Elements of the theory of structuration. Routledge.

Gonzalez, J., & Ariza, J. (2015). From awareness to cultural agency: EFL Colombian student teachers’
travelling abroad experiences. Profile-Issues in Teachers Professional Development, 17(1), 123—
141. https://doi.org/10.15446/profile.v17n1.39499

Gu, M. M., Guo, X. G., & Lee, J. C. K. (2019). The interplay between ethnic and academic identity con-
struction among South Asian students in Hong Kong tertiary education. Higher Education, 78(6),
1109-1127. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00391-7

Giimiis, S., Gok, E., & Murat, E. (2020). A Review of Research on International Student Mobility: Sci-
ence Mapping the Existing Knowledge Base. Journal of Studies in International Education 24(5),
495-517. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319893651

Hechanova-Alampay, R., Beehr, T. A., Christiansen, N. D., & Van Horn, R. K. (2002). Adjustment and
strain among domestic and international student sojourners: A longitudinal study. School Psychol-
ogy International, 23(4), 458-474.

Heng, T. T. (2018). Different is not deficient: Contradicting stereotypes of Chinese international students
in US higher education. Studies in Higher Education, 43(1), 22-36. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075
079.2016.1152466

Heng, T. T. (2018a). Coping strategies of international Chinese undergraduates in response to academic
challenges in U.S. colleges. Teachers College Record, 120(2). https://www.scopus.com/inward/
record.uri?eid=2-52.0-85044141380&partnerID=40&md5=41674c8cc8e273f544d7da68cebd3352.
Accessed 21/07/2021

Ingleton, C., & Cadman, K. (2002). Silent issues for international postgraduate research students: Emo-
tion and agency in academic success. Australian Educational Researcher, 29(1), 93—113. https://
doi.org/10.1007/BF03219771

Kettle, M. (2005). Agency as discursive practice: From “nobody” to “somebody” as an international stu-
dent in Australia. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 25(1), 45-60. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188
790500032525

Killick, D. (2013). Global citizenship, sojourning students and campus communities. Teaching in Higher
Education, 18(7), 721-735. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2013.836087

Kim, T. (2009). Shifting patterns of transnational academic mobility: A comparative and historical
approach. Comparative Education, 45(3), 387-403.

Knight, J. (2012). Student mobility and internationalization: Trends and tribulations. Research in Com-
parative and International Education, 7(1), 20-33.

Koehne, N. (2006). (Be)coming, (Be)longing: Ways in which international students talk about them-
selves. Discourse, 27(2), 241-257. https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300600676219

Kudo, Kazuhiro, Volet, Simone, & Whitsed, Craig. (2019). Development of intercultural relationships
at university: a three-stage ecological and person-in-context conceptual framework. Higher Educa-
tion, 77(3), 473-489. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0283-9

Kudo, K., Volet, S., & Whitsed, C. (2020). Intercultural relationship development and higher educa-
tion internationalisation: A qualitative investigation based on a three-stage ecological and person-
in-context conceptual framework. Higher Education, 80(5), 913-932. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10734-020-00523-4

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge uni-
versity press.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1515/eujal-2020-0011
https://doi.org/10.22381/KC6120186
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2019.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2019.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2016.1229664
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.658557
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.658557
https://doi.org/10.15446/profile.v17n1.39499
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00391-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319893651
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1152466
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1152466
https://www.scopus.com/inward/record.uri?eid=2-s2.0-85044141380&partnerID=40&md5=41674c8cc8e273f544d7da68cebd3352
https://www.scopus.com/inward/record.uri?eid=2-s2.0-85044141380&partnerID=40&md5=41674c8cc8e273f544d7da68cebd3352
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03219771
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03219771
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188790500032525
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188790500032525
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2013.836087
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300600676219
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0283-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00523-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00523-4

910 Higher Education (2023) 86:891-911

Lipura, S.J., & Collins, F. L. (2020). Towards an integrative understanding of contemporary educational
mobilities: A critical agenda for international student mobilities research. Globalisation, Societies
and Education, 18(3), 343-359. https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2020.1711710

Marginson, S. (2014). Student self-formation in international education. Journal of Studies in Interna-
tional Education, 18(1), 6-22. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315313513036

Matthews, B. (2017). “I wouldn’t imagine having to go through all this and still be the same person No
way” Structure, reflexivity and international students. Journal of Research in International Educa-
tion, 16(3), 265-278. https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240917745611

Matthews, B. (2018). “You just use your imagination and try to fix It”: Agential change and international
students. Journal of International Students, 8(1), 332-350. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1134311

Mayuzumi, K., Motobayashi, K., Nagayama, C., & Takeuchi, M. (2007). Transforming diversity in
Canadian higher education: A dialogue of Japanese women graduate students. Teaching in Higher
Education, 12(5-6), 581-592. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510701595200

McAlpine, W. A. (2012). Heart and coronary arteries: An anatomical atlas for clinical diagnosis, radi-
ological investigation, and surgical treatment. Springer Science & Business Media.

Mok, K. H., Xiong, W., Ke, G., & Cheung, J. O. W. (2020). (2021) Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on inter-
national higher education and student mobility: Student perspectives from mainland China and Hong
Kong. International Journal of Educational Research, 105(October 2020), 101718. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.ijer.2020.101718

Mukhamejanova, D. (2019). International students in Kazakhstan. International Journal of Comparative
Education and Development, 21(3), 146—163. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCED-07-2018-0024

Mulvey, B. (2020). International higher education and public diplomacy: A case study of ugandan gradu-
ates from Chinese universities. Higher Education Policy, 33(3), 459—477. https://doi.org/10.1057/
s41307-019-00174-w

Nguyen, M., & Robertson, M. J. (2020). International students enacting agency in their PhD journey. Teach-
ing in Higher Education, 0(0), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2020.1747423

Nomnian, S. (2017). Thai PhD students and their supervisors at an Australian University Working relation-
ship, communication, and agency. PASAA: Journal of Language Teaching and Learning in Thailand,
53, 26-58. https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/thai-phd-students-their-supervisors-at-austr
alian/docview/1969012754/se-2?accountid=13042. Accessed 17/02/2021

Nwokedi, P. G., & Khanare, F. P. M. K. (2020). Thriving in the face of adversity: Mapping experiences of
international students in a South African higher education institution. Journal of Comparative & Inter-
national Higher Education, 12(Spring), 49-66. https://doi.org/10.32674/jcihe.v12iSpring.1400

OECD. (2017). Education at a glance 2017: OECD indicators. https://doi.org/10.1787/eag-2017-en

Oldac, Y.I. (2022). Contribution of study abroad to home country: An agential perspective. Manuscript sub-
mitted for publication

Sawir, E., Marginson, S., Nyland, C., Ramia, G., & Rawlings-Sanaei, F. (2009). The pastoral care of inter-
national students in New Zealand: Is it more than a consumer protection regime? Asia Pacific Journal
of Education, 29(1), 45-59. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188790802655049

Sawir, E., Marginson, S., Forbes-Mewett, H., Nyland, C., & Ramia, G. (2012). International Student Secu-
rity and English Language Proficiency. Journal of Studies in International Education, 16(5), 434-454.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315311435418

Sen, A. (2000). Social exclusion: Concept, application, and scrutiny. Social Development Papers No. 1.
Office of Environment and Social Development Asian Development Bank

Song, J. (2020). Contesting and negotiating othering from within A Saudi Arabian female student’s gen-
dered experiences in the US. Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 19(3), 149-162. https://
doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2019.1654386

Tran, L. T., & Vu, T. T. P. (2018). ‘Agency in mobility’: towards a conceptualisation of international student
agency in transnational mobility. Educational Review, 70(2), 167-187. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131
911.2017.1293615

UNESCO Institute of Statistics. (2022). UNESCO UIS. http://uis.unesco.org/. Accessed 09/02/2022

Volet, S., & Jones, C. (2012). Cultural transitions in higher education: Individual adaptation, transformation
and engagement. In S. Karabenick & T. Urdan (Eds.), Advances in Achievement and Motivation Series
(pp. 241-284). Emerald.

Vu, H., & Doyle, S. (2014). Across borders and across cultures: Vietnamese students’ positioning of teach-
ers in a university twinning programme. Journal of Education for Teaching, 40(3), 267-283. https://
doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2014.903026

Wang, Y. (2012). Transformations of Chinese international students understood through a sense of whole-
ness. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(4), 359-370. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.641004

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2020.1711710
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315313513036
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240917745611
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1134311
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510701595200
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101718
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101718
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCED-07-2018-0024
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-019-00174-w
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-019-00174-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2020.1747423
https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/thai-phd-students-their-supervisors-at-australian/docview/1969012754/se-2?accountid=13042
https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/thai-phd-students-their-supervisors-at-australian/docview/1969012754/se-2?accountid=13042
https://doi.org/10.32674/jcihe.v12iSpring.1400
https://doi.org/10.1787/eag-2017-en
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188790802655049
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315311435418
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2019.1654386
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2019.1654386
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1293615
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1293615
http://uis.unesco.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2014.903026
https://doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2014.903026
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.641004

Higher Education (2023) 86:891-911 911

Wang, I. K. H. (2018). Long-term Chinese students’ transitional experiences in UK higher education: A par-
ticular focus on their academic adjustment. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education, 30(1), 12-25. https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/long-term-chinese-students-
transitional/docview/2024001663/se-2?accountid=13042. Accessed 17/02/2021

Waters, J., & Brooks, R. (2013). Accidental achievers? International higher education, class reproduction
and privilege in the experiences of UK students overseas. In The Sociology of Higher Education (pp.
72-83). Routledge.

Weber, M. (1964/2009). The theory of social and economic organization. Simon and Schuster.

Weng, T. (2020). On becoming a doctoral student: Chinese doctoral students’ socialization of capital and
habitus in academia. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 41(4), 555-573. https://doi.org/10.
1080/01425692.2020.1745056

de Wit, H., Minaeva, E., & Wang, L. (Eds.). (2022). International student recruitment and mobility in non-
anglophone countries: Theories, themes, and patterns. Routledge.

Woo, H., Jang, Y. J., & Henfield, M. S. (2015). International doctoral students in counselor education: Cop-
ing strategies in supervision training. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 43(4),
288-304. https://doi.org/10.1002/jmed. 12022

Yu, Y. (2020). From universities to Christian churches: Agency in the intercultural engagement of non-
Christian Chinese students in the UK. Higher Education, 80(2), 197-213. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10734-019-00474-5

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/long-term-chinese-students-transitional/docview/2024001663/se-2?accountid=1304
https://search.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/long-term-chinese-students-transitional/docview/2024001663/se-2?accountid=1304
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2020.1745056
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2020.1745056
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmcd.12022
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00474-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00474-5

	A systematic review of student agency in international higher education
	Abstract 
	Introduction 
	Context
	Theories of agency
	Scope of the review

	Methodology
	Literature search and selection
	Analysis
	Limitations

	Findings and Discussion
	Emerging insights: overarching trends in the literature
	Q1: How is agency positioned in the literature on student voices in international higher education?
	Agency as research object
	Agency in framework
	Agency as emergent finding
	Agency as given
	Agency in passing

	Q2: How can the literature on international student agency be conceptually synthesised?
	Construct of agency
	Functions of agency
	Mediators of agency
	Outcomes of agency


	Conclusions and recommendations
	Anchor 25
	Acknowledgements 
	References


