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Abstract 

This study investigated the teaching and research work of early career Chinese 

academics in an elite Chinese university after they completed their doctoral studies in 

English-speaking countries. In particular, the study focused on how this group of academics 

brought back discipline-specific knowledge and research methods which they acquired during 

their overseas research studies. Secondly, the study examined how they translated and 

appropriated such knowledge and methods throughout their everyday work in the Chinese 

context. Thirdly, this study explored how the academics exercise their agency and construct 

professional identities while positioning themselves in the international research community 

and contributing to the Chinese higher education sector via knowledge recontextualising 

work.  

The research problem was contextualised in the policy literature documenting the 

rapid rise of China in the global higher education arena. This literature noted policies which 

encouraged Chinese students to complete their research qualifications in the West before 

returning to work in China. While a number of empirical studies have investigated the 

experiences of Chinese students who have completed research degrees in the West, these 

studies have mainly focused on summarising the reasons for their return, the working 

situations upon their return, the benefits of studying abroad, work challenges encountered, 

and how they lived up to university expectations. By contrast, this thesis focuses on the 

specifics of knowledge translation or recontextualisation undertaken by this cohort based on 

their transnational education experiences.  

This thesis draws on concepts from the sociology of education, mainly the work of 

Basil Bernstein (1971, 1990, 1996, 2000) to analyse the empirical data. In addition, it 

extended Bernstein’s concept of the pedagogic device by incorporating ideas from theories of 

educational globalisation (Appadurai, 1996, 2000) to understand the increasing flows of 

knowledge and knowledge exchanges at an international level. The study adopted a case 

study approach to explore the research questions. The empirical data was collected through 

in-depth semi-structured interviews with nineteen early career returned academics working in 

humanities and social sciences (HASS) faculties of an elite research-intensive Chinese 

university. The academics provided accounts of their teaching, research and service work, 

and specifically talked about how their overseas research study had informed their current 

work. As the beneficiaries of national policies around internationalisation, the academics, 
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upon return to China with their Western qualifications, brought to life such policy discourse 

through their everyday pedagogic work.  

The rich accounts provided by the early career returned academics are analysed and 

presented in three ways. Firstly, the returned academics’ professional life and the 

intensification of academic work are portrayed in the format of composite biographies. The 

analysis draws attention to the conflicts between the academics who returned with Western 

qualifications and their locally trained colleagues, as well as between the academic work 

captured in the early career academics’ imaginations and that in reality. The analysis explores 

the ways in which the early career academics managed the pressures of work and forged their 

professional identities and trajectories. Secondly, this thesis documents the returned 

academics’ comments on the formation of disciplinary knowledge discourses in HASS areas 

and power structures embedded in the knowledge production and reproduction. Additionally, 

their attempts of referencing and presenting diverse knowledge discourses through teaching 

and research and empowering themselves and Chinese university students as knowers, as 

termed by Maton (2014; 2013), formed further topics of discussion. Lastly, the pedagogic 

practices of the academics as they produced and reproduced knowledge in the Chinese 

university are detailed. Through introducing the course curricula, pedagogic models and 

assessment approaches that were widely implemented in elite Western universities, they 

aimed at preparing their Chinese students for future studies in the West and fuller 

participation in the global research community. However, they also commented on the 

resistance to such pedagogic changes from students, their other colleagues, and entrenched 

institutional practices.  

The research makes three major contributions to theory and practice. Firstly, this 

study extended Bernstein’s theoretical corpus to capture the movement of knowledge/ideas 

across national borders in the increasingly globalised arena of higher education. In doing so, 

it allowed an exploration of educational governance beyond the national level as academics 

recontextualised knowledge from one nation to another, and within the official policy 

parameters of their employing institution in China. In addition, this study reported the 

Chinese early career returned academics’ conduct of their teaching, research and 

service work, and the resulting powerplays as they were positioned in and by the local and 

international research communities. This research is instructive for the returned academics in 

navigating their professional development during their early career stage. Lastly, this study 

presented the ways in which the internationalisation policies of the Chinese government had 
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been translated and recontextualised within a specific university context. To build upon the 

positive consequences of these policies in recruiting the returned academics, this study 

suggested further development of the policies to better support this group of academics in 

relocating back to the academy of their home country and translating and implementing their 

overseas-attained knowledge, skills and modes of pedagogies in their daily work.  
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Preface  

I was born to a family in which most members, those of the extended family included, 

had worked as teachers, linguistic researchers and book editors. Consequently, from an early 

age, I had access to an abundant collection of books and was told repetitively about the 

importance of working in sectors that favor intellectual work. To my family, taking up a job 

as a teacher or researcher means not only continuing family traditions, but also a way of 

receiving respect in social life. I am the only child in the family and as such, I received the 

focused care and attention of my parents and grandparents as well as their investment in time 

and money to ensure I received quality education. I was expected to achieve well throughout 

my school life through academic performance and to enter a high-ranking university. 

Amongst all the education pressure, the fortunate aspect of my upbringing could be that I 

faced less academic competition in comparison to many of my contemporaries because I was 

born in Beijing, the capital city of China, which provided me with easy access to quality 

teachers, schools and universities, and other education resources.  

Following my 12 years of schooling, I undertook my Bachelor and Master’s degree 

studies in two Chinese universities. Both universities are highly ranked research-intensive 

universities with long histories of excellence in social science and humanity disciplines. My 

major study was English linguistics and literature and during the three-year postgraduate 

program I developed my research interest in language teaching and sociolinguistics. It was 

due to both family expectations and my gradually developed interest, that I decided to pursue 

an academic career. 

The family story may not be applicable for me here because my aunt had become a 

university teacher with only a Bachelor’s degree in the 1980s. However, for now, I realised 

that a doctoral degree is only an entry ticket into Chinese universities. More crucially, 

academics with a high level of English proficiency had been increasingly favoured by more 

and more top-ranking Chinese universities. Many universities explicitly or implicitly put 

forward the criterion for shortlisting employee candidates as favouring doctoral graduates 

who obtained their degrees from prestigious universities worldwide. This observation 

motivated me to pursue a higher research degree overseas in order to achieve my career goal.  

While undertaking my postgraduate studies in a school of foreign languages, I was 

introduced to scholarship developed by linguists such as Michael Halliday and sociologists 

such as Ervin Goffman. Their work was predominately based in English-speaking countries 
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researching language and the culture of their native societies, but at the same time their 

research work had been widely taken up as a theoretical foundation in many Chinese 

universities’ teaching and research. As a result, studying abroad in Australia for the doctoral 

degree means to me not only obtaining an overseas research degree, but also being immersed 

in the learning environment where these theories originated and working with supervisors 

who have closer cultural affiliations with these theorists. I also wondered if I would acquire 

new insights of disciplinary knowledge by studying in an English-speaking country and how 

I could address these insights upon my return to work in China in the future.  

My overseas study experience and reflections are not likely to be an isolated story 

given that Chinese international students currently enrolled in overseas higher education 

institutions number 1.5 million (Chinese Ministry of Education [Chinese MoE], 2018). I am 

particularly interested in the Chinese international students who have chosen to return to 

China upon completing their overseas degrees. Their relocation back to China has brought 

about constant flows of knowledge and ideas into the Chinese Higher Education sector. This 

thesis focusses on the Chinese international students who returned from their overseas studies 

and explores how, after becoming academics, they have taken up newly-acquired knowledge 

in teaching and research contexts in a Chinese elite university and instigated their disciplinary 

knowledge.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research Problem 

A substantial increase in choice and competition has been a highlight of the global 

higher education field in recent decades. In relation to the higher education sector in China, 

the “what”, “where”, “how” and “from whom” to learn have extended Chinese traditional 

pedagogic rituals significantly. It is a consequence of, as well as a motive for, international 

students to seek education opportunities worldwide. This study positioned itself amongst the 

rapid movement of education participants and knowledge in the global higher education field, 

which is marked by intense competition of the global university rankings. It explores how 

returned Chinese educators work with diversely-resourced knowledge and how the 

knowledge can be locally integrated and bring changes to the higher education and research 

sectors in an elite university in a global city in China. This research problem is further 

detailed later in this chapter. Additionally, the focus on the Chinese university academic staff 

and the key terms of this thesis are explained. This chapter depicts the landscape of Chinese 

higher education, outlining changes that have taken place in national policies, university 

governance, and the work of academics. Finally, the significance of the study is exemplified 

and an overview of the thesis structure is provided.  

Research Questions 

China was once known as the largest international student exporting country. 

However, in addition to students relocating to offshore university education, China has been 

welcoming a great number of returning graduates. Among them, the returnees who have been 

particularly favoured and have borne high expectations, are those who have obtained their 

doctoral degrees from internationally top-ranking overseas universities and returned to pursue 

academic careers in higher education and research in China. The Chinese nation and its 

institutions mainly expect this cohort to contribute to the internationalization of the higher 

education sector by updating knowledge and techniques for teaching and research from their 

overseas studies. Therefore, comprehensive explorations on how these returned academics 

have taken up the university positions and put their academic attainments into practice is 

worthwhile. The results of the explorations could provide insights for future returnees on 

what they may expect in their academic careers as well as for the Chinese nation and 

institutions on the assessment of whether their expectations have been fulfilled.  
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Although the returned academics who work in humanities and social sciences (HASS) 

areas are likely to be outnumbered by their colleagues in natural sciences, the knowledge 

produced within HASS disciplines might exert broader social impacts than that of the natural 

sciences given the closer relations of HASS knowledge with specific societies and cultures in 

which it is produced. This study considers it is vital to narrow the focus in order to examine 

how the returned HASS academics take up their overseas acquired knowledge and make it 

locally relevant through their teachings and research. The analysis of the returned academics’ 

work may also provide empirical evidence for a heated debate in the field of Sociology of 

Education. Scholars have warned that disseminating Western–derived knowledge discourses 

could be another form in which the West achieves colonisation over other countries 

(Appadurai, 2000; Chen, 2010; Said, 2003). It is reasonable to assume that the daily 

knowledge work of these returned academics may involve the actual practices of such a 

controversial claim as they are translating, teaching, and publishing the overseas acquired 

knowledge. However, given the complexity of daily decision making processes and the 

numerous interactions that returned academics are likely to have with students, colleagues 

and administrators, it is unlikely that these academics will be passive relays of Western 

power/knowledge relations.  

To address these concerns, this thesis proposes the research problem:  

How do early career Chinese academics in HASS undertake knowledge 

work in an elite Chinese university after obtaining their research degrees 

in English-speaking countries?  

Three aspects of the central problem were raised via research questions in order to 

detail the exploration of these returned Chinese academics’ accounts of their daily work 

practices in an elite university located in Beijing, China, namely: 

1. What knowledge work do the early career academics take up in an elite university in 

China upon completing their research degrees overseas and how do they construct 

their academic identity through such work?   

2. How do the returned academics position themselves within specific social science and 

humanity discipline areas and how are their research practices informed by their 

overseas studies? 

3. What knowledge is selected, organised and incorporated in the academics’ teaching 

practices and how is their teaching work informed by their overseas learning 

experience?  

The term “knowledge work” highlights the academics’ engagement with knowledge 

in their daily work practices. Initially, two types of knowledge are referred to: 1. disciplinary 

knowledge and 2. the everyday knowledge of research communities (e.g. general practices in 
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academia including the ethics of conducting research and the paradigms of publishing in 

English language academic journals, etc.). As detailed respectively in the second and third 

subsidiary questions, the focus of this thesis is narrowed in order to investigate the teaching 

and research components of the academics’ knowledge work. The essential part of their 

teaching and research work is concerned with how the returned academics translate 

knowledge acquired from their overseas studies into Chinese university classrooms. 

Translation to be explored in this study indicates not only the rearticulation of the knowledge 

from English to Chinese, but also indicates the academics’ selection of knowledge and their 

organisation and teaching of such knowledge.  

This study focuses on specific early career academics, that is, those who have 

graduated from their doctoral education and taken up full-time academic positions in Chinese 

higher education institutions within the last five years. The early career stage may produce 

two sides of impacts on the knowledge work. On the positive side, the recently graduated 

academics are likely to have more vivid memories of their overseas education experiences 

and to keep their academic connections up-to-date. However, on the other side, they may 

have to face a dual transition: firstly, from an education setting with which they were familiar 

to a new academic environment; and secondly, from being research students to full-time 

academic staff members. In addition to the career stage of the returned academics, the 

specifics of their place of employment, the Chinese local university should also be taken into 

account to explore the knowledge work. The returned academics of this study currently work 

in a university known as a first-tier research-intensive university. The tier stratification in 

China is established upon the teaching and research quality of the university as well as the 

contribution of academics in producing the next generation of researchers. The next section 

will detail the specific national schemes that identify and benefit the top-ranking universities 

in China.  

The Wider Picture: Rapid Growth of Chinese Higher Education 

and Chinese International Students 

The research focus of this study is contextualised in a wider picture of policy 

discourses around the development of the Chinese higher education sector. This section 

introduces further background information about the Chinese higher education sector, 

including: 1) the rapid growth of Chinese higher education; 2) the flows of Chinese 
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international students; and 3) the position of Chinese universities within the global higher 

education arena. 

China currently has 2,366 universities (excluding vocational institutions and private 

colleges) (Chinese MoE, 2017b)
 
hosting 27 million undergraduate and 2.6 million 

postgraduate (with Master’s and doctoral degrees) domestic students
 
(MoE, 2017) which 

means that China has the largest sector of higher education in the world. In addition to 

catering for the large number of domestic students, statistics show China is also the largest 

source of international students (Chinese MoE, 2019). The number of Chinese students 

studying overseas from 1978 to 2017 exceeded five million. Furthermore, according to the 

Ministry of Education, among the outgoing Chinese students, more than half went abroad to 

pursue postgraduate degrees: 47.31% finished their undergraduate degrees in China and 

studied overseas for Master’s degrees or higher research degrees, and 5.59% of them 

completed Master’s degrees in China before undertaking PhD degree studies overseas (MoE, 

2018).  

For Chinese students who undertake postgraduate studies in English-speaking 

countries, the United States of America (USA), the United Kingdom (UK), and Australia are 

their top three choices of destination countries. In the USA, during 2017 to 2018, 130,843 

postgraduate students came from the Greater China area (mainland China, Hong Kong, 

Macau and Taiwan) (The Institute of International Education, 2018). During the same time 

period, the UK hosted more than 60,000 postgraduate students from mainland China, with 

more than 10% of these undertaking higher degree studies by research (Higher Education 

Statistics Agency, 2019). The Australian data showed that, in 2015, 136,097 Chinese students 

enrolled in Australia, making China the largest share of all the international students. Among 

these Chinese students, 41% were undertaking Master’s (coursework) degrees and 7% were 

doctorates (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2016).  

Significantly, China has demonstrated its extraordinary upward educational trajectory 

in recent times. The latest Academic Ranking of World Universities conducted in 2018 by the 

Graduate School of Education of Shanghai Jiao Tong University showed that 62 Chinese 

universities rank in the top 500 global universities, among which three are in the top 100 

(ShanghaiRanking Consultancy, 2018). Both the middle and top-tier universities in China 

have demonstrated a clear upswing in their positioning in different global ranking indicators. 

Based on the results of the THE (Times Higher Education) World University Ranking 2020 
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(THE Consultancy, 2020), the top two universities in Asia are both located in mainland China. 

Additionally, the results highlighted that five Chinese universities, which ranked between the 

top 200 to 350 in 2016, appeared in the current top 200 while six others joined the top 400. In 

many global university ranking results, the highest ranked institutions in China generally 

received very competitive scores in academic reputation, employer reputation, faculty to 

student ratios, citations per paper, international research networks, international faculty, and 

the number of staff with a doctoral degree (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2019). Among these 

indicators, the bibliometric indicators and field-normalised citation counts are seen as 

objective measures and have been given more weight in the university ranking exercises 

(Amsler & Blosmann, 2012; Lynch, 2015). The increase in the global ranking of the Chinese 

universities predominantly resulted from their endeavors to publish in the English language 

journals which have been shortlisted for major indices in university rankings (Gao & Zheng, 

2018). In general, publications in international journals by academics in Chinese universities 

grew at an annual rate of 14.6% from 1993 to 2010 (Zhang, Patton, & Kenney 2013). Chinese 

science researchers published 296,800 papers in Science Citation Index (SCI) journals in 

2015, accounting for 16.3% of the total publications in the world, making China one of the 

leading nations second only to the US in terms of scientific research output (ISTIC, 2016). 

Faced with the competitive global knowledge economy, China turned its focus on 

bringing back highly educated international students in the hope of shaping world-class 

universities. In May 1998, the then President, Jiang Zemin, gave a speech at a ceremony 

celebrating the centenary of Peking University. He asserted that China must have a number of 

universities raised to the world-class league within the first 10 to 20 years of the twenty-first 

century. In order to pursue such a quest, extra funding was provided to the top-tier 

institutions with the greatest potential for success in the international academic community. 

After two decades it was time to renew the university development plan, with the latest 

update being announced in 2017. A new initiative named China’s Double First-Class 

(shuang yiliu) was launched. This initiative aims at increasing the global recognition of 

China’s university system by 2049 (the 100-year anniversary of the establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China). There are two “first-class” goals to be achieved. The first is to 

continue building first-rate universities at the advanced international level. The second goal 

refers to elevating a number of discipline areas identified with the greatest potential to 

become world class (Chinese MoE, 2017c). 
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Numerous favourable policies have been implemented to encourage and support the 

inward flow of Chinese international students, especially those with research degrees and 

outstanding research profiles. In 1997, the government established the Spring Light Program 

(Chunhui jihua) to encourage and fund the short-term visits of overseas students and scholars, 

thus providing them with opportunities to contribute in various forms to Chinese academia 

(Chinese MoE, 2006). The Changjiang Scholar award was initiated in 1998 and aimed at 

helping Chinese university research attain the highest levels internationally via encouraging 

overseas-located Chinese intellectuals to return (Chinese MoE, 1998). The most recent policy, 

launched in 2008 by the Chinese government to target academics of the Chinese diaspora 

with significant achievements, is the Recruitment Program of Global Experts (known as the 

Thousand Talents Program). The eligible candidates needed to meet the requirements of PhD 

degrees from overseas universities as well as to have attained leading roles in their discipline 

areas or institutes. Though these academics do not have to work in China permanently, once 

funded by this project, they still need to be physically based in China for at least six months 

every year. Up until 2014, this program had recruited 4,180 leading academics and experts 

successfully back into Chinese academia (The Thousand Talents Plan, n.d.).
 
 

Additionally, the number of Chinese international students returning from research 

studies overseas to China has been documented. In total, more than three million students or 

83.73% of all students pursuing further studies abroad returned to China after graduation 

between 1978 (the year of China’s Reform and Opening Up) and 2017. In 2000, the number 

of returned Chinese international students was less than 10,000. However in 2018, more than 

500,000 Chinese international students returned after their studies overseas (Chinese MoE, 

2019). In total, nearly half of the returned Chinese international students (227,400) have 

completed their Master’s, doctoral and post-doctoral degrees (Huangjin, 2018). An overview 

of statistics also shows that this number of high-calibre graduates has been growing steadily. 

Currently, in China, more than 70% of first-tier university presidents, more than 90% of 

Changjiang scholars and more than 98% of young professionals recruited by the Thousand 

Talents Program have undertaken some studies overseas (Huangjin, 2018).  

An entrenched Chinese belief concerning self-empowerment could be underpinning 

the strategies of establishing world-class universities and encouraging the return of highly 

educated Chinese students. This belief was established around the late Qing dynasty (around 

1840-1912) when the nation suffered from domestic rebellion and foreign invasion. During 

this time, Western knowledge and technology was considered to be undeniably superior, 
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making it paramount for the Chinese to achieve a similar level of advancement. The 

incorporation of such knowledge persists as a fundamental in Chinese Confucian ideology. 

This belief is phrased in Chinese as 中体西用 (zhongti xiyong), meaning “Chinese learning 

as substance (ti) and Western learning as function (yong)” (Yu, 2008), and still offers 

referential value in current times. On the one hand, China is working on connecting with 

other countries and promoting its own higher education sector by intensifying the flows of 

people and knowledge in and out of the country, but on the other hand it never stops 

reminding its scholars and students of the significance of Chinese traditional culture and 

ideologies. Thus, the ambition of China’s promotion of world-class universities should be 

viewed as an attempt to adopt or acquire research ideas and methods, as well as teaching 

approaches from other world-class universities for use in the Chinese local context.  

This section has provided background information of the current Chinese context via 

the introduction of the national and international higher education landscape which forms the 

setting for the research questions. The following section proposes the significance of 

exploring the knowledge work of the early career academics working in Chinese universities 

after completing their research degrees in universities situated in Western countries. 

Significance of This Study 

This study is significant given the increasing mobility of higher education workers 

and the knowledge translation processes that they need to engage in and with as they move 

across national education systems. Knowledge, particularly in HASS disciplines, is always 

produced in social and cultural contexts or locations and any movement of knowledge 

involves processes of “delocating and relocating” (Bernstein, 1996, p.47; see also Apple, 

2004; Lim, 2017). Such processes of knowledge movement are not neutral or value free but 

always involve re-configuration of the power and control relations (Bernstein, 1990, 2000). 

Consequently, the significance of this thesis is in unpacking the processes of knowledge 

translation from higher education institutions positioned in Western countries to those 

positioned in China. 

An examination of the returned academics’ education experiences and knowledge 

work provided a perspective of looking beyond a single national/cultural context and of 

capturing the complexity of the increasingly connected world. Their knowledge work 

informed how knowledge acquired in Western universities was translated and reproduced 
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into an Eastern context, as well as how such a global knowledge movement could shed light 

on the diversity of the international research community. Therefore, a clearer picture is drawn 

as to how China, a historically significant source of education, has become a major driver of 

the global growth in academic research in recent decades. An important lesson can be drawn 

from the rising status of China which can inform the shaping of academic communities in 

other parts of Asia or the broader world society (Hayhoe, Marginson, Cai, & Jiang, 2014). 

While outlining the significance of exploring the knowledge work of the returned 

academics, this study must also deliberate the potential challenges of framing and studying an 

Asian story from a Western theoretical perspective. This issue has been highlighted as a 

frequent weakness in social science studies that argue “theory and method were seen as 

naturally metropolitan, modern and Western [such that the] rest of the world was seen in the 

idiom of cases, events, examples, and test sites in relation to this stable location for the 

production or revision of theory” (Appadurai, 2000, pp. 4–5). Chen (2010) also warned that 

those undertaking Asian studies in Western contexts should be aware of not falling into the 

traps of simply reproducing knowledge for that might potentially contribute to Western 

dominance. His proposal of Asia as method (Chen, 2010) suggested Asian scholars 

undertaking studies in Asia or about Asian issues should reference among Asian countries for 

shared histories and experiences. Recent studies, mainly in cultural studies, have taken up 

Chen’s idea and discussed about the extension of epistemological horizons or issues such as 

de-westernisation in knowledge production (Iwabuchi, 2014; Kuipers, 2014; Lo, 2014). 

This study acknowledges the abovementioned challenges of exploring Asian studies 

through Western theoretical lens. In response, this study proposes to take up and re-consider 

Chinese methodologies as opposed to foregrounding the dichotomy of the privileged West 

and the rest of world. The topics of this study’s research questions centres on the narratives of 

Western-trained research degree graduates. An investigation of the returned academics’ 

narratives could exemplify how they have dealt with the abovementioned challenges in their 

own knowledge work. Additionally, the returned academics’ narratives could also showcase 

their construction of intellectual work between and across Western and Asian contexts as not 

simply accomplices to neo-colonialism.  

This section proposed the significance of undertaking this study to explore the 

knowledge work of early-career returned Chinese academics. The next section provides an 

overview of the thesis structure.  
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Structural Overview of This Thesis 

This thesis is organised into eight chapters which aim to bring a deepened 

understanding of the narratives constructed by the returned early career Chinese academics of 

their knowledge work. Leading into the research topic, the preface introduced my own 

education experiences in China and then abroad. My education choices and trajectory are 

shared by many other Chinese students and these shared experiences have shaped the 

research problem under investigation. This chapter contextualised the research questions 

within the historical and contemporary background of China’s long-term plan for enhancing 

higher education quality and building up its world-class universities. This chapter concluded 

with proposing the significance of studying the returned academics’ engagement with various 

sources of knowledge in their teaching and research work in Chinese universities. The 

significance has been suggested in relation to the returned academics’ contribution to 

promoting knowledge flows, creating a new generation of knowers (Maton, 2014), and 

rallying against potential knowledge colonialism.  

The second chapter introduces relevant literature. Firstly, it presents a chronological 

review of the changes in Chinese national policies on its higher education sector. The review 

of such policy literature is contextualised in the trend of knowledge, culture, and people flows 

that feature in the discourse of internationalisation and globalisation. The second part of the 

chapter draws attention to the recent global movement of Chinese academics. It focuses 

particularly on the trend of the international students returning to China to work as academic 

employees. A critical examination of previous studies explores their working conditions and 

challenges in order to reinitiate a nuanced discussion about the knowledge work of the 

returned academics in a dynamic social and cultural context.  

The third chapter provides the theoretical lens through which the narratives of the 

returned academics can be understood. Concepts drawn from the sociology of education are 

suggested to theorise the mechanism of the conduct of knowledge work. Basil Bernstein’s 

theories (1971, 1990, 1996, 2000) on pedagogic relay and the pedagogic device provide the 

foundation of the conceptual work of this study. His theories aid the exploration of how the 

returned academics accounted for knowledge and power embedded in obtaining, producing, 

and reproducing knowledge through teaching and research. Concepts drawn from Bourdieu’s 

theorisations (1984, 1986, 1993) are also brought into the framework to assist in exploring 

how the returned academics were positioned in the academic workforce and how their daily 
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knowledge work practices were shaped by their overseas study experiences as well as by the 

local Chinese research community. Besides bringing together these theoretical concepts, this 

chapter also reviews studies that have applied and developed these concepts in investigating 

higher education issues across various educational contexts.  

Chapter Four introduces the research method of this study. It explains the adoption of 

a case study approach and outlines the process of data collection. Detailed criteria of 

participant selection are developed specifying more demographic information of the research 

site and participants. The chapter explains the adoption of Bernstein’s model of language of 

description to analyse the empirical data. This model allowed empirical data and theoretical 

concepts to “speak” to each other, thus providing a process by which reconsideration of 

research methodology was invoked. The last section of this chapter illustrates that through the 

process of participants and researcher collecting and co-producing data, an entangled 

relationship between participants and researcher emerged. This entanglement provokes a 

reconsideration of the qualitative research methodology.   

The analysis and discussion of the returned academics’ narratives are presented in 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven. The presentation of the analysis follows the structure of the 

conceptual and analytical framework constructed in the previous chapters. Chapter Five 

presents the returned academics’ accounts detailing their job responsibilities as knowledge 

workers in the Chinese university and their negotiation with the challenges of exercising their 

agency as early career academics who returned with research qualifications obtained in 

prestigious English-speaking countries. Chapter Six illustrates the returned academics’ 

accounts about the formation of knowledge discourses in their specific discipline areas and 

reproduction of power through their discursive practices of teaching and research of 

knowledge. Chapter Seven shows how the returned academics discursively constructed their 

daily pedagogic practices, particularly how they explained their selection of curricular 

knowledge, the methods of delivering such knowledge and constructing pedagogic relations, 

and design of evaluation methods of their students’ knowledge acquirement. 

Chapter Eight discusses how the narratives provided by the returned academics can 

make empirical, methodological, and theoretical contributions to understanding the 

knowledge work undertaken in an elite Chinese university. The analyses of the narratives 

demonstrate the necessity of university support for this group of academics. The implications 

of how their professional identities are constructed are also discussed. This chapter concludes 
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by outlining the perceived limitations of the study and suggesting areas of research for the 

future.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Introduction  

The previous chapter introduced the aim of this study: to investigate how Chinese 

academics in HASS disciplines have taken knowledge acquired from overseas doctoral 

programs and incorporated it into their everyday teaching and research work in an elite 

Chinese university. This chapter will contextualise this research problem in the policy 

literature documenting the rapid rise of China in the global higher education arena as well as 

in literature recording the movement and work of Chinese academics. The purpose of 

reviewing the policy literature is to set a general scene for the examination of how China’s 

national policies and strategies for developing domestic universities are framed within a 

wider picture of internationalisation and globalisation of higher education. Furthermore, this 

examination considers, at a micro level, how individual Chinese academics’ professional 

work is shaped by both international and national higher education policies and practices.  

Defining Globalisation and Internationalisation  

This study centres itself within the global context for the examination of returned 

Chinese academics’ translation and reproduction of knowledge from overseas universities to 

their current academic working life in China. Therefore, prior to an in depth discussion on 

academics’ engagement with the knowledge work and research communities both at home 

and overseas, it is necessary to summarise some prevailing definitions of the terms 

globalisation and internationalisation and how they are applied in studying the higher 

education sector.  

Knight and De Wit (1997, p. 6) defined globalisation as “the flow of technology, 

economy, knowledge, people, values, [and] ideas . . . across borders. Globalisation affects 

each country in a different way due to a nation’s individual history, traditions, culture and 

priorities”. It is this world of “flows” (Appadurai, 1996), featuring the intensification of 

movements of capital, human resources and ideas, that brings about changes to people’s 

common knowledge of spatial and temporal configuration, as well as creating a new form of 

communication. Globalisation therefore also refers to compression of space and time and 

consequently the intensification of social and political relationships and heightened economic 

competition (Castells, 2011).  
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The process of globalisation or the growing demand for accessing resources across 

countries has led universities to greater international engagement (Altbach & Knight, 2007). 

Universities have become “a global business engaging in marketing strategies to sell their 

knowledge-based products, attract foreign students, and establish international branches” 

(Spring, 2014, p. 100). Therefore, to view higher education in a globalised context, and to 

address the flow of institutions, programs, students and scholars, and cross-border 

interactions among international, regional, and national agencies, educational corporations, 

and non-government organizations, Marginson (2010, p. 6971) puts forward the term of the 

“global higher education landscape”. The interplay between the global and local is 

foregrounded. The global higher education landscape is shaping and reshaping under the 

influences of different national and local practices, while challenging and bringing new 

outlooks to the nationally-bounded higher education systems.  

The concept of internationalisation in higher education has been described as “elusive” 

(Yang, 2014, p. 152). While universities worldwide are promoting internationalisation, they 

seem to have differing versions of definition of this concept. Globalisation, as reviewed 

above, is concerned with flows across territorial borders, while on the other hand, 

internationalisation highlights the coming together of the local and global dimensions 

(Marginson, 2006; Rhoads, 2006). The most cited definition of internationalisation in the 

education discipline was developed by Knight and De Wit (1997) suggesting it as a “process 

of integrating an international/intercultural dimension into the teaching, research and service 

functions of the institution”. Taking this concept into the Chinese higher education context, 

Yang (2014) summarised the term as predominantly taken into three representative forms: 

dispatching Chinese students for studying aboard; introducing English language teaching 

material and curriculum; and promoting transnational partnerships.  

Processes of internationalization are also accompanied by flows of culture. Culture 

flows from one location to another not only by the movement of people, but also the 

accompanying movement of ideas, fashions, and ideologies (Appadurai, 1996). In addition, 

policy borrowing, in this case, the borrowing of policies around internationalization of the 

higher education sector can be considered an element of global cultural flows. Some scholars 

have described the processes by which various higher education policies are adopted and 

adapted in local sites as glocalization, meaning that the global takes on different meanings in 

local sites (Singh & Doherty, 2004; Singh, 2004). More relevant to education studies, or 

research on higher education, culture is defined as “symbolic resources (language, images, 
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fashion codes, knowledge, political ideologies and so forth)” (Singh & Doherty, 2004, p. 7). 

Culture, though much debated in Western scholarship, has been suggested to be reappreciated 

as “the ways in which people individually and collectively experience and make sense or 

meaning of these cultural resources” (Singh & Doherty, 2004, p. 7).  

Appadurai (1996, p. 33) proposed the concept of “global cultural flow” to capture the 

simultaneous fluid movement and changing meaning of ideas, as well as their location in, and 

passage through specific historical, linguistic and political contexts (Appadurai, 1996; Singh 

& Doherty, 2004; Spring, 2014). Global cultural flows are categorised into five dimensions: 

(a) ethnoscapes; (b) mediascapes; (c) technoscapes; (d) financescapes; and (e) ideoscapes 

(Appadurai, 1996). The suffix “scape” of these dimensions refers to the “fluid, irregular 

shapes of these landscapes” (Appadurai, 1996, p.33). According to Appadurai’s definitions 

(1996, pp. 27-47), “ethnoscapes” refers to the shifting landscape of people — such as 

workers, tourists, students, immigrants, refugees and others— across cultures and borders. 

“Technoscapes” are the transmission of cultures through the flow of technology. 

“Financescapes” refers to the global movement of capital. “Mediascapes” refer both to the 

electronic capabilities to disseminate information and to produce images of the world created 

by the media. “Ideoscapes” are the global flow of ideologies, which are usually directly 

political and frequently have to do with the ideologies of States and the counter-ideologies of 

movements explicitly oriented to capturing state power. The notion of “global cultural flow” 

has been particularly useful to understand global connectedness and flows in the higher 

education sector (Marginson & Sawir, 2005; Singh & Doherty, 2004). 

This study situates itself in the constant global flows of knowledge, ideas, cultures, 

and the physical mobility of highly educated talents departing to Western/English speaking 

countries to study and returning to home countries to work. It considers the process of 

globalisation through the lens of one country: China. In particular, this study is interested in 

examining how China and Chinese universities respond to the trend of globalisation, 

particularly in relation to the English language, now viewed by some as the global lingua 

franca. Accordingly, this study examines how China and Chinese universities via the 

development and enactment of official policies take part in the flows of ideas and human 

resources worldwide. Related back to the aforementioned belief of “Chinese learning as 

substance (ti) and Western learning as function (yong)” (originally phrased as “zhongti 

xiyong”), the process of China’s contribution to the flows of knowledge and people, as well 

as its reaching out across nations to take in ideas and high-calibre human resources, can be 
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understood as China’s engagement with knowledge resources produced in other nations and 

localising such knowledge. Reviewing Chinese policies as official state discourses on higher 

education can help interpret the possible power and control principles embedded in the work 

undertaken by the returned Chinese academics in Chinese universities.  

Higher Education in China  

As introduced in the previous Chapter, China has demonstrated its high performance 

in the global higher education arena. China exports large numbers of students to study 

internationally and achieves high global university rankings. In addition to reading China’s 

success via reported statistics in the previous chapter, it is also crucial to identify how China 

has achieved this success with the support of its national policies. Stephen Ball highlighted 

the importance of policy “as and in” discourse, suggesting that “policy…exercise[s] power 

through a production of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’, as discourses” (Ball, 1993, p. 14). The term 

discourse used here refers to ways of thinking, speaking, and acting within institutions. As 

such, discourses regulate practices (Ball, 1993). The review of the policy literature will assist 

in understanding how China, through its policy making, has exercised state power in 

facilitating the development of the higher education sector and facilitating the positioning of 

China among other high-achieving nations in the higher education sector. In this section, 

policies regulating the governance of Chinese public universities, policies assisting China’s 

ambitions of revitalising higher education, and polices of evaluating academic performance 

will be detailed. Reviewing these policies will help with understanding the returned 

academics’ employment and work reported in the next section. 

Governance modes  

Ball explained that the movement from government to governance in education policy 

and the politics of educational knowledge involved a set of complex changes in the planning, 

provision, and delivery of educational services (Ball, 2010). China has been undergoing 

changes in governance models of higher education in recent times. Many of these changes 

have demonstrated on the one hand the significant influences of neo-liberalist ideologies and 

new managerial-oriented doctrines which originate predominantly from the West (Karlsen, 

2000; Manna, McGuinn, & Finn, 2013; Mok, 2006). On the other hand, these sector changes 

have illustrated dynamic and complex relations between state governance and educational 

knowledge in specific historical times, and among the different levels and regions of China 
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within its vast territory (Han, 2019; Lim & Apple, 2016). A review of higher education 

governance in the Chinese context is relevant to this study because it depicts a landscape on 

which the movement of highly educated early career academics and their knowledge work 

are regulated and enacted.   

 Wang (2010) has recorded chronologically university autonomy and government 

control of higher education in China. At an early stage, prior to the time of the Reform and 

Opening-up of China in 1978, the Chinese Communist Party and the government had 

absolute power over every aspect of social life. As part of the supportive mechanism of 

planned economies, the higher education sector, at that time, was inevitably under the direct 

and complete control of the Party and the State. The political and ideological control was 

further reinforced after the Tiananmen Square event and thus a new presidential 

responsibility system was introduced in 1990 to put university presidents under the leadership 

of the Communist Party Committee.  

Unlike the governance of the higher education system in countries such as England, 

Australia, and the USA, the higher education system in China operates under dual control. 

That means the higher education sector is controlled by state government as well as by the 

Chinese Communist Party (Huang, 2006). The party has maintained leadership over higher 

education institutions for most of the time since the establishment of the modern higher 

education system after the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. Such power 

is evident from the statistics. Wang (2010) noted that in 2007, there were about 220,000 party 

members working in the higher education sector. Over half of the teaching staff in 

universities in Beijing are party members, and the rate is even higher among the 

administrative staff. The party has also been exerting influence upon the next generation. The 

statistics of 2007 shows that nearly one-fifth of the tertiary students joined the Chinese 

Communist Party (Beijing Educational News Centre, 2008).  

In the new millennium, Wang (2010) stated that decentralisation practices in higher 

education governance and the increasing institutional autonomy gradually emerged through: 

1) the granting of power of appointing leadership to ranks below vice president; 2) 

determining course content; 3) establishing new undergraduate programmes; 4) adjusting 

enrolment levels within the state quota, and 5) proposing tuition levels (subject to the 

approval of the Commission of Education). The watershed in the history of university 

autonomy in China was believed to be the promulgation of the Higher Education Law 

(gaodeng jiaoyu fa) in 1998 which legally recognised the incorporation of higher education 
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institutions. Regardless of the increase in autonomy, the strong characteristics of the Chinese 

higher education system are firmly embedded in the dual control mode of governance. 

Therefore, “decentralisation and empowerment of the higher education system in China is a 

top-down process initiated by the state” (Wang, 2010, p. 480).  

Different levels of higher education institutions are positioned differently within the 

central governance. The ranking of the universities is directly relevant to the amount of 

flexibility they enjoy (Pan, 2007). Pan used one of the top universities as an example and 

demonstrated that given its well-established academic competence and capacity to help 

national economic development, the university’s leadership was able to develop cooperative 

relationships with the Chinese communist party. These relationships were generally achieved 

through appointment and promotion mechanisms whereby the state has been the most 

powerful force in deciding the university president. The state was able to extend 

governmental control over the university through the president they supported, and the 

university president, in turn, was able to maintain the relational intertwining between politics 

and academia. Strategically making use of such a relationship, the university could negotiate 

for opportunities to override the restrictions of state policy and increase its right to determine 

its own policies in pursuit of more academic autonomy.  

Pan’s study addressed Lim’s (2016) concern that most studies focusing on education 

policy analyses have positioned themselves in the global West and suggested that university 

autonomy based on the Western experience is not completely appropriate for interpreting 

university–state relations in China. Western university traditions encourage scholars to 

pursue their own academic objectives with limited external constraints imposed by individual 

and/or political forces. By contrast, Chinese higher education institutions cannot be separated 

from the state. The state controls the university through controlling university leaders’ careers. 

The Chinese universities have to adopt strategies to play safely in order to gain more 

autonomy than the state initially granted.   

In addition to reviewing academic autonomy at the university management level, this 

study also focuses on how academics’ daily work is affected by the changing modes of 

governance. A relatively recent empirical study detailing the Chinese academics’ work is 

reviewed here. The study (Li, Lai, & Lo, 2013) was conducted in a university in Western 

China which was described as operating under a mixed mode of governance resulting from 

unique integration between the new global trends in public management with the new local 
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environment of Chinese higher education. In particular, the paternalistic governance style 

exerted strong influences on “the everyday life practised within the university walls” (Li et al., 

2013, p. 313). The study presented three major findings emerging from interviews with 36 

teachers working in this university. Firstly, resource distribution among disciplines and levels 

of academics was not even. The disciplines with close connections with the market or 

government (e.g. Business) were of higher priority and thus could easily attract more funds 

and resources whereas some low priority disciplines (e.g. Physics) had to undergo a series of 

financial crises in pursuit of further development. Scholars with more research output gained 

a greater academic reputation and in return they could receive further resources than those 

with less research output.  

The study also provided an insightful portrait of the uneven values distributed among 

evaluations of teaching, research and service components in academic work. Specifically, 

teaching was labelled as a low status job within all the tasks Chinese academics had to 

undertake, offering a salary of six US dollars (40 RMB) per hour. However, the academics’ 

performance management system of the university accorded greater importance to research 

output and linked it directly with promotion. To undertake research work in the Chinese 

context, the academic staff members had to be aware of some hidden rules. Some of the 

academics reported that, although quasi-market competition was claimed to underpin the 

application process for funding for government research work, they had to self-censor their 

selections, and only put forward projects which the government would have selected in the 

past. As a result, the quasi-market of research contracts became “simply another layer of 

bureaucracy adding to the teaching staff’s workload” (Li et al., 2013, p. 312). This 

bureaucratic pressure could be particularly telling on the group of academics who had long 

been absent in their local community and just returned to reconnect themselves with the 

higher education system. But among the different tasks in knowledge work, “institutional 

service” is always the centre of academics’ concerns (Li et al., 2013, p. 312).  

These were the non-academic tasks that administrators allotted academics. Newly 

employed academic staff members would normally find these non-academic tasks distractive 

and eventually become lost within “the academic tribe that relies on the effective 

implementation of the new mixed governance” (Li et al., 2013, p. 313). The mixed modes of 

governance utilised by some universities suggests a shift of administrative method from being 

process-centric to outcome-oriented. However, the de-centralization of governance in the 

higher education sector was not easy to implement, given that top-down paternalistic 
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governance was still dominant in many Chinese universities. Therefore, the researchers 

commented that such “institutional service” is “not to serve the institution but to serve the 

person in charge” (Li et al., 2013, p.312) as the actual beneficiary of the decentralisation of 

empowerment.   

This section reviewed the policy literature on governance in Chinese universities as 

well as empirical studies on how policies are enacted within institutions and impact on 

academic work. By referencing such, this study can provide a better empirical lens to 

understand how the returned academics, having experienced a higher education institutional 

culture of relative autonomy and academic freedom in English-speaking countries, navigate 

their professional path after returning to China. Their return to work in the Chinese higher 

education sector is likely to be characterised by institutional cultures with different degrees of 

autonomy in line with the political interests of the State and the Party, and hence different 

discourses regulating good academic practice in terms of research, teaching and service work.  

Policies on vitalising higher education  

 In addition to the changes in governance, the policy literature from the late 20th century 

towards the 21st century also documented two development plans for the Chinese higher 

education sector. The two plans were labelled by orientations, namely: inward and outward. 

The primary purpose of these plans was to modernise China through education and science 

subsequent to its economic reform policy established in the late 1970s.  

 Inwardly, the Chinese government decided to expand the capacity of its higher 

education sector. This decision was documented in Action Plan to Vitalize Education in the 

21st Century (Ministry of Education, 1998) which stated that China’s higher education sector 

would enter a period of rapid development with gross enrolment rates of 15% by 2010. The 

initial reason for enlarging the enrolment scale of university students was to ease 

unemployment pressures. In addition to this, market forces, the activism of local governments 

and the self-interest of universities were also considered as factors that contributed to the 

rapid growth of higher education (Chan & Ngok, 2011; Ngok, 2008).   

 To detail this scenario, the first major increase represented a 47 per cent higher intake 

of postsecondary students from 1998 to 1999, reaching 1.597 million. Since then, China’s 

higher education has entered an era of swift growth. Recent statistics showed that in 2016, 

about 9.4 million students took part in the national university entrance examination, with 



35 
 

more than 7.7 million recruited by universities, resulting in the recruitment ratio of 82.15 per 

cent (MoE, 2017). The second increase worth noting rested in the expansion of the intake of 

research students. Dated back to 1999, China recruited 92 200 research students. This figure 

soared more than three times in five years, reaching 364 800 in 2005. By 2017, 27 million 

undergraduate and 2.6 million postgraduate students (with Master’s and doctoral degrees) 

were recorded as enrolled in Chinese universities (MoE, 2017).   

 In addition to the expansion of the higher education sector within the national scope, 

the competition of the global knowledge economy motivated the Chinese government to look 

outwardly and target an international reputation for higher education. Due to the concerns 

about budget and visa policies, Chinese native academics make up the main body of 

academics taking up the teaching and research positions in Chinese universities. In order to 

increase university teaching quality to an international standard and increase their research 

reputation worldwide, Chinese universities have been interested in recruiting academics who 

have high English proficiency, and the potential of delivering courses and publishing in 

English. As early as the beginning of the 21
st
 century, Zhejing University, one of the top 

universities in China, had started providing more than 160 undergraduate programs (out of 

about 4,000 programs) bilingually. To follow suit, many other universities also started 

teaching biology, information science, new materials, international trade, and law in English 

(Huang, 2007). Therefore academics with research degrees obtained from prestigious 

overseas universities seem to be the most eligible employees in the job market and are 

favoured by highly-ranked Chinese universities (Nunan, 2003; Wang & Li, 2010). The 

Chinese government has launched favourable recruitment policies in order to entice these 

academics to return and work in China.  

 As introduced in the previous chapter, a few of the recruitment incentive programs 

were implemented just before the new millennium to re-engage Chinese academics located 

overseas. These include: the Spring Light Program (Chunhui jihua) which encourages short 

visits from overseas-based scholars; the Changjiang (Yangtze River) Scholar Award 

(changjiang xuezhe) offering rewards to high achieving scholars; and the Thousand Talents 

Program (qianren jihua) which aims to recruit disciplinary experts from overseas. These 

policies and associated funding programs focus more on attracting experienced academics as 

they have established research projects and networks which can bring direct economic 

advantages to China. As Ngok (2008) noted, this national policy and the economic bonus 

schemes have enabled many top universities to attract and employ highly-skilled Chinese 
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academics graduated from elite universities all over the world. Examples such as full tenure, 

modern-equipped laboratories, and research teams comprised of (often local) graduate 

students and research staff can be commonly observed as appealing incentives.  

 In addition to encouraging the return of Chinese academics, the Chinese government 

has realised the importance of cultivating its own, particularly through sending prospective 

researchers to further their study overseas. Therefore, the China Scholarship Council was 

constructed to sponsor students who recently graduated from Chinese universities and plan to 

acquire higher research degrees overseas. According to the conditions of the sponsorship, the 

sponsored students are obliged to return to China for at least two years of full-time work 

following completion of their degrees. The latest government report (at the time of writing) 

documented that in 2017, 31 200 people, including 12 800 visiting scholars (41.17%) and 13 

200 graduate or doctoral students (42.29%), were able to study in 94 different countries 

because of the state sponsorship. The government report noted that the state sponsorship 

aided the Chinese students and scholars to be immersed in an international educational 

environment which prepared them with “global insight and a competitive edge in strategically 

important fields” (Chinese MoE, 2018, para. 4).  

Evaluating academics’ performance in Chinese universities  

 The previous sections have reviewed policy literature on China’s government and 

vitalising its higher education sector. This section turns its focus to the emerging literature in 

regards to the evaluation and assessment of the academics’ performance. This examination is 

highly relevant to how the academics may conduct their teaching and research practices.  

 The most prominent change in evaluation is manifested in the change to how Chinese 

academics are employed and promoted. As a result of the rapid expansion of Chinese 

university education together with fierce global competition, some Chinese universities 

stopped offering the iron rice bowl arrangement which existed in the work-unit (danwei) 

institutions. The rice bowl metaphor refers to earnings of the employees for feeding and 

supporting their families whilst the iron metaphor indicates the durability and stableness of 

the work. This expression is normally used to indicate permanent jobs. The description has 

also been applied widely to jobs offered by the Chinese government and other public sectors, 

such as universities and government owned organisations. What replaced the offer of 

permanent positions was competitive contract-centred employment, or a tenure track 



37 
 

performance management system which imitates the performance measurement mode 

deployed by universities in the USA (Li et al., 2013).  

 Traditionally in Chinese universities, the major indicators measuring academic 

performance included the components of both research (funded projects and publications) 

and teaching. The assessment for teaching was based on both classroom hours and students’ 

feedback (Raaper, 2016; Yi, 2011).  In many universities, teachers had to fulfil a requirement 

of a certain number of teaching hours, and younger faculty members could be allocated more 

teaching hours than senior members. In addition, the evaluative feedback of students was 

used as a way of scrutinising academics’ teaching work for the sake of institutional market 

position. 

 It has become apparent that, in comparison to a positive teaching evaluation, credit is 

increasingly given to academics’ research outputs (Li et al., 2013). The assessment for 

research is based on the quantity of academic publications as well as the stratified ranking of 

the scholarly journals or publishers in which the papers or books are published. The criterion 

for the stratification of English language journals is determined either by SCI (Science 

Citation Index) or SSCI (Social Science Citation Index). The categorisation of journals in the 

Chinese language is essentially a copy of such a system, with the creation of a Chinese 

version, known as China’s SCI and SSCI system, or CSCI and CSSCI. Moreover, Yi (2011) 

specified that in the Chinese context, categorisation of Chinese language journals was largely 

in line with the bureaucratic status of a journal, which was decided by the bureaucratic 

hierarchy of the academic community affiliated with the journal. Yi (2011, p. 507) explained 

that “if a journal was owned by a state agency at the national level such as Chinese Academy 

of Sciences or Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, or a prestigious university such as 

Peking University or Tsinghua University, it was much more likely to be placed in the 

highest rank category”. 

 More recently, academics across all disciplines in Chinese universities have been 

encouraged to compete for state-sponsored resources by following the government’s 

guidelines, whereas market-related behaviour is undervalued by the university and the 

government. Huang, Pang, and Yu (2018) stated that the state-sponsored research projects 

can enjoy more prominence and weight than commercially funded ones in the evaluation 

system. It has become evident that the controlled managerial competition in the Chinese 

context compelled, urged, and rewarded institutional and professorial governmental 
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compliance. Consequently, powerful bureaucratic forces are still believed to be prominent in 

regulating the higher education sector in China.  

 Similar to the study of Li et al. (2013), in which Chinese university teachers 

commented on the impacts of changing governance methods on their work, Vidovich, Yang, 

and Currie (2007) have also documented academics’ dissatisfaction with the evaluation 

measurements and performance and assessment criteria imposed from the top and copied 

mostly from the West. To continue to explore how university academic employees negotiated 

assessment policy and practice within a neoliberal higher education context, Raaper (2016) 

conducted a study with 16 academics in one university in the UK. Foucault’s theories of 

governmentality and subjectification were drawn upon for understanding subject formation in 

relation to a dominant mode of governance such as neoliberalism. Apart from one academic, 

all others talked about managerialist practices and the audit culture as having a significantly 

negative impact on university institutional culture and academic work. The prevailing 

discourses produced by the interviewed academics exposed confusion and unhappiness about 

their experience of being responsible for following the regulations while at the same time 

struggling to understand them. What stood out about such regulations was the increasing 

administrative processes that control assessment practices and cause difficulty in developing 

and changing assessment. Additionally, assessment technologies also made academics feel 

they were being constrained and disengaged with policy developments and oppositional to 

management. The academics mentioned that manoeuvring within the policy context, or 

tweaking, was a common practice in shaping their work and subjectivity.  

 The changes in the performance management system in the Chinese universities and 

the impact on the general academic workforce have highlighted a necessity to investigate 

how returned Chinese academics negotiate policies related to academic performance 

management. In particular, it is relevant to examine how returned Chinese academics are 

working to meet the expectations of the universities in a context framed by the popular 

policies borrowed from the US around meeting research and teaching performance to obtain 

tenure. The next section scrutinises this notion by investigating both positive and challenging 

effects of this current policy trend. 

Benefits and challenges of China’s internationalising higher education  

 China has demonstrated its increasing engagement in the global flows of ideas and 

people and in the global trend of adopting neoliberal governmentality of its higher education 
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sector. These movements are novel to the Chinese context (Mohrman, 2005; Yi, 2011). As a 

result, both desirable consequences of this policy borrowing can be documented in relation to 

improving the efficiency and quality of education in Chinese universities (Deem, Mok, & 

Lucas, 2008), as can some of the challenges to this communist country with an entrenched 

proletariat ideology (Chan & Ngok, 2011).  

 Worldwide, there has been overwhelming agreement (96 % of responding institutions 

from 95 countries) that internationalisation brings benefits to higher education (Jibeen & 

Khan, 2015; Knight, 2013). Two major benefits have been identified by higher education 

institutions: 1) internationally-oriented staff and students have been prioritised; and 2) 

general academic quality has been improved. By drawing upon data collected in the 

Changing Academic Profession in Asia survey, Xian (2015) outlined some favourable 

consequences of the policies on the Chinese returnees such as the Spring Light Program, 

Changjiang Scholar Award and Thousand Talents Program (as detailed on page 34). These 

policies have benefited the Chinese higher education sector in enticing more academics with 

foreign degrees back to their home country. These academics were regarded as proficient in 

co-authored foreign articles as well as attaining more research funding. As a result, it was 

considered that they could contribute to the greater research productivity of Chinese 

academia. 

 From a more nuanced perspective, Yang (2014) listed evidence of China being a 

country that has been engaged successfully in the development of the global higher education 

landscape. He highlighted that the promotion of learning English and the increase in the 

English language proficiency of both students and academics within higher education is one 

of the most remarkable achievements. He also acknowledged that Chinese scholars and 

students in major universities had little difficulty in communicating with international 

scholars. Their English proficiency had contributed to China’s current rapid and successful 

engagement with the international community. The other achievement has taken place in the 

area of publication. It was recorded that Chinese researchers have come to publish 64 times 

more peer-reviewed papers than they did 30 years ago (Yang, 2012). The rising rates of 

China’s annual output of scientific papers over the last ten years have surpassed many of its 

neighbouring regions, with China producing 16.5% more publications annually compared to 

15.7 for South Korea, 12.2% for Singapore, 8.6% for Taiwan (Marginson, 2010). 
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 The statistical discussion has revealed a seemingly contradictory discourse between 

the capitalist features of China’s education industry and its long history of planned economies 

together with a proletariat ideology led by the communist party. Chan and Ngok (2011) 

examined the opening up of Chinese universities to the global market as a way of 

accumulating high-calibre human resources. Besides investing in these university academics 

to enhance economic productivity, China has also been generous in increasing international 

exchange and cooperation in higher education as an exercise of soft power (Yang, 2010, 

2014). Such investment has been acknowledged as one of the few fundamental factors that 

not only assists China in flexing its economic muscles but also prepares the country with a 

solid platform to weather economic turbulence (Constant, Tien, Zimmermann, & Meng, 2010; 

Ge & Chen, 2010; Li & Tian, 2010; Whyte, 2009). 

 In contrast to the benefits that China has enjoyed during the process of the 

internationalisation of higher education, some potential challenges have also been recorded. 

For a long time, China’s universities have advocated strongly for learning from the West to 

empower themselves, and therefore, its internationalisation progress is characterised by 

importing foreign, Anglo-American in particular, knowledge into China (Chen & Huang, 

2013; Yang, 2014). Admittedly, the original model of the university was imported from 

Europe and then North America. This might be the reason why a modern Western-style 

higher education system rarely has been practised successfully in China (Yang, 2014). 

However, within the contemporary context of Western dominance, internationalisation of 

higher education in non-Western societies necessarily touches on longstanding knotty issues 

and tensions between Westernisation and Indigenisation. This scenario is a reminder to 

Chinese scholars who explore how knowledge, academics, and ideas of governing 

universities travel across countries and cultures that they must engage critically with the 

literature concerning social and educational inequity.  

 It has also been noted that despite the impressive maturation of research excellence in 

many countries with less established traditions in the higher education sector, the ownership 

of prestigious publishers, databases, and other key resources is still possessed by a few 

Anglo-American countries (Altbach, 2009). The continuous marginalisation of the non-

Anglo-American regions has been confirmed by a discourse analysis of American-based 

news publications about China (Suspitsyna, 2015). The results showed that Western media 

tended to construct China as the culturally inferior Other, reinforcing the dominance of 

Western norms and practices in higher education. However, through engagement with global 
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movements of scholars, expertise, and technology, the West, particularly the USA, could re-

imagine their presences and power against the popularity and development of countries like 

China. Through the new versions of Western gaze, new subjectivities and new ways of 

embodying “Chineseness” could also be re-constructed (Chu, 2008, p. 190). The current 

study draws on this argument to explore how the returned academics, after having 

experienced the knowledge work in a Western environment, potentially could contribute to 

repositioning China in knowledge production and image re-construction as a knower (Maton, 

2014; Moore, 2013; Singh, 2013, 2015a) in specific HASS disciplines.  

 Other than the potentially unpromising comments from countries with more 

established higher education systems, it is not an effortless process to directly import or copy 

their paradigms. Wang (2010) pointed out that as a matter of fact, Chinese universities have 

not been truly granted the autonomy associated with either playing the role of cultural 

institutions or of public service providers in contemporary society primarily due to   

decentralisation practices not being concerned with empowerment. Rather, they considered 

practical matters. . Evolved from a highly centralised system, the Chinese higher education 

sector, especially the public universities, were considered to be “affiliated to the governing 

structure, serving contingent national goals” (Wang, 2010, p.492).  Therefore, in exploring 

the origin and production of knowledge in China, scholars should show caution in 

interpreting the strong control of the government (Hu & Singh, 2018; Lim & Apple, 2016). 

An investigation which looks through China’s history and presence as well as across China 

and other countries may reveal that some of the national policies are just “pragmatic and 

instrumental strategies adopted by the state to strengthen its capacity to deal with pressing 

demands for higher education” rather than “a genuine ideological shift from socialism to a 

philosophical commitment to the neo-liberalism values of the market economy” (Mok, 2005, 

p. 82). 

 Due to China’s vast territory, uneven distribution of higher education resources has 

always been an issue. Increasingly, rural – urban differences have been identified as an 

unfavourable outcome of the expansion of the Chinese higher education system (Qiao, 2007; 

Qiu, 2010). The privileges of the universities in urban areas include offering a higher 

acceptance rate to their local students. They then tend to attract more highly educated 

Chinese international students to return and work in the urban universities. Additionally, 

many urban higher institutions have extensively integrated internationalisation into their daily 
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work and life. In contrast, this progress is hardly visible in regional institutions (Chan & 

Ngok, 2011; Yang, 2014).  

 Discrepancies and unbalanced development among discipline areas have become 

apparent as well. In recent times, several scientific disciplines in some Chinese universities 

have demonstrated rapid growth in the international community. However, in comparison, 

social sciences lack international attention because “Chinese social scientists rarely publish 

internationally”, that is, in journals where the mode of communication is the English 

language (Yang, 2014, p. 155). Yang suggested that compared to the notable presence of the 

Chinese natural scientists in international journals, academics in HASS might encounter a 

greater amount of difficulties in conducting and writing up social scientific studies. 

Additionally, it could be possible that Chinese social scientists’ English language competence 

has limited them in demonstrating their research capability or from producing publications in 

English. Therefore, their profiles remain obscure in international citation indices. The 

increasing recruitment of Chinese academics with overseas study experiences also comes 

with an assumption that the returned academics might find it easier to produce more 

internationally important academic outputs, especially through publishing in renowned 

English language journals (Mok, 2007).  

 With the changes in academic work and institutional expectations, a growing body of 

literature has turned its focus to the challenges of constructing institutional, cultural identities, 

and academic identities. With the fading discourses of constructing higher education 

institutions as simply cultural institutions only engaged with knowledge production and 

distribution, increasingly, universities are viewed as public service operators which provide 

education as merchandise (Wang, 2010; Yi, 2011). As reviewed in previous sections, 

academics constantly have to rework their identity in the face of competitive and 

entrepreneurial approaches adopted in the universities’ new governance mode (Li et al., 2013; 

Raaper, 2016). This thesis will explore how a cohort of returned HASS Chinese academics 

negotiated changing conceptions of academic work and academic identity under new modes 

of university governance, that is, neoliberal, marketised forms of state control, highly 

influenced by the Communist party.  

 This section has critiqued the policy literature relevant to defining globalisation and 

internationalisation. Specifically, it has focused on the changing governance of Chinese 

universities and their adoption of Western-imported policies and instruments for measuring 
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academic performance. Further studies concerning the work of Chinese returned academics 

will be detailed in the next section.  

Academics and Academic Work in Chinese Universities 

 As presented in the previous section, the global flows of knowledge, cultures, and 

people were examined. Furthermore, a series of policies introduced by the Chinese 

government to encourage such flows for supporting its higher education sector have been 

documented. In the following section, the participants of this study are referred to as 

international students and academics/returned academics given their particular identities in 

the literature. To better address the research problem, this section firstly examines research 

by other scholars on the movement of Chinese international students across nations post-

graduation and where they decided to become academics. Secondly, this section reviews 

literature on their academic work and life and how the academics have taken on the 

challenges of working at Chinese universities.  

The global movement of Chinese academics  

 In the early 1990s when Chinese researchers started to take up scholarship discussing 

the movement of Chinese international students and graduates, they tended to interpret the 

movement as a brain drain issue for China (Brzezinski, 1993; Qin, 1999; Zweig, 1997). Deng 

(1990) presented the dilemma of China implementing the Open Door policy. It was found to 

be difficult both to open up to the world as well as to maintain highly educated academics. 

Similar to many empirical studies conducted around the 1990’s, Deng (1990) adopted the 

push and pull theory in discussing the reasons that Chinese international students were 

unwilling to return to China after their overseas study. Deng explained this phenomenon by 

using the case of the USA where the majority of Chinese international students were located 

at the time. China was described as not being an attractive option for students to return to, 

effectively pushing away the returnees. Specifically, these overseas graduates were concerned 

about China's political alienation, their possible surveillance by the Communist Party, low 

income, poor living conditions, and insufficient research facilities. On the other hand, the 

USA had been pulling the academics towards staying after finishing their degrees in their 

universities by offering them better economic opportunities and opportunities for career 

development. Building upon such theory, researchers across various national backgrounds 

have also reported that regardless of students’ affiliation to their home country and culture, 
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they preferred to remain in advanced foreign countries for family, professional, and other 

long-term considerations (Foo, 2017; Mathews, 2007).  

 Coming into the new millennium, China has demonstrated rapid economic growth and 

consequentially welcomed rising its international position in many aspects. Therefore it was 

assumed China would become more attractive to those highly-skilled international students 

who undertook their studies in foreign universities. Xie (2007) surveyed Chinese post-

doctoral candidates in life science disciplines at an American university asking about their 

plans after completion of their research work. Results showed that most post-doctoral 

candidates anticipated returning to China upon their completion because they realised that 

their location would not inhibit them building their academic profile as long as they could 

maintain professional networks with their American colleagues. In other words, research 

collaboration and co-publishing could continue. Xie’s study raised research interest in an 

alternative type of academic movement, namely: “brain circulation” (quoted in Mahroum, 

2000, p. 29) 

 This type of movement puts less emphasis on the physical location of the academics 

but focuses on the ongoing flows of expertise between sending and receiving countries. It 

became known as circulation because such movement did not result in gain for one side and 

loss for the other (Mahroum, 1999, cited by Yang & Welch, 2010). The purpose of this flow 

is to benefit both countries and to accelerate the integration of the local academic 

communities into the international One.  Chinese academics, compared with those from other 

origins, usually demonstrate more willingness to maintain connections with their colleagues 

regardless of location (Cai, 2012). The Chinese government has also introduced policies in 

response to brain drain and intellectual loss problems (Zweig, 2006). As a result, overseas-

located or already emigrated academics can contribute their knowledge and expertise to their 

home country without necessarily relocating. This scenario provides them with the flexibility 

of joining Chinese academia within their current position (Brown, 2002).  

 Zhu (2009) interviewed 20 Chinese-born diasporic scholars working in higher 

education institutions in the USA and reported that overseas-located Chinese academics were 

drawn back to China due to their strong cultural (national) identity. They were motivated to 

share their expertise with both colleagues and the younger generation. These academics could 

enjoy flexibility in choosing their work location, and while establishing academic ties across 

various communities, they underwent a constant construction of professional identities. Zhu 
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explained that these academics regarded themselves as trained in and employed by the West 

but also identified themselves as ethnically and culturally Chinese. Their Chinese identity 

made it smooth for them to establish academic ties, but they were also discriminated against 

by some Chinese scholars because they were not indeed “real” Western scholars. Zhu 

claimed that “it is still hard for junior academics overseas to find collaboration opportunities 

with China because they are too young to be recognized by the Chinese academic community” 

(p.228). This claim was not investigated further by Zhu but could serve as an entry point for 

this research to consider what should be taken into account when investigating the academic 

work undertaken by the early career returned academics.  

 Lecturing, engaging in collaborative research, and organising seminars have been 

identified as some specific contributions by the Chinese diasporic academics to their home 

country (Zweig, Fung, & Han, 2008). However, despite their dedication to the Chinese 

research community, some of these Chinese academics did not speak highly of Chinese 

academia. Yang and Welch (2010) interviewed 15 Chinese academics working in the medical 

science area in an elite Australian university. They reported that some of their interviewees 

felt they had not benefited substantially from their work of “help[ing] mainland scholars enter 

the international knowledge system” (p.604) and speeding “the integration of the Chinese 

academy into the international community” (p.595). They also regarded Chinese academia as 

peripheral compared to those in Australia or other Western countries.    

The returned Chinese academics 

 More and more favourable national policies and incentives were introduced by the 

Chinese government to attract highly educated international students back to work in China. 

However, at the same time, immigration policies and the job market in the well-established 

Western countries were going downwards (Chen, 2015; Yi, 2011; Zweig, 2006; Zweig et al., 

2008). The changes in global and national contexts turned the scholarship research focus 

from the Chinese academics’ global movement and towards the return of the international 

students.  

 Besides the favourable national policies, highly educated Chinese international 

students’ motives for returning to China have been explored at large. Most significantly, 

China’s political and economic reform symbolise a rising society which has gained itself 

wider acknowledgement among Western-educated PhD students and academics. Thus 

increased national and ethnic pride in Chinese student migrants has transpired (Liu, 2009). 
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Additionally, the increasing emphasis on factors like age, gender, marital status, education 

level, their longing to return home and achieve a new type of lifestyle affects decision-

making about returning to their home country (Cao, 2008; Zweig, 1997).   

 Topics concerning the favoured status of returned academics with overseas research 

degrees by Chinese university employers have been discussed widely. To detail what Chinese 

universities have been looking for in the returned academics, Wang, Tang, and Li (2015) 

conducted a case study at a top-ranking university located in an urbanised area of China by 

running a probit regression analysis on the job applicants and conducting interviews with 

candidates who received and accepted the job offers. The interviews focussed on the 

candidates’ experiences in the job-searching process. The researchers of the study pointed out 

that the most wanted academics were those who graduated from elite overseas universities 

and belonged to a “short-list” of disciplinary areas. Beyond the requirement on a privileged 

degree, independent teaching experience and high academic potential reflected from their 

publications and dissertations were also favoured by university employers.  

 Xu (2009) analysed his own experiences of being the first Western-educated PhD 

graduate in the field of Management returning to work in an elite university in Beijing under 

a tenure track contract and a quasi-market-based package. In an autobiographical format, he 

discussed the potential contributions of the returned academics in his particular disciplinary 

area. In line with China’s agenda on internationalising higher education, Xu considered 

returned academics could make use of their understanding of academic paradigms and 

practices as acquired from more well-established international higher education systems to 

help Chinese academia catch up to and integrate into the international academic community. 

Xu explained that the “increasing presence of returnees can certainly facilitate the formation 

of these institutional arrangements, and transform the local academic conduct to be more 

internationally compatible” (p.31). This could be realised through returned academics passing 

on understandings of knowledge to Chinese students so that they could be prepared as future 

academic leaders competitive with international counterparts. Xu’s statements have been 

confirmed further in a more comprehensive research study of 52 United States graduated 

doctoral students from different disciplines who returned to work at five different research 

universities, in both Eastern and Western parts of China (Chen, 2015). Most of these PhD 

graduates returned to work in China confident in taking up a critical role in achieving 

internationalisation for China’s higher education. 
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 Apart from discussing the benefits brought over by the returned Chinese academics, a 

number of studies explored the challenges that might arise in the professional path of these 

academics. The first challenge for the returned academics was identified as their 

disconnection with the Chinese research community (Lu, 2012). Although these Chinese 

academics had extensive experience in the research communities in foreign contexts and thus 

enjoyed privileges in employment opportunities, they said they were disadvantaged in further 

professional development because they lacked the knowledge and ability to establish 

substantial connections in their home country. However, some returned academics in the 

social sciences or humanities stated that they would deliberately choose to minimise their 

engagement with some local research environments because they were criticised as being 

cynics or nihilists by voicing too many opinions (Yi, 2011). 

 The returned early-career academics might also encounter dilemmas in publishing. 

Although it was proposed that the returned academics could have a better chance in career 

advancement because of their ability to publish in the English language due to their research 

education in English-speaking environments (Mok, 2007), they might struggle between what 

and where to publish. For the purpose of receiving short-term academic outputs and passing 

performance assessment more effortlessly, publishing predominantly in Chinese journals 

seemed to be a shortcut. However, in order to compete with their international counterparts, 

the young academics then would have to put more effort into composing English publications 

for circulation beyond the domestic community (Mok, 2007).  

 Additionally, a seemingly ironic phenomenon has been documented concerning the 

flexibility of further movement of the returned academics (Xu, 2009). The return of the 

academics was prompted by the global flows of knowledge and people. However, once 

academics were relocated back to work in China, they seemed to be restrained from moving 

back to overseas universities or to other domestic institutions. Xu (2009) detailed that, within 

China, there were limited options of well-established universities in few urban areas that 

could provide returned academics with decent professional opportunities. Furthermore, it was 

not usual, as in some Western universities, to move around institutions for promotion. 

Internationally, it was difficult for the returned academics to go back to the countries where 

they undertook their doctoral degrees due to the already overwhelming number of research 

students in the West, particularly in the North American countries. The increasing difficulty 

of securing an academic position in the highly ranked universities in the West firstly resulted 

in the return of many Chinese international students back to their home country and 
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sequentially, restrained them from relocating backwards even after the Chinese academics 

might have gained more professional seniority.  

Academic work in Chinese universities  

 Although this thesis focuses on the academics who have had an extended period of 

research education overseas prior to returning to work in Chinese universities, this group of 

academics only constitutes a growing part of the academic workforce in China. Therefore, it 

could be useful to review the interactions between themselves and their domestically 

educated colleagues. More generally, it is necessary to review the studies of the general 

academic work in Chinese universities which involves both parties. This section reviews 

comprehensive studies concerning the documentation of the working life for the young 

Chinese academics. 

 The majority of the cohort of returned academics were born between the 1970s and 

1980s in China. They have always been considered as bearing the impacts of some distinct 

historical features such as how they have been influenced by the China’s Reform and 

Opening Up or the single child policy. This cohort has been referred to as “observers” and 

“leaders” of the development of the country. Lian (2012), in the book Work Bee, studied 

those among them who chose to become academics in Chinese universities and documented 

how they shouldered the high expectations from society and their workplace. To compare the 

academics working in Chinese universities with work bees was to suggest that academic work 

no longer was considered as privileged as it once was when it was described as positioned in 

the “ivory tower”. Lian surveyed about 5 400 higher education workers across China and 

reported on many pressures from which these young people suffered. The academics he 

interviewed alleged that because they had to fulfil multiple tasks including those which are 

beyond the traditional categorisation of academic work, they felt that they belonged to a 

lower social hierarchical position compared to the academics in previous times. 

 Similar to the focus of this thesis on an elite research university, a quantitative study 

conducted in ZheJiang University (located in the southern part of China along the coast) 

investigated the intrinsic motivation, job burnout, job satisfaction, and turnover of about 300 

young Chinese academics (Li, Li, & Sun, 2013). In addition to presenting a correlation 

among those four variables, the study found that academics with higher intrinsic motivation 

demonstrated lower tendencies towards emotional exhaustion and cynicism. Secondly, the 

higher the professional efficacy of the academics, the more satisfaction was perceived and the 
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lower the tendency towards turnover. The study also presented the heightened discourse 

emerging from the young academics’ interviews concerning their considerable dissatisfaction 

about performance and promotion criteria. Some academics outlined their workload which 

included not only teaching courses for undergraduate and graduate students at their own 

school, but also being responsible for carrying out a compulsory English course for 

undergraduate and graduate students of all other disciplines (approximately 42 000 in the 

university). What made the young academics more exhausted was not the heavy teaching 

load, as their colleagues who were previously employed were also sharing such work, but the 

new appraisal, performance, and promotion criteria that emphasised research activities, 

taking little account of the quantity and quality of teaching tasks.  

 In similar studies, academic newcomers expressed concerns about high stress levels 

they suffered (Huang et al., 2018). They reported that substantial risk existed in relation to: 1) 

their survival in academia (depending on whether they are assessed positively in terms of 

teaching and research results); 2) their permanent job security (a recent “up or out” policy 

demands the young academics to secure promotion to a higher academic level otherwise they 

could lose their academic job); and 3) to their academic autonomy. A disturbing result was 

that some stressed young academics claimed that they could fail to develop effective teaching 

and research to achieve organisational recognition. 

 In contrast to the growing number of studies on how university academic staff work to 

meet requirements of the new governance of universities and in the context of global flows of 

knowledge, relatively fewer studies have explored the job of teaching, especially in the 

Chinese context. A search of literature in both Chinese and English journals with key words 

such as “international education” and “teaching” could only find studies focused primarily on 

the teaching styles of Western academics, or how the needs of international students are 

accommodated. This is reasonable as Chinese universities do not have as many international 

students as Western universities. Therefore, to teach and learn about cultural diversity may 

not be considered as being as relevant in Chinese universities in comparison to Western ones 

(Sanderson, 2011).   

 However, to turn the focus from the relation between the academics and 

university/official policy to the pedagogic relations between them and university students, it 

is significant to have more understanding of the teaching tasks in the higher education sector 

in China. Sanderson (2011) suggested tertiary teaching-related activities as a key channel to 
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illustrate teachers’ professional characteristics, and more importantly, underpin teachers’ 

internationalised outlooks. The mission for academics nowadays not only was to aid their 

universities in achieving higher research ranking, but also to become discipline experts and 

role models in the traditional sense. As well, in the current context academics need to prepare 

students to live life in a rapidly globalising world, or more specifically, “help all students 

become ‘new internationalists’ as learners, workers and citizens” (Sanderson, 2011, p. 662). 

 To detail the prevalent internationalised outlooks of Chinese higher education 

institutions and teachers, Rhoads and Hu (2012) related to the widespread impacts of Western 

scholarship in the Chinese context. These scholars examined the formation of institutional 

culture in one university in China and argued that discourses of academic culture were 

appropriated from Western scholarship, specifically scholarship based in organisational 

theory. Rhoads and Hu (2012) used a case-study methodology and interviewed 27 faculty 

members across 17 different schools at Renmin University (a top-ranking research-intensive 

university located in Beijing). The study teased out how the pedagogical and curriculum 

implications of internationalisation had been articulated by these teachers. In particular, the 

teachers with overseas education experiences tended to favour “Western styles of teaching” 

(p. 359) as well as to acknowledge the programmatic and curricula changes reflective of 

international norms and practices, such as adopting the same teaching materials and 

textbooks as universities in Western countries. Rhoads and Hu (2012) also mentioned the 

development of an English-based international Master of Business Administration (MBA) 

program taught predominantly by Chinese academics during a summer term (which is also a 

Western idea).  

 The review of policy literature drew attention to the increasing reliance on 

international standards for China leading to its change in governance mode for its universities. 

Additionally, there is increasing concern about the likelihood of Chinese universities 

becoming colonised by Western norms through the importation of knowledge and copying 

their teaching methods. Similar concerns have been raised by scholars studying the shaping 

of teachers’ identity and practices within a global context in which the power of governing is 

unequally distributed. Some prominent means of power relay include: using English language 

as a dominant working language in academic communities and inculcating the idea of the 

priority of researching, writing, and thinking in English and as English-speaking people 

(McLean, Abbas, & Ashwin, 2013; Singh & Dooley, 2001). Some key global agencies, 

which were essentially governed by a few key English-speaking countries, have exerted their 
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power to colonise the field of higher education over teacher policy via the means of setting up 

teacher practice norms, establishing global university competition mechanisms, and 

composing evaluation criteria upon teachers’ work (Robertson, 2012; Robertson & Sorensen, 

2017). As a result, this study stresses the necessity of not overlooking the potential 

perceptions and practices of such new forms of knowledge colonisation embedded in the 

Chinese returned academics’ work of translating and recontextualising knowledge and skills 

from an overseas context to their home country. 

Concluding Discussion  

 This chapter began by reviewing the theorisation of globalisation and 

internationalisation. It has highlighted the increasing rapid flows of ideas across nations, 

cultures and around the globe, and shown how China has demonstrated its strong rise in the 

higher education sector globally. To further contextualise the trend of internationalisation and 

globalisation of higher education in the Chinese context, this chapter reviewed the policy 

literature concerning China’s changing governance modes of higher education, its national 

policies and strategies for developing domestic universities and for enticing back the highly 

educated international students, as well as the evaluative methods of academics’ performance.  

 The second part of the review documented the change of power in the state 

government and the Communist Party over the higher education sector: from absolute power 

to gradually emerged decentralisation practices due to the influences of neo-liberalist 

ideologies coming from the “Global West”. However, this chapter pointed out that the 

literature also recorded the constant control of the strong state of China which has made it 

difficult to popularise or completely copy governance modes adopted in Western universities. 

The chapter then turned to review the studies which examined how China has realised one of 

its biggest ambitions in the new millennium of “vitalising” the higher education sector. Along 

with reviewing the favourable policies, this chapter also highlighted the achievements of 

China in sponsoring students/academics to study overseas and enticing highly educated 

international students back to China with favourable recruitment packages. The changes to 

academics’ performance management system were closely related to the changing of 

university governance and impacts of the economic market. However, academics seemed to 

show the most dissatisfaction with how they were evaluated. Their concerns stemmed from 

the new tasks they had to take up, the research output criteria they had to meet, and the 

government’s priority of research grants over their own research interests.  
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 The uncertainty expressed by individual academics who have been affected by the 

changing governance and performance management system in universities was also 

documented as the concern of a nation or culture. The discussion of neoliberalism and 

decentralisation in a country used to following planned economies and still governed under 

the proletariat ideology of the state government and the Communist Party can appear self-

contradictory. Similarly, in the Chinese context, ignoring its vast territory and rooted regional 

inequity issues and overgeneralising the adoption of the governance modes, the university 

policies and work of academics could also be problematic. The review of the policy literature 

has not only set the scene for this study, it has reminded the researcher to be more nuanced in 

examining the knowledge work conducted by the academics who have been carrying such 

knowledge across nations and cultures with different modes of governmentality, ideologies, 

and stages of maturation in the higher education sector.  

 The third part of the review focused more on the empirical studies conducted around 

the movement and professional life of highly educated Chinese international students. 

Literature that used push and pull theory to explain why Chinese scholars may choose to 

study in the Western countries and return to China and/or seek employment in the Western 

countries was reviewed. Concepts such as brain gain where scholars choose to return to 

China, and brain circulation where they worked in China as well as overseas and maintained 

strong international contacts were reviewed. This chapter also reviewed the literature 

documenting the ways academics interpreted, translated, and implemented 

internationalisation policies as in their everyday pedagogic practices. The returned academics 

presented their determination to bring back the knowledge obtained in a different education 

system. In addition, the reviewed studies also reported the challenges these returned 

academics had to negotiate. On the one hand, they had to adjust to the new changes 

happening in many other higher education institutions around the globe, and on the other 

hand, they had to re-familiarise themselves with the Chinese context due to their long 

absences abroad and the rapid pace of change taking place in Chinese universities.  

 From this review, it is apparent that there are some gaps that this study could address. 

Few studies have examined the process of becoming or forming academic identities by 

returned Chinese academics who have completed research higher degree qualifications in the 

West. Their work of recontextualising knowledge and research skills as well as producing 

new knowledge is worthy of extensive exploration to identify their contribution to China’s 

goal of “vitalising” its higher education sector. To capture the complexity of the knowledge 



53 
 

work of returned Chinese academics employed in an elite Chinese university, the next chapter 

proposes a framework which draws on theories of sociology of education and cultural studies. 

These theories facilitate the ability to make sense of the connections between the global 

landscape of higher education and the Chinese context and governance models, as well as 

between the policy and curricular requirements and academics’ teaching and research 

practices.  

The three areas of the literature reviewed in this chapter have served to contextualise 

the problem of the study in the research field. The literature reviewed in the first section 

documented China’s strong performance in the global higher education arena. From this 

section, key concepts were articulated for the thesis, such as the position of Chinese 

universities in the internationalised academic labor markets and as work spaces that draw on 

the labour of academic work, with its associated routines and rituals. The second section of 

the literature review highlighted changes in power relations and governance of the field of 

higher education in China. This section highlighted the importance of an analytic study of 

power/knowledge relations, particularly as these are realised in changing state policies, not 

only in China, but also the host countries where the Chinese students studied for their 

postgraduate qualifications. The concepts reviewed in this section of the thesis are useful in 

thinking about the connections between the global landscape of higher education and the 

Chinese context and governance models, as well as between international trends and the 

specific pedagogical choices of the returned academics. However, the research literature did 

not pay sufficient attention to the ways in which Chinese scholars, who completed their 

research qualifications in the West, translate this knowledge in their everyday work practices 

when they gain employment in an elite Chinese university. The next chapter will focus on the 

issues of translation, providing a systematic account of the sociology of Basil Bernstein, with 

its focus on pedagogic discourse as the site of translation or recontextualisation in education.  
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Chapter 3: Theorising Knowledge Work of Academics in 

Higher Education in China 

Introduction 

 The previous chapters provided contextual foundations for exploring the knowledge 

work of academics in Chinese universities by reviewing the changing landscape of China’s 

higher education sector and the changes in how universities are governed as well as how 

academic work is practised. The review identified the challenges as well as the opportunities 

for the academics, indicating that Chinese academics with research degrees from 

internationally top-ranking overseas universities are favoured in employment for their 

potentials in contributing to China’s development of world-class universities. However, the 

review also identified that limited research had provided nuanced exploration of the work of 

the returned academics in producing new knowledge or reproducing the knowledge they 

learnt from previous education experiences. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to 

explore what knowledge the returned academics teach, how they teach it, what research they 

conduct and how they conduct research work. 

This chapter proposes a theoretical framework to inform the analysis. This framework 

builds primarily upon the sociology of the education theories of Basil Bernstein and 

subsequent scholars who have taken up his work in order to understand specific activities of 

pedagogic and research work undertaken by these returned academics. The chapter is divided 

into three sections. The first section introduces the theorisation of the major changes taking 

place in the higher education sector. The concepts of field of symbolic control and pedagogic 

agents (Bernstein, 2000, 2001) have been adopted to explore the activities, participants, 

products, and governing principles within the higher education arena. Such theoretical 

languages help the researcher to examine how China has come to take a leading position in 

the global landscape of higher education in a relatively short period of time. Moreover, the 

review of these concepts also contributes to the understanding of the policy and academic 

labour market conditions that shape the professional practices and agency of the returned 

academics.  

Concepts that unpack the underpinning power relations of the field of symbolic 

control form the focus of the second section. Bernstein’s theorisation of classification and 

framing (1971, 1975) has been adopted to explore how social power has been generated, 
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maintained, reproduced, or contested through the pedagogical decisions made by the 

government, specific institutions, disciplinary areas, as well as the returned academics in 

terms of selecting, sequencing, and pacing knowledge. The third section has a more specific 

focus. It provides a review of concepts that were perceived as advantageous in analysing how 

the returned academics accounted for their pedagogic and research activities. In particular, 

Bernstein’s (1996, 2000) concepts of pedagogic discourse, pedagogic models, and pedagogic 

identity have been taken up in order to understand the nuances in the returned academics’ 

accounts of their teaching and research practices. These theoretical perspectives also facilitate 

the examination of these academics’ construction of moral orders of teacher-student 

communication as well as their development of students’ scholar dispositions.  

While the chapter delineates the relevant theoretical concepts, it also showcases the 

extensive application of the theoretical concepts in studies of higher education across various 

HASS disciplines. Thus, a further literature review woven through the theoretical explanation 

demonstrates the application of Bernsteinian concepts to HASS case exemplars. Building 

upon the interpretations of Bernsteinian theories in other studies in the field of sociology of 

education, this chapter illustrates the methodological fit (Morais & Neves, 2010) and 

coherence of the theoretical framework to address the research problems. The key concepts 

used in this thesis are summarised in the last section of the chapter and their inter-

relationships are illustrated in an adapted conceptual framework (Figure 3.1) which 

rationalises the research design as well as data analysis. 

Theorising Higher Education as a Workplace 

This section introduces the Bernsteinian concepts of “fields of symbolic control”, 

“pedagogic device”, and the social division of labour. A theoretical lens involving these 

concepts helps with understanding the returned academics’ position in the academic labor 

market. As well, it assists in exploring the rules that underpin their work in translating 

research and teaching knowledge that was acquired from their overseas studies into the 

specific institutional practices of the Chinese university.   

Field of symbolic control  

This study is situated in the higher education sector in the Chinese context. Prior to 

introducing the specific pedagogic activities, a review of concepts that assist to understand 

and theorise how the Chinese higher education sector as a social space, or field (Bourdieu, 
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1984, 1993), is structured by rules, categories, positions, conventions and rituals. Many of 

these may not exist as predefined but will be represented in the practices of the participants 

who constitute the social space. Extending Bourdieu’s concept of field, Bernstein (2001) 

proposed two fields according to the forms of production, namely the field of economic 

production and the field of symbolic control.  

The field of economic production specialises in material production, the field of 

symbolic control focuses on discursive codes (Bernstein 2001, p. 25). Production codes are 

regarded as the outcome of the economic field, while “discursive codes” are the outcomes of 

the field of symbolic control (Bernstein, 2001, p. 24). Essentially, Bernstein argued that 

symbolic control is “the means whereby consciousness, dispositions and desire are shaped 

and distributed through forms of communication which relay and legitimate a distribution of 

power and cultural categories” (Bernstein, 2001, p. 23).  

In contrast to material goods production, the higher education industry traditionally 

operates in the field of symbolic control with academics producing new knowledge through 

research practices as well as through teaching this knowledge to students. In this way, the 

production and reproduction of various knowledges constitute discursive codes which shape 

legitimate ways of thinking, ways of relating, ways of feeling, forms of innovation (Singh, 

2015b).  

The composition of a field is not static but can always be open to new agents. This is 

especially the case for the field of higher education which features a constant flow and 

exchange of knowledge, methods, students, and teachers. Therefore, higher education 

nowadays presents a combination of elements that is place-based to a local history and 

culture (education traditions, ideologies, etc.) and that comes from other places, given the 

global space of flows (rapid movement of ideas, fashions, images, people).  

Bourdieu (1984) suggested that the relations that bind participants and structures 

within a field affect the volume of power and capital possessed by them. Based on the 

dynamic nature of a field, both Bernstein and Bourdieu argued that any change to the 

components in the field may also alter the power distribution. This means that those who can 

exercise power: that is, how, when, and where within the field of symbolic control, is 

determined by those who possess the symbolic and material resources and to where such 

resources flow. Within the field of higher education, power is distributed among a number of 

participants which may include government, non-government education organisations, the 
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management of the institutions, the administrative and academic leaders of departments or 

disciplines, senior academics (who have worked for a longer period of time in the institutions 

or possess higher positions), early-career academics, teaching support staff (e.g. librarians, 

head of class teacher, called Ban Zhu Ren), administrative staff, students, and families of both 

the academics and students. 

Drawing upon the concept of field of symbolic control as well as the associated 

concepts such as symbolic attainment, power, and agents, this study considers how the 

relocation of the academics has contributed to the dynamics of the Chinese higher education 

field. Additionally, these academics take part in the power re-configuration among other 

participants because of their academic attainment acquired from their overseas studies. 

Pedagogic device 

Governing the field of economic production and symbolic control are a set of 

principles, in Bernstein’s terms, defined as the “pedagogic device” (Bernstein 1990, 1996. 

The pedagogic device is the ensemble of rules or procedures by which various forms of 

pedagogic texts are produced and selectively translated into what is taught to whom. These 

rules also determine when, where, why, and how “the what” of knowledge is evaluated or 

deemed as acquired (Bernstein 1990, 1996). To elaborate, there are three main fields of the 

pedagogic device: the fields of production, recontextualisation, and reproduction (1990, 

2001). New knowledge is created in the field of production which is generally located in the 

field of higher education institutions or research organisations through practices of research 

(Bernstein, 2001). Such knowledge is reproduced in classrooms of primary, secondary and 

tertiary institutions, constituting the field of reproduction, through the pedagogic practices of 

teachers and learners or acquirers. Between these two fields lies the field of 

recontextualisation, where knowledge is “selectively translated” from abstract forms into 

teachable forms, or from one educational context to another (Bernstein, 1990, p. 184). Given 

the investigative focus of this thesis, the field of recontextualisation can be considered as not 

only where the knowledge is recontextualised into a teachable form but also as the shifting 

from the discursive form prevailing in Western contexts into a discursive form that is more 

accommodating for local Chinese students and pedagogic traditions.  

 The field of recontextualisation is composed of two sub-fields, namely, the official 

recontextualising field (ORF), and the pedagogic recontextualising field (PRF). The ORF 

refers to “specialized departments and sub-agencies of the State and local educational 
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authorities together with their research and system of inspectors” (Bernstein, 1990, p. 192). It 

could include national tertiary accreditation bodies or national curricula guidelines. The PRF 

may comprise university departments of education, together with “their research and 

specialized media of education, weeklies, journals, and publishing houses together with their 

readers and advisers” (Bernstein, 1990, p. 192). It may also include professional associations 

that determine what their graduates should know (as a condition of membership eligibility) to 

keep abreast of the changing demands of their profession, or teaching and learning academies 

shaping the delivery of tertiary education practices – or discursive ways of relating.  

Bernstein argued that the agents who work in the PRF, such as the university teachers 

in this study, have taken on the major responsibility to pedagogise and translate knowledge 

from its origins or disciplinary domain. This provides a way of instilling discipline-specific 

pedagogic identities (that is, what it means to study certain subjects) via the selection and 

organisation of subject knowledge, teaching knowledge, and content knowledge. The process 

of recontextualisation or knowledge translation involves the de-location and re-location of 

discourses from one site to another. Bernstein also argued this process of knowledge 

movement is accompanied by shifts in power and control relations and therefore change in 

the meaning potential of knowledge (Singh, Thomas, & Harris, 2013). This thesis explores 

the recontextualisation or translation of the knowledge from the field of production to the 

field of reproduction. Furthermore, the change in the meaning potential of knowledge while 

translated from different sites of recontextualisation, that is, from Western universities to 

Chinese universities as academics move from one site to the other, is examined.  

Pedagogic agents  

In an educational setting, students and teachers are endowed with particular ways of 

acting. Their roles as students and teachers decide how they are positioned in the field 

respectively and also relatively. That means it is more socially acceptable and common for 

teachers to teach, question, and also answer inquiries, while students learn and demonstrate 

their acquisition. Such communication patterns between teachers and students, and amongst 

students are ritualised, taken-for-granted practices. Bourdieu conceptualised the term habitus 

to depict a dialectical relationship in which individuals’ participation in their everyday social 

practices establishes and reinforces social structures, and in turn, these same social structures 

determine the nature of individuals’ social practices (Bourdieu, 1990). In contrast, Bernstein 

theorised how agents positioned within various agencies in the fields of symbolic control 
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which is particularly relevant to this study given its focus on the ways in which returned 

academics may account for their scholarly dispositions and demeanours while studying in a 

Western university, and how these may shift and change on return to work in a Chinese elite 

university. These concepts may also be useful to think about the types of dispositions and 

demeanours that the returned academics attempt to inculcate in their students through their 

teaching, service and research work.  

Essentially, Bernstein regarded the field of symbolic control as concerned with a 

division of specialised discourses, agents, and agencies (Bernstein, 2001). The dominant 

agents of the field of symbolic control regulate the means, contexts, and possibilities of 

discursive resources. This study draws upon the notion of the social division of labour in 

order to capture the increasing complexity of activities in which the agents in the field of 

symbolic control have been involved, such as the production, circulation, distribution, and 

transmission of discursive resources. In higher education institutions, academics are 

employed or take up research and teaching responsibilities to produce, publish, and teach 

knowledge. The contributions of the returned academics to the internationalisation of higher 

education in China are enacted through their teaching and research practices. 

Bernstein (2001, pp. 25-26) proposed six categories of agents operating in the field of 

symbolic control. The returned academics who are responsible for translating or 

recontextualising what they have learnt from the West into China can be considered as 

recontextualising agents. Bernstein argued that recontextualising agents or “recontextualisers” 

(Bernstein, 2000, p. 34), are positioned within the social division of labour in the field of 

symbolic control. Being recontextualising agents, the returned academics narrated how they 

facilitate the convergence of the Chinese higher education sector and that of Western 

countries which are believed to have more dominant positions in research output. For 

example, the returned academics can prepare the Chinese students for future studies outside 

China by equipping them with knowledge that has been popularised in Western curricula in 

their subject areas. Producing new knowledge via publishing as academics affiliated with 

Chinese universities in well-established English language journals can elevate the Chinese 

research reputation. 

In addition to the category of recontextualiser, there are two other categories of agents 

dominant in the fields related to education, namely reproducers and shapers. The former 

category refers to “teachers in the school system”, while the latter category refers to “creators 
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and designers of symbolic forms, their development and change within the arts, crafts, 

sciences and humanities” functioning mainly in “universities and cognate agencies, research 

centres, research councils, [and] private foundations” (Bernstein, 2001, p. 25). This study 

takes up two concepts, firstly, that of reproducer to examine the returned academics’ role of 

transmitting discipline knowledge to students, and secondly, that of shaper to examine the 

role of conducting research and publishing new knowledge.  

Bernstein pointed out that, among the complex division of labour which consists of 

agents from different class factions, the caring profession of education is dominated, typically, 

by female teachers (Bernstein, 2000). Bernstein’s category of agent repairers was proposed 

to analyse who it is that works to “diagnose, prevent, repair, (and) isolate what counts as a 

breakdown in body, mind and social relationships” (pp. 25-26). This study thus suggests that, 

in addition to being shapers, reproducers, and recontextualisers, academics employed in 

Chinese universities may be required to take up the role of repairers. This is particularly 

significant given that the repair type professional work is more commonly seen as being 

undertaken by agents such as social workers, psychologists, or mental health workers. Studies 

focusing on primary school settings may discuss more about repairer role in relation to 

teachers’ responsibilities as Banzhuren (head teacher of classroom) for looking after the 

pupils collectively (Gu, Chen, & Li, 2015). However, the repairer’s part of academics’ 

everyday work in Chinese universities has received little attention in the literature.  

Bernstein suggested that the division of labour he proposed was “based upon the 

differentiation of discursive codes appropriated by agents favourably placed in the class 

structure by pedagogic capital obtained from higher education” (Bernstein, 2001, p. 25). In 

broad terms, Bernstein’s notion of pedagogic capital is related to what Bourdieu (1986) 

conceptualised as cultural capital. Bourdieu argued that the educational system contributes to 

the reproduction of the social structure by “sanctioning the hereditary transmission” of 

cultural capital (1986, p. 241). In comparison, Bernstein coined the term pedagogic capital to 

encompass the resources, dispositions and demeanours acquired by pedagogic agents in and 

through a long process of pedagogic socialisation. By drawing upon the concept of pedagogic 

capital, this study can explore the attainments of the returned academics beyond the doctoral 

degrees or certificates awarded by top-ranking Western universities, an example being, the 

exploration of the returned academics’ accumulation of linguistic resources (in particular the 

ability of using the English language as the global lingua franca) and social resources (with 

regards to establishing and maintaining academic networks) in this study. This study is also 
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interested in presenting how the returned academics could potentially have been socialised or 

institutionalised into specific ways of thinking, learning, researching, and teaching within 

their specific HASS disciplines during their overseas studies.    

In addition to exploring the acquisition of pedagogic capital, this study also examines 

the reproduction of capital and power, and their stratification function. Bourdieu proposes 

that the holders of different forms of capital may inherit it through family and social class 

connections. They may make efforts to “preserve or increase their patrimony and, 

correlatively, to maintain or better their position in social space inevitably” (Bourdieu, 1998, 

p. 265). Drawing upon this statement, this study proposes to analyse the accounts of the 

returned academics with regards to how they possess various forms of capital. More 

significantly, this study aims to  discuss how these academics talk about how their own 

teaching practices, in particular, how they pass on or transmit pedagogic capital and 

resources to the students in their classes.  

Theorising Power Relations in Higher Education  

The previous section introduced Bernstein’s theorisation of the field of symbolic 

control. It allows the study to focus on the issue of production and recontextualisation of 

symbolic codes (such as knowledge, capital, disposition and demeanour). The concepts of 

pedagogic device and pedagogic agents were introduced to assist in exploring the division of 

labour for knowledge production, recontextualization and acquisition, as reported by the 

interview participants as they worked in institutions in China and the West. This section 

reviews concepts of “classification” and “framing” which are key to Bernstein’s corpus (1975, 

2001). This study draws upon these concepts to explore how they constitute the underpinning 

principles of the realisations of the educational knowledge code in the Chinese returned 

academics’ teaching and research work. Additionally, the concepts of classification and 

framing provide a lens for examining how power relations are negotiated, maintained, and 

contested in structuring curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation by the participants in a top-tier 

Chinese university in particular.  

The classification and framing of knowledge 

Bernstein proposed the notions of classification and framing to analyse the underlying 

structure of the three message systems, curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation, which are 

realizations of the educational knowledge code. Classification refers to the strength of the 
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boundaries insulating categories of agents, knowledge, and spaces. Classification is identified 

as strong when “contents are well insulated from each other by strong boundaries”, and weak 

when “there is reduced insulation between contents, for the boundaries between contents are 

weak or blurred” (Bernstein, 1971, p. 49). Thus classification refers to the degree of boundary 

maintenance between contents. It is believed that the strength of the boundary is socially 

constructed, or arbitrary, rather than predefined by the boundary makers or maintainers 

(Atkinson, 1985).  

By contrast framing refers to the degree of control over “the selection, organisation, 

and pacing of the knowledge transmitted and received in the pedagogical relationship” 

(Bernstein, 1971, p. 50). Thus it constitutes the principles of communication or who controls 

what in terms of the flows of knowledge, people, and resources across boundaries and within 

bounded categories of knowledge, institutions, professional groupings and so on (Bernstein, 

1971, 2000). Strong framing entails reduced options for teachers to control what is 

transmitted in a specific pedagogic relationship, while weak framing enables a wider range of 

options. It is notable that even in the case of weak framing, teachers have to work within an 

expected or accepted pedagogic context or frame. There’s no absolute control either from the 

teachers’ side or the learners’ side, nor is the pedagogic relation static. Rather, similar to the 

boundaries in classification, framing features a pedagogic relationship that is mutually 

negotiated among different parties.  

Bernstein suggested that the strength of classification and the strength of framing can 

vary independently of each other. He used programmed learning as an example to illustrate 

the interweaving of weak classification and exceptionally strong framing. The classification 

was considered as weak because the boundaries between educational contents is blurred, 

whereas the framing of pedagogic relations was identified as weak because the selection and 

organisation of what and how to learn was controlled mainly by the teacher rather than 

students. Classification and framing as a pair are threaded through Bernstein’s conceptual 

map and are employed extensively in understanding the structuring of curriculum, pedagogy, 

and evaluation as well as the realisation of edcational knowledge codes and the establishment 

of pedaogic relations. The next section outlines Bernstein’s seminal work on these three 

message systems of schooling, namely curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation, These message 

systems allow this study to develop a more nuanced understanding of the returned academics’ 

pedaogic activities. 
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The three message systems: Curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation 

Bernstein suggested that formal educational knowledge is realised through three 

message systems of schooling: curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation. Specifically, 

curriculum defines “what counts as valid knowledge”, pedagogy defines “what counts as 

valid transmission of knowledge”, and evaluation defines “what counts as a valid realization 

of this knowledge on the part of the taught” (Bernstein, 1971, p. 48). Classification and 

framing underlie the structure of the three message systems.  

Strongly insulated or classified curriculum, or collection code curriculum (Bernstein, 

1975), strictly controls what can be selected as new knowledge within subjects. Science 

disciplines favour this type of curriculum as the nature of these subjects are clearly bounded 

and insulated from each other. In contrast, in the social sciences and humanities disciplines, 

usually adopt integrated curriculum, knowledge classification has relatively weak boundaries 

and knowledge entities are held together by a “relational idea” (Bernstein,1971, p. 52).  

Pedagogy is framed as schools, teachers, and students communicate over what, how, 

and with whom the formal educational knowledge is transmitted legitimately. Through such 

control relations of pedagogic communication, power between teachers and learners maybe 

retained, reproduced, and also changed, contested, and modified. The classification and 

framing of what deems as a valid demonstration of knowledge acquisition underpins the 

design of assessment.  

Different pedagogic modalities take up different orientations toward assessment. For 

example, students may have to fulfil explicit criteria to demonstrate that they have 

successfully acquired knowledge. Alternatively, the disciplinary requirements can be less 

strongly classified, so that students’ competence rather than their particular academic 

performance is valued. The three message systems are open to shaping and re-shaping over 

time. Lingard (2012) has explored the re-shaping of the message systems of schooling in 

developed European countries. His study informed the global movement of education reform 

which increasingly popularised international standardised testing. Therefore, Lingard’s study 

directed the reshaping of pedagogy and teaching training across many countries from both 

traditionally liberal as well as less liberal educational systems.  

By drawing upon the abovementioned concepts, this study will be able to explore how 

traditions within Chinese higher education may be maintained through strong boundaries that 

clearly demarcate and/or differentiate pedagogic agents (e.g. teachers, students, text books), 
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spaces (learning, eating, playing, resting), and knowledge (pre-defined subject and 

disciplinary knowledge) (Morais & Neves, 2018). More significantly, through these 

theoretical lenses, this study can discuss how the shifts in social space, or delocating and 

relocating knowledge discourses from one context to another will denote changes in power 

and control relations. These relations particularly underpin what should be deemed as 

legitimate knowledge used for teaching and research and who has more control over deciding 

such legitimacy and reproducing or changing it. The next section will further detail the 

message systems of curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment by reviewing concepts “pedagogic 

discourse”, “pedagogic models” and “pedagogic identity” as well as their subordinating 

notions. 

Theorising Academic Practices  

Bernstein’s concepts of the “fields of symbolic control”, the “pedagogic device” and 

“classification and framing” were introduced in the previous sections. These concepts are 

useful to provide insight into understanding the field of higher education, academic work 

within the social division of labour, as well as the power relays within the field. This section 

extends the theoretical lens to introduce Bernstein’s concepts of “pedagogic discourse”, 

“pedagogic models” and “pedagogic identity”. These concepts are adopted to analyse the 

returned academics’ accounts of their work in translating research and teaching knowledge 

within the specific institutional practices of the Chinese university as well as establishing the 

symbolic and moral orders they acquired in their overseas studies. 

Pedagogic discourse 

 Prior to introducing Bernstein’s term “pedagogic discourse”, this section reviews 

Foucault’s definition of discourse as it serves as the foundation from which Bernstein 

expanded and developed his theorisation on the concept of discourse, or more specifically 

“pedagogic discourse”. Foucault’s considered discourse as more than just language used for 

communication. He claimed that discourses could also encompass what is thought, who can 

speak, as well as when and with what authority (Foucault, 1977). He defined discourse as 

“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1974, p. 49). 

By following Foucault’s explanation of discourse as practices, this study proposes to explore 

two dimensions of the returned academics’ discursive practice: firstly, how they produce and 

reproduce knowledge discourses through teaching and research practices; secondly, how they 
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discursively constructed their teaching and research work in their narratives.    

When the concept of discourse is transferred from a language form to a practice form, 

it can be adopted to understand what can be achieved through discourse. Foucault pointed out 

a connection between discursive practice and relation of power. He suggested the inextricable 

relationship between power and knowledge in the term power/knowledge relation (Foucault, 

1980). Power and discourse are always two sides of the same coin given that discourses are 

produced by a set of rules, and in turn these rules regulate what discourse generation is 

rightful and acceptable (Foucault, 1994). Ball (1990) elaborated on this connection, asserting 

that discourses “embody meaning and social relationships” and “constitute both subjectivity 

and power relations” (p.2).  

For Foucault, how discourses exercise power over particular groups of people to 

distribute and circulate the rules about what are normal and accepted is embedded in a 

complex relationship between social, cultural, and historical relationships. This means, even 

when some discourses seem to be dominant, they are not necessarily to be evaluated as right 

or truthful, but rather their dominance could result from their political strength within that 

particular institution (Stubbs, 1983). Therefore, the investigation of the returned academics’ 

everyday work can reveal not only individuals’ behaviours but more of “institutional 

practices, power relations, [and] social position” (Ball, 1993, p. 18). This means this study 

has the ability to explore how the discursive practices of the returned academics are 

constructed institutionally by their choice of knowledge discourses (what knowledge they 

can/should work with) and regulative practices (how they can/should undertake their work 

with knowledge). Their pedagogic choices will be understood with considerations of their 

positioning as early career academics working in a Chinese university.  

More importantly, discourse, both in the form of textbook-based knowledge and 

discursive practices, should not be seen as static but rather as “a living thing that develops 

through interrogation, reflection and conversation with others” (Schwimmer, 2017, p. 60). 

The dynamics captured in this dual definition of discourse informs this study. It is recalled 

that the focus of this study is on the practices of recontextualising knowledge as returned 

Chinese academics negotiate their work relations and positions within an elite university in 

China.   

Bernstein (1990) developed Foucault’s theorisation of discourse by suggesting more 

focus is required on the transmission of the principles of social and symbolic order through 
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pedagogical processes and practices. Therefore, he proposed the notion of pedagogic 

discourse as a set of principles that underlie pedagogy recontextualisation. Bernstein defined 

pedagogic discourse as comprising recontextualising rules which embed two discourses: a 

discourse of “skills of various kinds and their relations to each other”, and a discourse of 

“social order” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 32). As introduced in the previous section, the field of 

recontextualisation focuses on the structure of relay through pedagogic practices. Pedagogic 

discourse is concerned with what is relayed (p. 113). 

These two types of discourses are further defined as instructional and regulative 

discourse. Instructional discourse (ID) is concerned with the content of a subject or discipline 

area that is selected, organised, and defined in evaluative criteria for the purposes of teaching 

and learning. Regulative discourse (RD) establishes the order within the instructional 

discourse (Singh, 2001). It thereby determines the moral construction of subject matter within 

discipline fields, and the relationship between educators and students. In relation to this thesis, 

the concept of instructional discourse is used to theorise what knowledge the returned 

academics teach. Such choice of knowledge can be regulated by several factors, including 

following the pre-defined long-standing local curriculum in schools and universities, or it 

could be the result of translating and appropriating what has been learnt from overseas study. 

In regards to the pedagogic choices, the teachers can make decisions about what text-based 

knowledge to select and what to teach explicitly, as well as what research skills and learning 

strategies to adopt. This research concern leads the study to draw on the concept of regulative 

discourse to analyse the principles underpinning the selection and organisation of knowledge 

and modes of engagement with students. Adding to what knowledge is pedagogised by the 

returned academics, the analysis of their narratives will also present how the returned 

academics construct or recontextualise the moral rules of pedagogy.  

This thesis explores the knowledge recontextualisation undertaken by the returned 

academics from two perspectives: 1) the translation of knowledge from the field of 

production to the field of reproduction; and 2) the translation from the Western higher 

education contexts to the Chinese one. In a similar vein, an analysis of the recontextualising 

rules or pedagogic discourse takes into account the educational, social, and cultural 

differences between the pedagogic environments the academics were engaged in before they 

returned to work in the Chinese university. The following section discusses the different 

types of curriculum models that might be adopted by the returned academics in their 

everyday pedagogic practices.  
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Pedagogic models 

 To capture the different forms of engagement in teaching of the returned academics, 

this study also draws on Bernstein’s concept of pedagogic models. Bernstein described two 

opposing models of pedagogic practices and contexts in his framework as performance and 

competence models of pedagogy (1996; 2000). The two models are significant to this study 

because they are likely to represent different pedagogic traditions in China as well as English-

speaking countries. The exploration of pedagogic activities can never draw an either-or 

conclusion. Rather, the dominance of particular modes of pedagogic practices at a particular 

historical time in a specific context is highlighted. Therefore, the investigation in this study 

focuses on the decision-making of the returned academics about the two pedagogic models 

and their reworking of the models in their teaching practices.  

In Bernstein’s theorisation, the visible model of pedagogy describes modes of 

pedagogy where educators provide students with clear guidelines of what will be taught and 

what they are expected to acquire (Bernstein, 1990). Within the visible model of pedagogy, 

students are strongly classified according to their performance. The focus of evaluation in 

visible pedagogy is on how well students demonstrate their learning. The purpose is to 

provide guidelines for educators to repair what is missing from their knowledge acquisition, 

or more specifically, to help students raise grades which they believe will benefit the students’ 

future. The strong regulations and demands of performance modes from the external market 

can result in reduced pedagogic autonomy for teachers. Such models feature prescribed 

requirements of teaching material and teachers’ qualifications and therefore can reduce 

financial costs for training and resources. In the visible model of pedagogy, the framing of 

control is strong. Pedagogic agents’ age relations, gender status, and positions as a student or 

a teacher put them in well-insulated social categories with specially assigned powers. The 

highly specialised division of labour for both teachers and students gives teachers power in 

deciding what they must teach as legitimate knowledge. 

By contrast, the invisible model of pedagogy features “implicit” control of categories 

of pedagogic discourse, space, and time (Bernstein, 1990, p. 62). When the disciplinary 

requirements become less explicit for students, students have the power to gather information 

for what they need to learn and what they want to learn. Therefore, educators are able to 

focus on how students have internalised what is expected (Semel, 1995), and make judgments 

on the basis of the efficiency of their input rather than accuracy. The assessment resources 
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valued within the invisible model can also be extended to non-testable aspects of performance, 

which could include students’ demonstration of interest in disciplines, and their courage to 

explore new fields of study. The pedagogic relations between educators and learners in 

invisible modes are less classified, where teachers, rather than focusing on demonstrating 

their authority, tend to place “greater focus on students’ personal intentions and dispositions” 

(Bernstein, 2000, p.47). 

Bernstein developed a diagram (see Figure 3.2) representing different pedagogic 

modalities possibly yielded by the selection of visible and invisible pedagogy (Bernstein, 

1990, p. 63). In this diagram, the vertical axis represents the attention of the pedagogic 

practice. It refers to the pedagogical purpose as the creation of changes in either individual 

students or to students belonging to a specific social group. The horizontal axis represents the 

focus of the pedagogy. The right-hand side represents visible pedagogical practices where 

emphasis is placed on the student performance via explicitly transmitted materials and 

evaluation criteria. The left-hand side of the horizontal axis represents invisible pedagogies 

where emphasis is placed on students’ acquisition of what is internal to them, such as 

“cognitive, linguistic, affective, motivational” (p.62). Within the quadrants, the terminology 

of progressive, conservative, and radical modalities exemplify theories of instruction that are 

usually selected to realise “what” and “how” of any pedagogic practice. Singh, Exley, 

Heimans, and Ivinson (2019) built on this diagram to develop connections between 

pedagogic modalities and types of teachers/teaching work. They proposed different phases in 

which the visible and invisible modes of teaching work of school teachers could be 

encapsulated, including Sage on the Stage (Teacher led Instruction); Guide on the Side 

(Teacher as Facilitator of Learning); Critic in the Circle (Teacher as Critical Questioner); and 

Carer on Call (Teacher as Ethical Carer). 

 





70 

 

mastering the Chinese classics and excelling in the civil service exam. In Hong Kong, 

pedagogic practices and moral rules embed these practices. Similarly, it is common that other 

Confucian societies are considered to have strong principles of classification and framing 

regulating pedagogic interactions. This means the division between teachers and students is 

more strongly insulated and therefore students are given limit autonomy in the pedagogic 

relationship. 

 Tan introduced the new assessment culture in Hong Kong where the Education 

Bureau aimed at minimising mechanical drillings, tests, and exams. The Bureau stated that 

their updated assessment initiative aimed to implement “assessment for learning” in everyday 

teaching so that students’ learning needs could be addressed. It appears that this assessment 

method is aligned with a competence model through its official projection as a low-stakes, 

student-focussed, and invisible pedagogy. Tan pointed out that in accordance to Bernstein’s 

claim, the two pedagogic models are not the only two possible conceptions, nor are they 

mutually exclusive. The assessment initiatives demonstrated the complicated interplays 

between the models of pedagogic practice in an East Asian context through which cultural 

reproduction–production takes place. More importantly, they provide an empirical example 

for Bernstein’s point that “mixes can take place” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 56). 

Tan highlighted that the assessment initiative can add to the discussion of the 

relationship between local cultures and preferences for pedagogic models because, essentially, 

it is affiliated with a visible model given its strong framing. More crucially, Tan (2019, p. 240) 

pinpointed that because students are still required to demonstrate “basic competencies” in 

Chinese Language, English Language, and Mathematics, the term “competence” in the 

official document does not carry the same meaning as Bernstein’s terminology. Rather, it 

represents a strong classification of disciplinary knowledge that is essential to be selected in 

the curriculum and acquired by students. Tan explained that due to the local culture and 

social context that have been shaping the logics underpinning pedagogic practices, the two 

models are unlikely to be integrated in educational institutions that have had long history of 

being pressured to the examination syllabus and are preoccupied with examination success. It 

could also be the case for other Eastern Asian areas including China that the theoretical 

concepts such as competence would be taken up superficially and suggested as the policy 

intention.  
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In a similar vein, Lim (2017) elaborated on the practical difficulties of translating 

knowledge and skills demonstrating Western ideological underpinnings to Asian contexts 

governed by incompatible ideologies. He investigated the challenges of Singaporean schools 

governed by the ideologies of illiberalism and meritocracy in appropriating liberal Western 

discourses on critical thinking. Lim described Singapore’s long ruling People’s Action Party 

government being opposed to open dissension, political conflict, and freedoms of speech, 

press, and assembly. However, ironically, critical thinking is associated with open dissension, 

challenging political orders, speaking freely back to those in power and assembling to protest 

in Western curriculum models. Lim outlined the complexity involved in the Singaporean 

teachers’ recontextualisation of critical thinking across disciplines. Similar to the analytical 

results provided by Tan (2019), Lim’s study also provided a valuable reference for 

investigating how knowledge is structured, recontextualised, and transmitted when strongly 

framed by national ideologies as well as other social and political discourses. 

In relation to this study, Bernstein’s theorisation of pedagogic modality will be useful 

for examining the returned academics’ accounts of their knowledge recontextualisation work. 

This pedagogic work involves recontextualising both the instructional and regulative 

components of disciplinary knowledge. In other words, students have to be taught both 

disciplinary knowledge and what it means to conduct oneself as an academic within a specific 

discipline. Moreover, given that the returned academics are likely to negotiate Chinese local 

cultures and histories in relation to what it means to teach and learn, they may have to blend 

different modalities in their everyday pedagogic practices.  

Pedagogic identity  

Working in the higher education sector, negotiation between and integrating both the 

contract (market forces) and the covenant (intrinsic value of academic disciplines) into 

curriculum/pedagogy design is paramount for academics (Moore, 2002). To explore the 

pedagogic identity constructed by the returned academics, this study draws upon Bernstein's 

(2000) categorisations of pedagogic identities. He proposed that de-centred therapeutic and 

disciplinary (singular) identities were more commonly seen in elite institutions while 

professional pedagogic identity (regional) had been increasingly taken up through teaching 

generic academic skills across university disciplines.  

A disciplinary pedagogic identity is constructed when educators aim at socialising 

learners into specialised disciplines through strongly regulated selection and organisation of 
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knowledge and skills. Curriculum units are likely to be organised hierarchically to ensure 

students “progressively build up a repertoire of knowledge and skills associated with 

disciplinary knowledge” (Singh, Atweh, & Shield, 2005, p. 9). Bernstein suggested that the 

identities formed in elite institutions are likely to demonstrate teachers’ commitments 

towards disciplinary knowledge. Being dedicated to live up to and further develop the 

academic reputation of their workplace, teachers of top universities identify their values in 

helping students achieve the highly specialised discourses – ways of speaking, writing, 

reading, and looking at the social and/or natural worlds.  

The de-centred therapeutic identity is constructed by university teachers who focus on 

fulfilling the potential of individual learners. The teachers favour the weakly-classified and 

framed rules underpinning the selection (what) and organisation (how) of curriculum which 

promotes communication networks and inter-personal relations instead of visible power and 

control relation (Bernstein, 2000). Singh et al. (2005) extended this idea and illustrated that 

pedagogy projecting therapeutic identities may encourage students to work on assessment 

tasks directly related to their personal interests, and handed-in drafts of work for regular 

feedback from lecturers and fellow students.  

In contrast to the above two types of identities, the professional pedagogic identity is 

constructed by academics who cater for the specific needs of the profession. This type of 

pedagogic identity has been taken up by more and more academics in elite institutions as they 

have been pressured into adjusting their curriculum to prepare their students for the 

competitive job market and satisfy the membership requirements raised by external industrial 

partners. While more generally, some others aim at teaching their students generic academic 

skills which the students may find applicable regardless which professional field they enter 

after graduate.  

It can be argued that in modern universities, educators take up various tasks, including 

scaffolding students’ learning of discipline knowledge, preparing them for their future 

profession, and encouraging them to explore their own personal and professional interests 

and potentials. To fulfil these tasks, they need to face both outwards to the external demands 

of the profession and inwards to the internal demands of disciplinary knowledge. Therefore, 

the academics are said to manage “Janus-faced” pedagogic positions (Singh et al., 2005). 

Building upon this argument, this study explores how knowledge work entails the returned 

academics’ formation of professional identities. It also explores different categories of 
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identity by taking into account factors, such as their off-shore study experience, the Chinese 

higher education work context, the demands of external market, and practical needs of the 

stakeholders.  

Due to the trend towards internationalisation of higher education, the discussion of the 

pedagogic identities of academics should be set in a wider global context (Singh et al., 2005). 

The university teachers, in the case of this study, have extensive experiences in research 

education in well-established universities in the West. They are expected to demonstrate their 

understanding of the knowledge discourse and pedagogic paradigm that prevail in the West 

through their local research and pedagogic practices. In addition to prioritising what they 

considered as the content to be taught and the way to teach it, the returned academics have to 

integrate the local needs (derived from cultural traditions, students, university and industry) 

into their pedagogic activities. Consequently, these academics can shape certain types of 

Chinese university students to construct their own professional identity.  

Adapting Bernstein’s Theoretical Concepts as a Conceptual 

Framework for This Study 

As reviewed in the second section of this chapter, the pedagogic device has been 

defined as the underpinning rules for the structuring of education systems. Despite the 

differences in education governance and cultures, education systems across the globe are 

likely to share similar structural features as well as follow similar evolutionary trajectories. 

Therefore, this section compiled the key terms that were reviewed in this chapter and 

suggests their potential application in this study. In summary, this chapter reviewed concepts 

drawn from Bernstein’s sociology of education to better understand the research and teaching 

work undertaken and experienced by participants interviewed for this study across higher 

education institutions located both in a large urban city in China and various Western 

countries. 

The first group of concepts, including field of symbolic control, pedagogic device, and 

pedagogic agents will be used explore the division of labour for knowledge production, 

recontextualization and acquisition, as reported by the interview participants as they worked 

in institutions in China and the West. These concepts will also assist in the analysis of the 

academics’ accounts about their workplace, job tasks, and challenges encountered during 

their daily work, which will be presented in Chapter Five. The second group of concepts, 

including Bernstein’s seminal work on classification and framing, and the three message 
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systems of schooling (curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment), will be taken up to explore 

how power relations underpin pedagogic work. These concepts will be drawn upon to make 

sense of the academics’ accounts about their professional position within specific HASS 

disciplines and how they negotiate their own research and teaching practices in relation to 

institutionalised power relations. The analyses drawing on these concepts will be presented 

mainly in Chapter Six. The third group of concepts, including concepts under the umbrella 

notions of pedagogic discourse, pedagogic models, and pedagogic identity, will be used to 

analyse academics’ accounts relating to their own pedagogic practices. Specifically, these 

concepts will be used to analyse what the participants have to say in relation to the selection, 

organisation and evaluation of curricula knowledge, and how the curriculum designed in the 

Chinese university context in which they are currently employed is similar to or different 

from the curriculum that they experienced in their overseas studies. The analyses drawing on 

these concepts will be presented mainly in Chapter Seven.  

The relations among some of these reviewed conceptual terms are visualised in the 

revised diagram of Bernstein’s model of the pedagogic device (Bernstein, 1990, see figure 

3.3). The modification highlights a field of global cultural flows which captures (1) the 

resources flowing across the globe and (2) the impacts of supranational organisations (e.g. the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), World Bank, UNESCO) 

upon the formation of official pedagogic discourse at a national level and its 

recontextualisation at the levels of research and pedagogic practice. 

In his original model (Bernstein, 1990, figure 3.3), Bernstein explained that the 

“international field” (p. 216) emphasises the impact of international organisations on 

education policy formation in developing societies. He made special reference to the 

dominant positions of “international funding agencies” (Bernstein, 1990, p. 216) in the 

recontextualizing fields. This reconstructed diagram presents a “field of global cultural flows” 

as an overarching context to theorise the “international field”. This adaption is made to reflect 

the increasingly intense symbolic and cultural flows as well as the material or political 

exchanges which only came into being during the new millennium globalisation processes 

(Singh & Doherty, 2004). 
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Figure 3. 2. A revised diagram of Bernstein’s model of the pedagogic device. 

In Chapter Two, the concept of “global cultural flow” was introduced together with 

the relevant dimensions of such flows, coined with suffix of “scapes” (Appadurai, 1996). The 

return of the Chinese academics to work in local universities is a representation of the 

movement of people (ethnoscapes). Consequently, the exploration of their pedagogic 

preferences and practices should pay special attention to how their work is shaped by and 

further, brings about flows of ideology (ideoscapes), and cultural/national discourses 

(mediascapes). The “global cultural flows” is located above the “supranational organisations” 

in the revised diagram because their fluid nature indicates that the movements of the 
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resources do not simply follow the logic of economic incentives nor are they simply 

constrained by national or supra-national political constraints (Singh & Doherty, 2004). 

Robertson and Sorensen (2017) built on Bernstein’s theories to study how the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and more recently the 

World Bank, set the rules for pedagogic governance of teachers. For instance, they 

highlighted constructivism as a preferred pedagogy in their Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS). The scholars indicated that Bernstein’s conceptual grammar 

did not take into account the non-governmental organisations that operate above a state level, 

or at a supranational level. Therefore, in the revised diagram, the “supranational organisations” 

are proposed to refer to the governance that transcends national boundaries. The OECD and 

World Bank can be regarded as powerful examples of “supranational organisations”. Having 

worked closely to frame the official discourses and the recontextualisation of teachers’ 

practices among their member countries (mainly in Europe and North America), these 

“supranational organisations” have also extended their influences onto non-member nations 

across the world (Robertson & Sorensen, 2017). This is achieved by promoting their 

guidelines as referential discourses, such as internationalising curriculum and teachers’ 

credentials.  

In addition to these organisations, this study tentatively proposes that the group 

entities/universities that publicise influential worldwide university ranks (such as Times 

Higher Education (THE), Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) and Academic Ranking of World 

Universities (Shanghai Ranking)) could be considered as newly emerged “supranational 

organisations”. This is because such ranking results “have cemented the notion of a world 

university competition or market capable of being arranged in a single “league table” for 

comparative purposes and given a powerful impetus to intranational and international 

competitive pressures in the sector” (Marginson & Van der Wende, 2007, p. 308).  

The “field of production”, defined as “marketing of books” in Bernstein’s model 

(1990, p.216), is regarded in this study as books and academic journals that are published by 

the major publishing houses. Such books are featured as international productions as they 

have been written or edited by academics around the world. However, the influential ones are 

published predominantly in the English language and they are mainly located in the English-

speaking countries. It can be argued that the international feature of the “field of production” 

in the higher education sector is limited to the “inter (English-speaking) national” countries. 
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More non-English-speaking academics have been involved in this field because publication 

and citation performance are major components in global university ranking index (e.g. the 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University index). Altbach (2007) claimed accordingly that English is 

the language of research (non-English-language work is both published less and cited less) 

and there exists a circular citation pattern in which English-speaking scholars tend to cite 

other English-speaking scholars.  

The “field of symbolic control” in the adapted framework follows its original 

definition in Bernstein’s model. The production of the “field of symbolic control” is in forms 

of knowledge, including both the new knowledge produced through research practices and 

the knowledge translation and acquisition practices of pedagogical settings. Integral to these 

practices of producing and reproducing knowledge are the activities of socialising learners 

into particular ways of thinking, relating, and feeling, that is, modes of dispositions and 

demeanours constituted in the field of symbolic control (Singh, 2015b). 

The “dominant principles” defined as “an expression of the dominant political party 

of the state” (Bernstein, 1990, p. 196) provide a general regulation for the operation of the 

“official recontextualising field” (ORF) and the production of “official pedagogic discourse”. 

More specifically, these principles highlight the impacts of global rankings and the popular 

Western discourse upon Chinese national education bureaus and higher education policy 

discourses (with primary focus on curriculum, and recruitment of students and academics).  

The pedagogic device has been defined as the underpinning rules for the structuring 

of education systems. Therefore, education systems across the globe are likely to share 

similar structural features as well as to follow similar evolutionary trajectories. However, at 

the same time different nation-states and their local educational authorities (operating in the 

ORF) may take up or recontextualise local versions of “what” and “how” to teach and 

research. This is to say, parallel to their Western counterparts, the Chinese education system 

is also governed by the set of rules operating in the fields of production, recontextualisation, 

and reproduction. Thus, contextually-specific impactors (e.g. cultures, ideologies) should also 

be taken into account when depicting the pedagogic relation constituted by the ORF. An 

example of such ideological influence can be the Sinic cultural roots that are embedded in the 

philosophical theories and practices of many Asian countries. Contrasting with the Western 

ideologies which may feature a learner-centred pedagogy or individualism, the theories and 

practices in the top-performing Asian countries (China, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, etc.) 
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have been shaped by the deep Confucian commitment to education in the family and quality 

of schooling (Marginson, 2015). As a result, there will be potential differences in dominant 

and specific regulative discourses governing conduct of teacher and student within different 

nation-states/educational systems.  

The “pedagogic recontextualising field” in this study is concerned primarily with 

agencies and practices within higher education institutions in China. The tiered hierarchy of 

the higher education institutions is incorporated into the framework because tier stratification 

is likely to lead to various funding schemes and institutions enjoy different degrees of 

autonomy according to their academic rankings. In contrast to Bernstein’s original model 

which captures the pedagogic discourse of reproduction taking place mostly in primary and 

secondary schools, in the higher education setting, the reproduction of pedagogic discourse of 

the academic staff members can be expanded to produce “pedagogic, research and service 

codes” for their local students, which are presented at the bottom level of the diagram.  

Most of Bernstein’s theories were proposed prior to the year 2000 when the trend of 

globalisation and internationalisation in the higher education was not as prevalent as it is now. 

As a result, his model might be questioned as not capable of capturing the recent occurrences, 

such as the complex flow of ideas, knowledge, fashion, and people and the popularisation of 

technology in communication (Ivinson & Singh, 2018). The adaption of his original model 

addresses the concerns about the static nature of his theoretical framework by presupposing 

the possibilities of horizontal flows and interactions among States, education systems, and 

specific pedagogic practices in university classrooms. The sharply delineated and opposing 

dichotomies in Bernstein’s model have also been reconsidered to involve the possible 

speaking back of the academics’ work towards the top-positioned official discourses. Moss 

(2002) suggested that it is the generative potential of Bernstein’s theoretical language that 

allows boundary altering within different elements in a given field and at a given time.  

This study proposes that the relations among the elements in the conceptual 

framework should be considered as more dynamic and intertwined. For instance, 

supranational organisations, positioned above the nation-state level, can impose an 

international imagery of globalisation onto the “dominance principles”. They can also 

regulate the ORF through standardisation of the curriculum and evaluation of students’ 

performance, as well as by providing guidelines for teacher training and credentials. Further 

down in the diagram (Figure 3.3), the division of universities into tiers is impacted 
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substantially by the result of the global rankings issued by the supranational organisations. 

Some influential rankings have gained prominence in higher education policy and public 

arenas. Therefore, these rankings have been producing discernible effects in institutional and 

policy behaviours (that is, the ORF and the “official pedagogic discourse”). Such relations 

may also work in the opposite directions. That is to say, in response to the result of the global 

university rankings, educational authorities or universities are likely to shape their official 

pedagogical discourse in ways that potentially advantage the top ranked universities, for 

example, via allocation of funds or loosening the boundaries in regards to employment.  

This chapter demonstrated how Bernstein’s theoretical perspectives provide a 

framework for the research problem of this dissertation. Bernstein’s theories and analytical 

tools provide a conceptual map to assist with understanding the social reproduction and 

recontextualisation of returned academics’ knowledge (or pedagogic capital) and pedagogic 

practices as they enact their pedagogic identities and shape pedagogic discourse and research 

practices in their home institutions. The following chapter extends this explanation to outline 

the research design of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Research Methods 

Introduction  

 The previous chapters reviewed the theoretical and empirical literature in the field of 

higher education, drawing on the sociology of education, particularly the work of Bourdieu 

and Bernstein and summarised key theoretical concepts that inform this study. This chapter 

introduces the research methods adopted by this study. The chapter is constructed into four 

sections. Firstly, the research design is detailed. Based upon a review of research methods 

adopted in other relevant empirical studies, a rationale for adopting a qualitative case study 

design (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2014) is proposed. This design informed the ways 

of collecting, analysing, and reporting data. In addition, contextual information about the 

research site, demographic information about the participants in this study, and recruitment 

methods are outlined. Secondly, the process of collecting and analysing academics’ narratives 

is introduced. It explains the conduct of semi-structured interviews as well as the 

transcription and translation of the scripts. To illustrate how the data was analysed, the 

process of collating themes is introduced. In addition to this, the generation of an analytic 

framework that allowed for dialogic interaction between theoretical concepts and the 

instruments for data generation/interpretation/presentation, is specified. The third section 

reviews the qualitative research methodology adopted by this study by utilising the 

Bernsteinian concept of language of description. It highlights a dialogical relationship 

between the application of theoretical propositions and the methods of data generation and 

analysis. Lastly, the chapter presents an outline of the chapters of data presentation or 

reportage.  

Research Design 

 This section introduces the design of this research study for investigating how the 

returned academics narrated their daily knowledge work in an elite Chinese university. It 

demonstrates how their work is shaped by their previous education experiences overseas and 

within the Chinese local community. Initially research methods used in previous studies for 

exploring academics’ mobility and their professional practices and identity construction are 

reviewed. This sets the foundation for the selection of an appropriate research approach that 

could generate reliable and useful data for this study. 
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Rationale for a qualitative research approach 

 Studies concerned with mobility in the higher education sector in the early 1990s 

often employed quantitative research methods to distribute questionnaires to large numbers of 

international scholars, relocated away from their home countries (e.g. Brzezinski, 1993; Deng, 

1990). However, qualitative researchers of the time found that the limited choice of responses 

on the surveys restrained participants’ thinking and ability to express themselves clearly. 

Consequently, the data turned out to be inadequate or superficial in telling the stories about 

what happened upon their return to the home country (Qin, 1999). Qualitative research 

methods, on the other hand, were more advantageous as they placed an emphasis on 

analysing or interpreting issues from the subjects’ perspective. In addition, researchers’ own 

thoughts and accounts were valued given that data generation involved a dialogic relation 

between the researcher and the researched.  

 More recent studies around the transnational movement of academics demonstrate a 

wide use of mixed method approaches. While they have employed quantitative methods to 

collect background and demographic information about certain groups of teachers and their 

working situations, they frequently have used qualitative research methods to gain an in-

depth understanding of the teachers’ personal and professional stories (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

1998). For instance, Lian (2012) and his research team distributed their surveys across 135 

different universities to about 5400 young academics in China asking about their living 

conditions, teaching and research, online conduct and their perceptions of social media, 

research ethics, social justice and various social affairs. They drew up statistical reports based 

on the surveys but more comprehensive accounts of the lives of this cohort of higher 

education workers were generated from interviews with a smaller sample of both early-career 

academics and their esteemed senior colleagues. Another doctoral thesis focusing on 

academic returnees to China (Chen, 2015) also adopted qualitative research methods by 

interviewing 52 US doctoral recipients in both the east and west of China in order to examine 

their motivations for returning, challenges, and opportunities upon return. 

 Among the qualitative research methods, the case study method is one of the most 

frequently used. Huang et al. (2018) carried out a qualitative case study and drew upon 

interviews with 25 academics in Mainland China to identify their values, beliefs and 

behaviours in confronting the shifting working context and the constant reform agenda. 

Likewise, Li et al. (2013) conducted a case study in a university in western China to compose 
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a narrative account of the academic work of 36 university teachers. This account illustrated 

how academic work has been greatly affected by a mixed mode of governance spawned by 

the unique integration of paternalistic governance, bureaucratic management, and new public 

management. 

 The review of the research design of previous studies highlights the use of qualitative 

research methods for investigating the academic work practices of Chinese academic 

returnees. Creswell (2007) defined qualitative research as beginning with “assumptions, a world 

view, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the 

meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 37). In a similar vein, 

the aims of qualitative methods are described by Merriam (2009) as understanding “how people 

interpret their experiences; how they construct their worlds and what meaning they attribute to 

their experiences” (p. 23). Therefore, qualitative methods allow a deeper insight into the 

complexity of daily life interactions in people’s lives as well as capturing and interpreting the 

meanings that people attribute to these interactions (Marshall & Rossman, 2014; Neuman, 

2005). This study was based on the consideration of the nature of the research questions. It 

adopted a qualitative research approach and that of a case study, to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the knowledge work undertaken in an elite Chinese university by early 

career academics who have completed their doctoral research studies in the West.  

Case study method  

 All research should be designed in order to efficiently collect data so that the research 

questions can be examined meticulously. This study adopted case study (Stake, 2005) as the 

major research approach. This method ensured a strong focus on the early career returned 

academics’ cohort and allowed a comprehensive and thorough understanding of their 

teaching and research practices as well as their professional identity construction throughout 

the daily work practices. Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a case as “a phenomenon of 

some sort occurring in a bounded context” (p.28). To emphasise that case study does not 

necessarily study only one case, Creswell (2007) elaborated case study as “a qualitative 

approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded 

systems (cases) over time” (p.73). To be more specific about what data researchers can gather 

from a case study, Yin (2014) suggested that a case study is “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real life context, especially 

when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p.16).  
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 Stake (2005) considered a case as a bounded and integrated system within which 

certain features could be recognized, such as boundedness and behaviour patterns. He 

identified three different types of case study, namely the intrinsic, the instrumental, and the 

collective. Each needs to be considered for case selection to fulfil research purposes. The 

intrinsic case study is adopted to study one particular case as the particularity and 

ordinariness of this single case were of interest. The instrumental case study sheds light on an 

issue or seeks to refine theory. The collective case study contains a number of studies and can 

be regarded as the instrumental study expanded to several cases. Individual cases do not have 

to be known in advance to share the common characteristic. Their selection is based on the 

belief that “understating them will lead to better understanding, perhaps theorizing, about a 

still larger collection of cases” (Stake, 1994, p.237).  

 This study follows two steps in conducting a case study. Firstly, it identifies the issue 

to be studied. As proposed in the research questions, the general phenomenon to be explored 

of this study is how the knowledge work in elite Chinese universities is undertaken by 

Chinese academics with research qualifications from English-speaking countries in the HASS 

disciplines. Secondly, an instrumental case study approach (Stake, 2005) is adopted by this 

study to explore the research problem. The individual participants are not considered as 

single cases because this study aimed to understand the general phenomenon of the returned 

academics and to depict the shared characteristics of the cohort’s past experiences and current 

work lives. This does not mean that the specific features of each individual will be neglected, 

rather their uniqueness will be presented as a way that supports and enriches the narratives of 

the cohort. The next two sections describe the location and setting of the case study and the 

recruitment of participants for the case study data collection. 

Research site 

 This section outlines the background of the university chosen for the case study, in 

particular its history and development, demographic information about the faculties, national 

and international rankings, and important policies and reforms. Due to confidentiality issues, 

the name of the university and the schools with which the recruited academics are affiliated 

cannot be mentioned. Also, any specific information that may lead to the revelation of the 

university’s identity is withheld. However, ensuring complete anonymity of research site and 

participants can be challenging for this study because the range of analogous universities is 
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limited given the chosen university is among the top tier categorisation and located in one of 

the major cities in China.  

 The chosen university is one of the well-established universities which has 

demonstrated its significance since its inception. Its history dates back over 100 years. The 

top-tier universities in China are members of both Project 211 and Project 985. Such 

membership grants the university access to a considerable amount of funding to enhance 

academic excellence as well as for the promotion of Chinese research rankings in the world 

academic community. From 2017, Project 211 and Project 985 are gradually being replaced 

by the Double First-Class scheme initiated in 2017 (details were introduced in Chapter One). 

According to this new scheme, the chosen university is among another 35 which have been 

categorised as type A, or in other words, already well on the way to being world class 

(Chinese MoE, 2017a, 2017c). The Double First-Class initiative also identifies 465 

disciplines from 140 universities as having the potential to become world class. The majority 

of the discipline areas (including Linguistics, History, Economics, Philosophy, Law, Political 

Science and Creative Arts) with which the participants were associated are on this list. This 

will be detailed in the next section. As introduced in the first chapter, in addition to the 

prestigious national position of this university, it also demonstrates a high ranking globally.  

 Geographically, 70.6 percent of the Chinese international students opted to settle in 

cities like Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong, and Jiangsu when they came back from their 

overseas education (Wang & Miao, 2013). Due to this trend of relocating into major cities, 

the case study was set in one of these cities. Like all the public universities in China, the 

majority of the staff members in this chosen university are ethnic Chinese. Moreover, in 

response to national polices on reinvigorating higher education and establishing world-class 

universities (detailed policies introduced in Chapter Two), this chosen university also focused 

on attracting and recruiting academics with research qualifications obtained from elite 

Western universities.   

 The university policy on recruitment and promotion exemplifies policy borrowing 

from those policies and practices adopted by overseas elite universities. The term, Faculty, 

(the original English word in the university document which is predominantly written in 

Chinese, the equivalent Chinese is written as 教学科研职位 jiaoxue keyan zhiwei) is used to 

describe the roles of academic staff members, starting from assistant professor, to associate 

professor and ultimately to full professor. Promotion is managed through a tenure track 
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system. Shortly before the data collection commenced, the university joined a few other 

Chinese universities in a pilot implementation of the tenure track system. This newly-

launched tenure track system co-exists with the old personnel system which guarantees 

academic staff members permanent positions once they were employed.  

Participants and recruitment  

 This section outlines the procedure for recruiting participants for this study. It also 

summarises the demographic information of the recruited participants. It begins with the 

criteria used for selecting suitable academics. This study adopted a purposive sampling 

method to contact eligible prospective participants. However, because of the unsatisfactory 

response rate, the communication method was adjusted, and snowball sampling was adopted.  

 To address the research problems concerning the knowledge work undertaken by 

returned early career academics, who completed their doctoral studies in English-speaking 

countries, the selection of participants was conducted according to the following criteria: 

1. The participants must have worked no more than five years in Chinese higher 

education institutions in order to satisfy the criterion of being early career academics. 

Initially, the study did not limit the overseas working length. A primary search of for 

potential participants revealed it was rare for the academics in selected disciplines to 

have worked overseas for an extensive period of time in a full-time academic position 

before they returned to work in China.  

2. The participants must work full time in the university as an academic staff member (in 

contrast to full-time administrative staff).  

3. The major discipline affiliation of the participants should belong to social sciences- 

and humanities-related departments/schools/research centres.  

4. The participants must have completed a research-based higher degree (doctoral and/or 

post-doctoral degrees) in an English-speaking country. This kind of degree normally 

takes three to six years or longer to finish. However, the length of the participants’ 

stay in the English-speaking country may be either equivalent to or more than this 

period of time.  

This study adopted a purposive sampling method to recruit suitable participants. This 

sampling method foregrounded the judgment of the researcher in deciding who would be 

involved (Seidman, 2013). Instead of randomly selecting a representative sample with the 

intention of making generalizations, the participants were recruited on the basis that their 
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background would be useful in demonstrating the issues of academic mobility and 

transnational academic work (Silverman, 2013). 

 Chen (2015) studied the issue of academic mobility and suggested that the most 

efficient way to identify potential subjects who work in Chinese universities is to review 

online profiles of faculties. By doing so, information concerning the academic staff members’ 

education and working experience and related affiliation can be collected. A preliminary 

search for the potential academics was conducted on the homepages of all the 

departments/schools/research centres in HASS disciplines. All profiles of the academic staff 

members were scrutinised and the four selection criteria applied in choosing suitable 

participants. Consequently, 65 academics from 18 departments (out of a total of 22 in the 

areas of HASS), were initially identified as fulfilling the four criteria.  

 Before approaching the participants, an ethical approval for the study from Griffith 

University was granted. The Griffith University Human Research Ethics reference number of 

this research is 2015/841 (see Appendix A). After this, potential participants were directly 

contacted via email which was provided via their online profiles. The initial contact emails 

provided a description of my study and an explanation of what their participation would 

involve, as well as consent documents (attached as Appendices B, C, and D). Although they 

were encouraged to take part in the study, they were also explicitly advised of their right to 

decide whether or not to do so, and that their engagement was completely voluntary.  

 Five academics responded to my email and expressed interest in participating. They 

were then asked to complete the informed-consent documents and provide basic demographic 

information, such as age, gender, educational and working experiences. Some informal 

conversations introducing my project and collecting initial information from the participants 

also took place via online communication.  

 Because the initial response rate was low (five out of 65 responded), the sampling 

method was changed to snowball sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Browne, 2005; 

Coyne, 1997), that is to ask the academics who had agreed to participate to introduce my 

project and myself to their colleagues and encourage them to be involved. Through the 

academic staff with whom I had made contact, I was introduced to more young academics 

who worked in the social sciences/humanities areas. By adopting the snowball approach, 

nineteen participants were recruited over a three-month period. The initial contact and 

exchange of information between myself and the participants were conducted online or via 
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phone. Once the recruitment process concluded, I travelled to China to conduct face-to-face 

in-depth interviews with these participants.  

 Due to confidentiality issues, individual participants’ demographic information will 

not be listed. Instead, a summary of their discipline, academic rank, age range, and return 

status is summarised here. All information was collected in 2016. Thirteen male and six 

female Chinese academics participated in this study. The average age of these nineteen 

participants is 34.15, while the youngest aged 29 and the eldest 40. All completed their 

Bachelor’s degrees in Chinese universities. Six commenced their research degree education 

in overseas universities immediately after their undergraduate studies whereas the remainder 

went overseas after postgraduate studies in China (13 completed Master’s degrees and two 

completed doctoral degrees before commencing their second PhD degrees in overseas 

universities). The countries where the participants undertook their research studies were the 

USA (14), the UK (2), Australia (1), and the Netherlands (1, the doctoral program was 

offered in the English language by bilingual faculties). The average time spent in overseas 

universities was 6.5 years and the average length of returning to work in the Chinese 

university was 2.3 years. According to the case study university’s discipline categorisations, 

nine participants work in the humanities while the other 10 work in the social sciences.    

Data Collection and Analysis 

 This section introduces the methods used to collect and translate empirical data. It 

also outlines the process of analysing the interview data, including collating themes and 

interpreting data through the concepts synthesised in the preceding chapters. Lastly, the 

section revisits the revised theoretical framework (proposed in Chapter 3) and the 

presentation of analysis in the following chapters is outlined.  

Semi-structured interviews 

 Case studies aim at providing in-depth understanding of the research subjects. They 

typically involve data collection from multiple sources, including various types of interviews, 

observations, audio-visual material, and document analysis and reports (Thomas, 2010; Yin, 

2014). The semi-structured interview was selected as the primary method of data collection 

for this study. These interviews were conducted individually with each participant and aimed 

at in-depth understanding of their life experience. This kind of life-world interview (Kvale, 

2008) seeks to obtain descriptions and interpretations of the meaning of some phenomenon 
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with respect to an individual academic’s life-world. In the case of this study, life-world 

focuses on how the Chinese academics returned from their overseas research education and 

now conduct teaching and research practices in a local Chinese elite university. In semi-

structured interviews, a sequence of themes or some suggested questions need to be explored. 

However, at the same time, there is flexibility that allows for changes of the sequence and 

forms of questions in order to follow up the specific answers given and the stories told by the 

subjects.  

 Although the participants were encouraged to talk openly and freely, an interview 

protocol was developed to guide the interview conduct. Seidman (2013) proposed three in-

depth interview components: life history; present experiences; and reflection on the meaning 

of the individual’s essential experience with the phenomenon. To explore the research 

questions, three general sets of interview questions were designed: 1) What was your life and 

work like when you were doing your research degrees overseas? 2) What is your life and 

work like after you returned to China to work in this university? and 3) How would you 

comment on your overseas education experiences and your current work in this Chinese 

university? Additionally, 17 detailed sub-questions (see Appendix E) were developed and 

phrased in both English and Chinese. These questions were sent to the interviewees before 

the actual interviews so that they could have time to recall their past experiences. In the 

interviews, the questions were raised to invoke participants’ recall and narration.   

 Some of the interview questions have been designed based on what the participants 

shared on their social media. The access was obtained with informed consent. Because the 

participants had been contacted via mobile phones which were generally connected with 

social media applications (e.g. Wechat, an equivalent of WhatsApp), I became one of their 

connected “friends” in the Wechat application. Therefore, I was able to see the feeds they 

shared and/or published through that social media platform. The feeds about which the 

participants shared and commented most were related to other academics’ stories or some 

social debates about the work of academics. Therefore, some interview questions were 

composed to collect returned academics’ thoughts on such social media materials. 

 Prior to the interviews, the participants were informed that the interviews would be 

recorded for data analysis purposes only. At the initial stage of the interviews, the participants 

were asked to introduce their study and work histories, their current positions (e.g. lecturers), 

roles (e.g. head of class, Ban Zhu Ren; assistant to Dean), and courses they are teaching. 
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Following this, the interviewees were encouraged to recount their experiences from previous 

education in the West and from their current work as instances that respond to the questions. 

Participants were informed that the interviews were scheduled to take approximately one 

hour. However, some participants demonstrated great passion for sharing their life stories 

during the interviews and in many cases the interviews exceeded the scheduled time.  

 Six of the nineteen participants were asked to come back for a second round of 

interviews.  These six participants were selected for the second round of interviews given the 

richness of their narratives and their willingness to engage openly with the research problem 

of this study. The second round of interviews provided the participants with opportunities to 

expand their stories. Prior to these further interviews, the recordings of their first round of 

conversations were re-visited multiple times and transcribed. A new list with personalised 

questions was sent to each of the six participants. They were encouraged to elaborate on their 

unique experiences, such as being a Number One Student (“zhuang yuan” in Chinese, a title 

conferred on the one who came first in the college entrance examination in their local 

provinces) and taking a study expedition to Iran or Syria. Moreover, in the second round of 

interviews, given the trust built between the participants and researcher during the previous 

contacts, the participants tended to be more willing to further expand their family stories, 

such as talking about the influences from their parents and partners on their education and 

work. 

Another source of data came from the social media used by the participants. The 

access to this type of data was obtained with informed consent. Because the participants had 

been contacted via mobile phones which were generally connected with social media 

applications (e.g. Wechat, an equivalent of WhatsApp), I became one of their connected 

“friends” in the Wechat application. Therefore, I was able to see the feeds they shared and/or 

published through that social media platform. One of the most popular types of feeds related 

to academic work against the Chinese social background. It became a crucial resource for the 

analysis because it depicted a comprehensive social environment for understanding the 

complexity of professional identity construction of the returned academics. On the premise of 

the ethical conduct of research and de-identifying the participants, the collection of such data 

took place before, during, and after the official interview sessions.  

 Language was another issue to be considered when conducting interviews. To date, 

studies concerning the mobility of Chinese academics have allowed their participants to 
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decide what language they wanted to use when being interviewed. The majority used 

Mandarin. Qin (1999) suggested reasons for this: 1) accurate expression; 2) efficient 

communication; and 3) limited English proficiency. Prior to the interviews, the participants of 

this study were provided with a list of question in both Chinese and English. They were also 

offered the choices of using either language for questioning and answering at the introduction 

phase of the interview. However, all expressed their preference for using Mandarin, 

commenting it was “easy” and “natural”. In fact, they used both English and Mandarin and 

switched between the language codes according to contextual or topical requirements. 

Transcribing and translating the interviews 

 All recordings of the interviews were transcribed. The transcriptions anonymised the 

participants, concealing their names, schools and positions. However, in the interviews, the 

academics inevitably mentioned the names of the institutions in which they undertook their 

previous study, the names of the supervisors and colleagues they worked with and the project 

and course they were involved with and taught. In the transcription, most information about 

these references had been removed while only some nationality information was retained as it 

was useful for the analysis.  

 In addition to simply transcribing the interview accounts, the notes for annotation 

purposes have also been added into the transcriptions. These notes include the field notes that 

were not able to be recorded, including the non-verbal expressions and the conversations that 

took place before or after the formal interview sessions. These notes also include the 

information that was searched to make sense of the acronyms, and the names of the projects, 

institutions and courses.   

 It is worth noting here that all the raw text data were mainly in Mandarin Chinese. 

They were transcribed in the original language. The transcripts were not translated into 

English in order to minimise distortion of the meaning and the loss of cultural flavour (Chen, 

2015). Given the participants’ capability in bilingual communication and their overseas 

experience and their shifts between Chinese and English language codes, the transcriptions 

maintained the originality of the words of the participants by writing out both languages as 

they were used.  

 The original interview transcripts using predominantly Chinese with a number of 

terms in English were imported to Nvivo for data analysing. In the sections of presenting data 
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and reporting analysis results, the cited interview accounts were translated into English. As 

more and more Chinese scholars and research students are conducting research concerning 

Chinese language in an English environment, translation between the two languages has been 

discussed by some transcultural scholars (such as: Shi, 2009, 2012; Singh & Han, 2009). To 

articulate Chinese ideas in Western educational research, the researchers are usually required 

to provide English translation and mark it as such by using parentheses, which follows or is 

followed by the original Chinese expressions in either characters (han zi) or Roman alphabets 

(pin yin, presenting the Chinese language phonetically, sometimes known as anglicised 

Chinese). It has been noted that through the process of translation, much of the metaphorical 

meaning expressed in the literary qualities could be lost (Singh & Han, 2009). In this thesis, 

rather than phrasing idiomatic English, maintaining the meaning accuracy of the original 

Chinese interview accounts has been prioritised. The translation of Chinese idioms is always 

followed by further explanations of their figurative meaning. Therefore, most of the 

translations are presented in simple English expressions and sentence structures.  

Collating themes 

 The interview data were organised and analysed using Nvivo software. Firstly, the 

translated interview accounts were imported into Nvivo and organised under the name of 

each participant. The data were coded two times. The first coding round focused on splitting 

the narratives into episodes which were glosses of whole sections of talk about a particular 

topic. As outlined in the previous section of this chapter, the interview questions were raised 

in a chronological order following the returned academics’ experience. At the beginning of 

the interviews, the participants were asked to introduce themselves and then explain how they 

ended up in their current job (the reasons concerning their decisions to study overseas for 

research degrees and to return back to China to work in the higher education sector). 

Therefore, the initial episodes of the interview accounts are concerned with the personal 

histories of mobility. Following this, the participants were asked to detail their education 

experiences in Chinese universities and in overseas ones respectively. This was categorised 

into the episodes of Chinese educational histories, overseas educational experiences, and 

transcultural/transnational education perceptions. Lastly, the participants were asked to 

describe their recent working practices. These narratives were tagged into episodes of 

teaching practices, research conduct, and other types of work. 
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 Having grouped the interview accounts into episodes, the second round of coding 

focused on teasing the themes out of the episodes to better understand the work of the 

returned academics. In total, six main themes emerged from the interview accounts: 1) 

mobility of the academics (directions and motivations); 2) descriptions of identity (academic 

identity, national/cultural identity, teaching identity, and others); 3) influences upon the 

identity construction; 4) experiences and self-perceptions during their movement across the 

national boarders; 5) practices and contributions at the local university; and 6) pressures of 

work and other social concerns. The coding result exported from Nvivo is attached in 

Appendix F, listing the main themes and the sub-themes, the numbers of interviews in which 

they were recorded (Sources), and the overall frequency for which each has been coded 

(References). 

Reconsidering Research Methodology: Language of description  

 The design of the analytical framework was built with the purpose of making coherent 

the primary data, or claims of knowledge uncovered through interviews, collected for this 

study. Although the researcher offered two options for participants to respond to the research 

questions in either Chinese or English, due to the Chinese research setting and the shared 

Chinese identity between researcher and participants, interviews were predominantly 

conducted in Chinese. Given the possibility of potentially untranslatable features between 

Chinese and English and of the chance of missing meanings through translation, traditional 

discourse analysis methods were not considered the most appropriate analytical framework.  

 Bernstein (2000) proposed a language of description, a translation device whereby the 

theoretical language can be transformed into an empirical one. This device is distinguished as 

comprised of an internal and external language of description. The internal language of 

description (also written as L1) refers to “the syntax whereby a conceptual language is 

created” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 132). The external language of description (also written as L2) 

refers to “the syntax whereby the internal language can describe something other than itself” 

(Bernstein, 2000, p. 132). According to Bernstein, an internal language of description 

constructs “the underlying logic to the categories” (Moss, 2018, p.529) that could shed light 

on what is “thinkable and seeable” (Moss, 2018, p.532), and thus may have a high level of 

abstraction. An external language of description “brings out the salient distinctions operating 

on the ground” (Moss, 2018, p.529), thus offering a high degree of applicability. Both 

languages are analytic in so far as they “create new terms in which to describe what has been 
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observed” (Moss, 2018, p.529). This means both languages can be translated into what they 

observe as salient distinctions in both practice and theoretical discourses orientated towards 

the purposes of the research.  

Bernstein’s notion of languages of description allows the data to be analysed with an 

underlying theoretical basis and at the same time, the use of the theory also allows for its 

transformation on the basis of the empirical (Morais, 2002). Morais (2002) and Moss (2018) 

provided representative examples of drawing upon this notion and demonstrated an analytical 

process in which conceptual language was translated to understand and write about the 

empirical findings and in turn, the empirical findings provide new understanding to the 

theoretical framework.  

Morais (2002) drew upon Bernstein’s model and mapped out the dialectical relation 

between the theoretical and the empirical in the investigation of pedagogic practices in 

Science education at the micro level of the classroom and the family. The internal language 

of description in her study was constituted by a set of theories including those of Piaget, 

Vygotsky, and Bernstein. These theories directed the practical structuring of research and the 

analysis and interpretation of results. Derived from the internal language of description is the 

external language of description which was constituted of propositions and models (e.g. 

Bernstein’s theory of pedagogic discourse, his distinction between horizontal and vertical 

structure of knowledge in teaching science and social sciences subjects). Morais’s study is 

significant in demonstrating that the empirical results which, in her case, were concerned 

with the mixed methods adopted by teachers teaching highly classified scientific knowledge, 

led to some changes of the external language of description, such as a more nuanced 

application of classification and framing underpinning the curriculum, pedagogy, and 

evaluation of science education. She contributed to the empirical studies by providing a 

broader understanding of the dichotomy between open/closed schools, visible/invisible 

pedagogies and progressive/traditional teaching in the direction of a mixed pedagogic 

practice. The methodological contributions of her study are also relevant to this study given 

she modelled the process of empirical findings speaking to, or provide new ways of applying 

the theoretical propositions. Her study will be revisited when the returned academics’ 

pedagogic decisions are analysed.     

In a similar vein, Moss in her empirical study highlighted the openness of the 

theoretical and empirical languages which increases the possibility of constantly engaging 
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new ideas, interpretation, and understanding of the researched world (Moss, 2018). In her 

study Moss adopted an ethnographic approach to study the literacy attainment between boys 

and girls. Initially, Moss designed the research with a general focus on the way in which the 

curriculum creates social hierarchies of knowers, through the pacing and sequencing of the 

knowledge it enacts. It was through reviewing the literature which discussed predominantly 

the gender differences in literacy performance that Moss decided to further explore the 

nuances in the gender differences and adjusted the research scope to address more 

specifically the correlation of boys’ literacy performance and the types of materials they read 

and the ways they were taught literacy. The process of design and conduct of her study 

demonstrated a dialogic relationship between literature (internal language of description) and 

the identification of research problems and design of research (external language of 

description). Apart from exemplifying in this study how both empirical literature and 

theoretical propositions could inform research design, Moss also drew upon Bernstein’s 

model to explain the process of generating analytical results which is particular relevant to 

this study. Moss demonstrated that it was through the coming together of the researcher and 

the researched that “what the researcher does not yet know, and which participants 

themselves cannot provide a ready-made language for” (Moss, 2018, p. 537) could be 

brought to light inductively. This was made possible with the analytical tool of Bernstein’s 

language of description which allowed the collected data to yield a “grammar of possibilities” 

(Moss, 2018, p. 532).  

Specific to this study, the internal language of description encompasses, firstly, the 

theoretical propositions, drawing mainly from Bernstein’s theoretical framework and the 

work of Asian Studies, for exploring the knowledge translation and recontextualisation work 

of the Chinese returned academics in an elite local university; and secondly, the literature on 

academic mobility and internationalisation strategies of the higher education sector in China 

and neighbouring Asian countries. The external language of description of this study, on the 

other hand, includes the data generation instrument and the data analysis instrument 

(Bernstein, 2000; Dooley, 2001). The data generation instrument informs the construction of 

the list of interview questions and the conduct of the interviews, while the data analysis 

instrument informs deconstruction of the data by using a series of questions (e.g. analytical 

questions) from the analytic framework (Exley, 2005). The kinds of questions to be asked, 

and the way in which they are expressed, comprise a mode of interrogation that can be 
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distinguished from the internal language of description to talk about academics’ work on 

producing and reproducing knowledge.   

 To bring together and visualise the dialogical connection between empirical data, 

theory, and research methods, an analytical framework is presented in Figure 4.1. First of all, 

the internal language of description (L1) and the external language of description (L2) are 

connected with a double arrow, representing a dialogic and dialectic relationship between 

them (Dooley, 2001; Exley, 2005). To elaborate, on the one hand theoretical propositions and 

previous literature (encapsulated in L1) can speak to empirical data (encapsulated in L2) 

through the translation device of language of description and on the other hand, empirical 

data (L2) can speak back to modify, develop, or challenge theoretical propositions (L1). As 

introduced early in this chapter, the research questions of this study emerged from the intra-

action between the personal stories of the researcher and the returned academics cohort and 

reading the policy discourses and literature. It is through the constant dialogues between L1 

and L2 that a different set of analytic priorities could emerge and result in reimagining the 

research focus and problem of the thesis. In the case of this study, the perspective of the 

research shifted from a singular passive, static focus of exploring the narratives around the 

mobility of academics to a more agentic focus which allowed for exploring narratives of 

being and becoming academics.  



96 

 

 

Figure 4. 1. Dialogical connections between data, theory and research methods. 

 Within L1, the previous literature and theoretical propositions are connected with a 

double arrow to show that they are related with regards to establishing the foundation for the 

conduct of this study. In the previous chapter, this study introduced Bernstein’s concepts and 

analytical tools as the conceptual map for understanding returned academics’ work in the 

recontextualisation and reproduction of knowledge discourses acquired in overseas 

universities to the Chinese local universities.  

 Within L2, the two components: the data generation instrument and the data analysis 

instrument are concerned with generating and analysing the data, from which findings can be 

derived. The dotted arrow between the findings and L1 implies that the consequences of 

generating and interpreting the data may be able to build on literature and provide new 

explanations to the theory, as well as new insights to the research problem of investigating 

the knowledge work undertaken by the returned Chinese academics. This forms another way 

of L2 speaking back to L1. 
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Presentation of the Analytical Results  

 This section outlines how the data analysis will be presented in the following three 

chapters.  It will be recalled from the last section of the previous chapter (Chapter Three), a 

revised diagram was proposed at the end of Chapter Three, the Theory chapter (see figure 

4.2). The diagram addresses the research questions on investigating how the Chinese early 

career academics have brought back knowledge from the social sciences and humanities 

acquired overseas to conduct teaching and research in an elite Chinese university. Their 

knowledge work in the Chinese local university is positioned in and is also shaped by both an 

international field and the Chinese local field of higher education. The analysis chapters will 

draw on the concepts located at the bottom of the diagram and also speak back to the 

framework with insights constructed in a Chinese context.  
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increasingly globalised higher education arena. In addition, the chapter demonstrates how 

early career academics, returning from the West, have drawn upon their social and 

educational attainment from overseas education experiences in building up professional 

profiles and in becoming legitimate members of the local and international research 

community.  

 Chapter Six turns the focus to examine how the returned academics accounted for or 

narrated the research component in their particular discipline areas. This analysis addresses 

the second research question: How do the returned academics position themselves within 

specific social science and humanity discipline areas and how are their research practices 

informed by their overseas studies? This chapter presents the academics’ accounts of their 

participation in the research communities in English-speaking countries. The returned 

academics provided their understandings of the dominant knowledge discourses in their 

specific disciplinary areas and how such discourses have circulated and influenced the 

teaching and research in their disciplines in universities in China as well as English-speaking 

countries. In addition to the text-based knowledge, the returned academics also accounted for 

their attainment of the rules for surviving academia after their studies in well-established 

research communities located in the West. Bringing two types of knowledge back with them, 

the academics talked about their engagement in the Chinese research community and what 

has shaped their work of producing new disciplinary knowledge through research work. 

 Chapter Seven presents the analysis of returned academics’ descriptions of their 

specific pedagogic practices. It addresses the third research question: What knowledge is 

selected, organised and incorporated in the academics’ teaching practices and how is their 

teaching work informed by their overseas learning experience? This chapter aims to detail 

these academics’ designs of course curricula (what to teach), pedagogic models (how to 

teach), and assessment approaches (how to evaluate students’ learning outcomes). Their 

pedagogic decisions are discussed in relation to their previous educational experiences and 

their intentions of constructing certain types of students and teachers.   

Conclusion 

 This chapter outlined the research methods according to the conventions of 

conducting qualitative research. The research design was detailed and the reasoning behind 

choosing case study as the research method was explained. An introduction to the chosen 

university as the research site and description of the recruited participants were provided. The 
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data collection process was outlined with particular attention paid to the challenges of 

translating and presenting interview accounts in Chinese.     

 While generating an analytical framework for understanding the returned academics’ 

narratives, there emerged a rethinking of what is being researched and what was the 

philosophical basis underpinning such an inquiry. As a result, this chapter drew upon the 

concepts from Bernstein’s language of description and new qualitative research methodology 

in proposing the data analysis process. It explained that it was through the academics talking 

about their work that they constructed narrative data of their daily work and also constructed 

their identities as workers in the field of knowledge production and reproduction. This 

methodology also confirmed that for me as the researcher, the collection of academics’ 

narratives enabled the co-production of the data as well as making sense of the data. The 

analysis of such narratives is not a process of imposing theories proposed by Bernstein or 

Bourdieu upon the empirical data that I collected in China. Rather, a dialogical relation was 

established between the theoretical world and the empirical world with the former speaking 

to the latter and the latter speaking back to the former. The new qualitative research 

methodology informs the data analysis and presentation in the following chapters.  
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Chapter 5: Portraits of Chinese Early Career Academics 

Introduction 

 Chapter Four introduced the research methods adopted by this study. The main focus 

of Chapters Five to Seven is to present empirical evidence for exploring the central research 

question concerning the early career Chinese returned academics’ knowledge work in a 

Chinese local elite university. These three chapters present analyses and discussions of the 

returned academics’ interview accounts to address the three research questions respectively. 

Chapter Five examines how the returned academics talked about their workplace, work tasks 

and professional identity through the investigation of the first research question: What 

knowledge work do the early career academics take up in an elite university in China upon 

completing their research degrees overseas and how do they construct their academic 

identity through such work? Chapter Six details the academics’ narratives of their research 

work and researcher identity through the exploration of the second research question: How do 

the returned academics position themselves within specific social science and humanity 

discipline areas and how are their research practices informed by their overseas studies? 

Chapter Seven focuses on the academics’ narratives on their teaching methods and 

preferences to address the third research question: What knowledge is selected, organised and 

incorporated in the academics’ teaching practices and how is their teaching work informed 

by their overseas learning experience? 

 This chapter proposes three analytical questions to explore the institutional, social, 

and historical contexts in which the knowledge work of the returned academics is situated 

and their construction of professional identity: 

1. How is the knowledge work of the returnees socially and institutionally constrained?  

2. How is the work performance of returnees evaluated? 

3. How do the returnees negotiate their identity as knowledge workers in the Chinese 

university? 

To construct narratives of the returned academics’ work, empirical data from 

individual interviews is brought together in the format of composite biographies. This 

method was adopted by Connell in Teachers’ Work (1985) in which a team of researchers 

developed six composite characters to represent the stories of the 128 teachers interviewed. 

All of the details in the biographies came from individual interviews but, within each story, 

the experiences of many individuals were presented. Connell explained that the purpose for 

creating composite biographies was to elaborate the complex social processes which 
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constitute teachers’ professional lives and agency within their schooling institutions and local 

communities. Connell further suggested that this mode of data presentation conveyed “the 

sense [author’s emphasis] of biography, the ways things hang together and take shape (and 

sometimes fall out of shapes) in teachers’ lives” (Connell, 1985, p. 3).  

This present study collected empirical data from the interviews of nineteen early 

career overseas returned academics selected from an elite Chinese university. Instead of 

presenting their narratives as nineteen different stories, this chapter takes the themes, 

common patterns and problems identified from the academics’ individual narratives and 

reconstructs them into three composite biographies referred to here as Nuohan, Yali and 

Junzhu’s narratives. By using a composite biography format in presenting the empirical data, 

this chapter presents a complex portrait of the returnees’ educational journeys as well as their 

inter-generational family histories at a given time and space, bringing to life the challenges 

these academics had to face and work through while moving from China to English-speaking 

countries for their research studies and after relocating back for academic positions in an elite 

Chinese university. Using this format also ensures anonymity of the participants and the 

university and schools in which they work.   

The construction of the composite biographies is guided by the theoretical framework 

proposed in Chapter Three. In particular, Bernstein’s theorisation of knowledge 

recontextualisation, reproduction and acquisition (1990, 1996, 2001) are taken up to 

understand the returned academics’ portrait of their Chinese university and their professional 

life. The composite biographies aim to elaborate on the ways in which the academics’ 

overseas studies and their engagement in the Chinese local community shaped the what and 

how of their teaching and research work. Furthermore, the biographies aim to explore how 

the returnees try to induct or socialise their students into academic disciplines, which in part 

has been influenced by their overseas experiences. By drawing on Bernstein’s (2001) 

theorisation of social space and the positioning of agents in the field of symbolic control, the 

contradictory and competing pressures placed on the Chinese returned academics are also 

explored. These pressures relate to re-acquainting with their local pedagogic routines and 

rituals, navigating their own professional identities through taking on various work 

responsibilities and the requirement to generate knowledge goods of both symbolic and 

material value. 
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Knowledge Work in an Elite Chinese University   

 This section presents the returnees’ narratives concerning their knowledge work in an 

elite Chinese university via the composite biographies of Nuohan and Junzhu. These 

biographies bring together the returned academics’ interview accounts and provide a detailed 

description of how the academic profession is regarded historically and contemporarily in the 

Chinese context in an ethical, de-identified process. People who have entered the academic 

workforce tend to value the symbolic significances (e.g. community respect and 

acknowledgement) of this profession more than the material benefits (e.g. salary package and 

financial compensation) it can offer. However, in more recent times the academics have been 

pressured to demonstrate the economic value of their knowledge work. Alongside being 

presented with increasingly diversified tasks, the returnees have reported being relegated to a 

lower echelon in the social division of labour within the academic workforce. These changes 

have not only re-shaped the landscape of academic work undertaken in the chosen Chinese 

elite university but also the specific conduct of the academics with translating, teaching and 

producing knowledge.         

Work perks 

 Eating from an “iron rice bowl” (铁饭碗, tie fanwan) is a well-known Chinese 

description for university jobs (see also Chapter Two, Section Three). This metaphor 

describes permanent job positions and the sense of security these jobs can offer and it also 

indicates the stability of earnings these academic jobs provide for supporting the employees’ 

families. Comparing working as academics in Chinese universities to eating from an iron rice 

bowl means that as long as the employees do not breach basic rules, they are likely to stay in 

their employment until retirement (the age at which employees should officially retire varies 

according to gender and academic titles). This sense of security from permanent positions has 

always been considered a major perk of academic work. However, despite the increasing 

demand for academics with overseas research qualifications to work in Chinese universities, 

the offer of permanent academic positions is decreasing. It was highlighted in the academics’ 

accounts that a prominent source of their professional frustration came from the initiation of a 

tenure track performance management system in some Chinese universities. This system 

initiated the discontinuation of the offer of permanent positions, or the disappearance of an 

“iron rice bowl” in the higher education sector.  
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Apart from receiving permanent job offers, other benefits or additional entitlements 

provided to staff members in Chinese universities have been summarised from the interview 

accounts as well as from the literature. For instance, up until the 1990s, most first-tier 

universities (and some second and third tier ones in non-major cities) built housing 

surrounding the university which was exclusively provided to their employees. As a result, all 

staff, both academic and administrative, were able to share one apartment building, or live 

close to each other in a complex. In addition, the children of university staff were also given 

priority to enrol in the kindergarten, as well as primary and secondary schools that were 

affiliated with the university regardless of whether they lived in the catchment area (Chen, 

Yin, & Zhao, 2018). These schools were generally competitive and highly ranked. In some 

places, university employees could also take advantage of low-cost meals provided by several 

on-campus canteens which normally offered three meals a day during both semester and non-

semester times. Some universities even had affiliated hospitals which guaranteed convenient 

and easily-accessible medical services. All these benefits made university jobs lucrative.  

The following description of the work benefits at universities is presented through 

Nuohan, who is now an academic working in the School of Cultures and Languages, a 

pseudonym for his place of work. The description covers three topics: 1) What does it mean 

to be a child from a family with a work history in academia? 2) What does working in the 

education industry mean to Chinese families? and 3) what does education and family mean in 

the Chinese context?  

Nuohan was born to a family with a long history of working in higher education. 

Nuohan described his family’s education background and tradition in working in higher 

education, as well as growing up as the only child in the family. Before he went overseas for 

the doctoral degree, he had spent a long time living in the close community of this university 

which was also his parents’ workplace. This family work history could be traced back to 

Nuohan’s grandfather, so his story began here. Nuohan’s grandfather was an Islamic studies 

scholar from a Southwestern city in China. His secondary education was in a school where 

French was the teaching medium. In this particular school, his grandfather learnt about 

Arabic language and culture. This occurred during the 1940s when China had few scholars 

who were proficient in this area. In order to fill in this disciplinary gap, Nuohan’s grandfather 

was sent to a university located in the Middle East in order to receive further academic 

education. It was one of the oldest universities in the world and, at that time, the university 

offered only one type of degree which was equivalent to a doctoral degree. After returning to 
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China, Nuohan’s grandfather became an expert in the area of Islamic studies. Nuohan’s first 

impressions of working as an academic were childhood memories of his grandfather 

preparing for teaching and constantly writing books and papers. 

However, the glorious tradition of undertaking high-level tertiary education was not 

inherited by Nuohan’s parents as they were held back by the Cultural Revolution. Instead of 

finishing high school and entering university, they both followed the national appeal and 

went to rural regions for physical work. This national policy was implemented in 1968 and 

known as Down to the Countryside movement or Up to the mountains, down to the villages. 

During that time, Chinese urban youth were relocated to mountainous areas or farming 

villages to learn from the workers and farmers in order to develop their talents to the fullest 

and to reinforce their “proletarian class consciousness” (Ge, 2001, p. 106). Fortunately, 

Nuohan’s parents became staff members at the university after they returned from their 

countryside relocation. His father worked in an administrative office and his mother in the 

university’s affiliated hospital. Due to his family’s connections with the university, Nuohan 

lived in the university residential complex from birth, together with many scholars and higher 

education workers. Therefore, he shared all his school years with neighbouring children 

whose parents were his parents’ friends and colleagues.  

Nuohan was born in 1982, four years into the one child policy in China. Being the 

only child in his family, he became the inevitable focus of his parents’ hopes and aspirations 

for family success. He remembered his father being very strict about his academic 

performance so that he would not fall behind other children or become an embarrassment for 

the family. Nuohan stated:  

He (his father) supervised everything, from doing homework to going to 

after-school classes. He put in a lot of effort and his expectations were 

very high. To him, a test score under 90 (researcher’s note: a full mark on 

the tests was usually 100) was a very bad result for a primary school child. 

I remembered once I only got 80 something for my Maths test and I was 

so scared to show my test paper to my parents that I hid it in my jacket 

pocket. Then my mum washed my jacket without checking the pocket 

and the score got washed off. I was very lucky to [bluff] my way through 

this.   

 However, apart from receiving excessive attention, Nuohan also enjoyed the privilege 

of being an only child and rare treasure of the family. Nuohan described himself as someone 

who did not ask for a lot of things and considered this as the reason that he was given almost 

everything he wanted, or in his words “needed”. During high school, he developed an interest 
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in computers and computer programming. To accommodate this interest, his parents 

subscribed to computer magazines so that he could discuss his interest further with his friends 

at school. They even produced a computer-themed newsletter for the school’s bulletin board. 

Then in 1998 or 1999, his parents purchased a computer for him, which was quite a big 

device and had just been made available to Chinese households. His parents bought the 

computer, “at that time, not cheap at all”, for Nuohan because he needed it and “a lot of other 

families already had it even though it was not cheap”. But, not long after this investment, his 

mother realised he was spending too much time on it and had to limit his “computer games” 

time to a few hours on Saturdays.  

Having lived in the university residential community for more than 20 years and 

having studied in all the affiliated schools with classmates, most of whom were also 

neighbours, he then ended up completing a Bachelor’s degree at this university as it was one 

of the top universities and as a child of employees received bonus entrance points. After four 

years of study, instead of continuing with studies for a Master’s degree in China, he decided 

to go overseas to pursue higher research degrees. He described himself as “a bit childish” 

when making the decision because all he wanted was to get away from “the same place” and 

away from “too much attention from the family”. He said “if I remain there, I think I can see 

where I will finally end up in my life. It’s not attractive at all”. Nuohan, though, in the 

following interview extract, reflected on it as a “superficial idea” to escape from round-the-

clock care: 

My parents paved the way during my upbringing, controlling every 

aspect of my life. This was done out of kindness so that I might never 

know hardship or failure but I felt constrained, as I could never pursue 

what I truly wanted. So the best way I thought is to have a change in 

physical location so that I too distanced myself from these trifles. By 

freedom, I mean I could create a space in which I could do what I wanted 

and had time to focus on my interests. 

 Nuohan, in addition to seeking a change in personal space, was asked if his academic 

family was a motivation for this choice— if they wanted Nuohan to follow this family 

heritage, either as a way to follow the example of his grandfather or to achieve what his 

parents were not able to achieve, to undertake a higher research degree. Without hesitation, 

he responded by using computer language “it’s by default”. He explained: 

I didn’t really think much about it (studying for a higher research degree) 

because both my family and I took it for granted. All around me I saw my 

classmates (who were also my neighbours) follow in the footsteps of their 
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parents to complete their PhDs and become history or physics professors 

like their parents. So my parents, or my grandfather, did not especially 

encourage me and it was not necessary. To me, I never thought about 

doing anything other than continuing studying. 

 In Nuohan’s mind, it was a taken-for-granted practice that he should extend the 

family tradition of working in the higher education sector and studying to obtain the highest 

degree. He recognised this not only by following what previous generations had done, but 

also by referring to his peers who shared a similar family and educational background. As a 

result, no special encouragement or stimulus was required for the offspring of intellectual 

families.  

 The choice to return back to China for an academic career was another generic 

question asked to all participants. Nuohan answered, “I am the only child of my parents. I 

don’t want to stay too far away from them”. He recalled that when his mother fell ill and 

couldn’t make it to his graduation, rather than feeling self-pity, he was more worried about 

not being at home and taking care of his ageing parents:  

I know I have other family members. My mother was in good hands 

because my aunties and uncles and even their children took turns to take 

care of her. But I think it’s time for me to go back and demonstrate my 

filial piety (look after) to my parents.  

  To explain this value of filial piety, Nuohan embraced a sense of a complete family. 

This moral belief made returning home a self-explanatory decision. Moreover, Nuohan 

blamed himself for not keeping up the pace of what his cousins had done - getting married 

and having children – and he felt obliged to establish his own family also because he believed 

it to be a vital way of “being filial”. He said in an almost confessing tone “this life plan has 

been delayed because of my overseas study”.   

  Nuohan also took the upbringing of his own children into account when making the 

decision of returning to China. This was a shared concern among many young academics, 

aged between 30 to 40, most of whom were parents or soon to be parents. Nuohan said he had 

met plenty of second-generation immigrants overseas. Most of them could not speak Chinese 

and refused to learn in order to communicate with their parents. Some of them would also 

“dye their hair, bleach their skin, just make themselves look not like who they are, regardless 

of the fact that they have 100% Chinese blood in their body”. But he had to admit that “no 

one can blame the kids. They have not been given any choice, but to be born in such a 

context. To fit into an environment in which they look different to others, this might be the 
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pathway they found”. The greatest concern of staying overseas and raising kids in a foreign 

context could be that the kids become foreign to their parents: 

I will feel depressed if my kids can’t share the same identity of being 

Chinese with me. I’m afraid if he reads “Xi You Ji”(Journey to the West) 

in another language (other than Chinese), and can’t share the happiness of 

playing with Jin Gu Bang (golden staff, a weapon possessed by Monkey 

King in the novel Journey to the West) in his childhood, or won’t get 

across my jokes about comparing his chubby belly to that of Zhu 

Bajie (Monk Pig, another character in the novel). Sharing cultural 

heritage is so important to me in a parent-child relation.   

 In the interviews, participants also reflected on their life upon their return. Most of 

them recounted the transition from being students to being teachers and individual 

researchers. In addition to this, Nuohan also needed to get used to looking at the close 

acquaintances of his family from a more formal perspective:  

I need to be careful not to call them 叔叔/阿姨 (Shu Shu A Yi, titles 

meaning Uncle or Auntie, used in Chinese as an honorific to show 

respect and trust in a senior close friend by addressing them as family) 

anymore, instead they now have to be addressed with the title of Teacher 

or Professor. 

 However, to Nuohan, being familiar with the local people, discourses, and ritualised 

practices helped him remain comfortable within the social space of the academic community 

from which he was descended into a full-time academic staff member. Therefore, unlike 

some colleagues who would make a fuss when they came across well-known figures, Nuohan 

calmly responded “that is just the humane manifestation of a list of publications and 

academic achievements”. During the lengthy interview, Nuohan, came to summarise the 

influence of the academic tradition of his family. He could remember that he had been told 

explicitly at a young age to “behave like someone who is well-educated”. It only meant 

“don’t be naughty” to him at that age. But when he looked back at this inculcation now, it 

indicated a moral regulation which helped him penetrate the meanings of what he worked for 

and expected— the titles, promotions and achievements. He elaborated that:  

The best part of living next door to the renowned scholars is that I had the 

chance to see them as complete human beings as in how unadorned their 

daily life is. No matter how big the stage they might stand upon for a 

speech or how important the invitation they received from national 

leaders for a visit, they go back home and bury their heads in books, 

which they scruffily piled up on the floor or in the bed. I have also seen 

the years, for many in the case of some, when they were not this 

important, but they never changed their dedication and passion…I think 
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what I learnt from them, also from my grandfather, was that in being an 

academic, my ultimate goal should not be to be crowned with the title of 

professor or fill up my professional page with publications, but to keep 

aspiring to something which both appeals to me and is meaningful for 

more people, both within and beyond academia.       

 Nuohan called this aspiration the “integrity” of a scholar and also a descendant of an 

intellectual family. Nuohan mentioned some of the benefits which were listed at the 

beginning of this section with regards to the material advantages of university jobs, but he did 

not consider any of them as incentives to follow the family’s work tradition. Instead, he 

brought up several non-financial-related beliefs that keep motivating him, such as esteem, 

respect, perseverance, passion and so on, many of which were shared by many other 

participants.  

 In this section, a composite biography was constructed with Nuohan as the narrator. 

The Nuohan narrative depicted the pedagogic capital (Bernstein, 2001) acquired by the 

nineteen returned academics through extensive periods of formal education in China and 

abroad. Specifically, Nuohan’s account of the various resources acquired through long-term 

socialisation processes, and how these resources were internalised and then displayed as 

academic dispositions and demeanours (Bernstein, 2001), demonstrated the inter-generational 

transmission of symbolic capital in Chinese families positioning themselves within global 

educational networks. Nuohan described the process of obtaining the capital through 

connecting and interacting with both academic staff members as well as the members of the 

extended academic community where his parents worked in administrative jobs and in the 

university hospital. He learnt incidentally and through everyday activities what universities 

were like as a workplace and what academics were supposed to do within these institutions. 

More importantly, he was informed of how to respect and honour education and how to 

perform as a respectable worker upon joining the academic workforce.   

In both Bernstein (2001) and Bourdieu’s (1986) descriptions, capital takes time to 

accumulate, and once acquired leaves traces on the body in the form of dispositions and 

demeanours, a scholarly gaze and ways of being and acting. The capital accumulated by the 

returnees had the potential to produce profits in that they were likely to gain employment and 

receive higher salaries than their counterparts without such qualifications. It was through 

such social structures and processes that social, cultural and economic reproduction had taken 

place for these members of the Chinese middle-class. Highlighted in the story conveyed 

through Nuohan, the production and reproduction of such capital was highly regulated by the 
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moral order entailed in different cultures and social spaces. This point was acknowledged by 

the Chinese diasporic parents when they realised they could hardly expect their children who 

grew up in a Western country to take up family responsibilities in the same way as they did. 

Therefore, Nuohan suggested that his decision of returning to China, where most of his 

students would have undergone a similar pedagogic socialisation as him, could ensure his 

reproduction of knowledge, linguistic and cultural resources and the continuation of scholarly 

manners of thinking and behaving. However, in this specific composite biography, the 

nuanced changes in Chinese academic communities and how these changes have reshaped 

moral orders in pedagogic activities have not been sufficiently explored. The following 

composite biographies will provide further insight into the detailed work responsibilities 

taken up by the returnees.   

Work responsibilities  

 In addition to outlining the benefits that come with the university jobs, the returned 

academics listed specific work tasks that they regarded as traditionally assigned in the elite 

Chinese university. Generally speaking, the jobs offered in Chinese universities can be 

categorised into teaching (preparing curriculum, delivering lectures), research (preparing 

grant submissions, undertaking research and writing for publication), and administration 

(membership in professional organisations and participating in university committees). This 

would be consistent with Western universities. 

However, unlike the majority of Western universities, the official guidelines for work 

duties in Chinese universities sometimes lack detail with regards to these three categories. 

The distinction between academic staff and administrative staff is not entirely clear-cut. As 

expected, academic staff should fulfil teaching tasks such as convening and lecturing courses, 

which can be pre-existing or newly opened up by the lecturers, or those relating to a way of 

following the school’s strategic plan of development. In addition, academics are expected to 

work on academic publishing and other research-related tasks, such as organising or 

participating in academic conferences, and commencing or maintaining networks and 

academic collaborations.  

Junzhu provided a description of her teaching load at the Chinese university chosen 

for this study. Her research area of Egyptian Fine Arts, which in her words, was “something 

that died a long time ago but is historically significant”. She completed her Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degrees at the university where she now works, and spent nine years finishing a 
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doctoral degree in a top university in America. This was followed by a Post-doctoral 

Fellowship before she returned one and half years ago. She was 36 years of age and a mother 

of two children at the time the data collection. 

Junzhu recalled that there was no time for her to “get used to” the transition from a 

doctoral student to a full time academic. Right after she returned from overseas, she started 

teaching a compulsory course for undergraduate students from the very first semester of her 

work and she had about 60 students in her class. In the second year, in addition to this 

mandatory art history course which every student of this major should study, she opened up 

an elective course which any student could choose, regardless of their area or year level. This 

was because of the university policy which encouraged teachers to make use of their 

speciality to promote tongshi jiaoyu (通识教育, translated as “general education” or “liberal 

education”). It refers to education about common contents that all university students should 

receive, which usually involves a number of subject areas, providing a broad range of topics, 

as opposed to specialised education (Gu, 1998). It indicates a weakening of boundaries of 

study areas in the curriculum, and encourages students to select what they are interested in 

learning (Wang & Xie, 2015).  

In Junzhu’s case, teaching two courses meant four hours of work written explicitly on 

her teaching career profile. But as a brand-new teacher, she had to design all new teaching 

content, assessment tasks, and complementary materials. Besides the four hours of teaching, 

she also put in countless hours preparing and reviewing her teaching and would gain no credit 

in terms of her workload for this. Taking into consideration the time of raising two children 

who were of a kindergarten age, she said in her interview, “I had to put my research on hold 

after I returned to work”. In addition to this, she admitted that she felt ashamed when she 

received emails from her previous American supervisors, asking if she had published any 

papers from her doctoral dissertation. She could only confess “I really don’t have time for 

that”.    

In addition to lecturing courses, undertaking research, and supervising research 

students, taking on administrative roles is not unusual for many staff members in the elite 

university where this study was conducted. One of the administrative roles identified is 

representative work for the Communist Party (for example, every school within a university 

has a secretary of the party committee and a deputy secretary). These representative roles are 

normally taken up by senior faculty. Besides this, senior academic staff members also fill in 
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many leadership positions, varying from Dean or Deputy Dean of the school to the head of a 

specific subject area within the school. Specific work duties may include attending meetings, 

accompanying the Vice Chancellor for overseas trips if needed, and acting as a representative 

of the school and university for high-level foreign visitors.   

There are other work duties that can be classified under the service categorisation, 

such as playing the role as a head teacher of the class, organising conferences, and 

conducting job interviews overseas with recent graduates. These service-related tasks have 

become increasingly integrated with the tasks in teaching and research categories. To 

facilitate academic conferences, the returned academics had to apply both of their knowledge 

of disciplinary content and their academic/social networking and organisation skills.  

Constructed with Junzhu as the narrator, this section presented a composite biography 

summarising all of the participants’ interview responses concerning the Chinese academics’ 

work. Junzhu highlighted a difficult position in which the returned academics of the chosen 

Chinese university were placed: on the one hand, these returnees were expected to translate 

highly specialised disciplinary knowledge from their overseas learning experiences to their 

teaching at the elite Chinese university; on the other hand, they were also expected to broaden 

their skill sets to take up work beyond just teaching and research. 

The returned academics were socialised into their respective disciplinary areas during 

their postgraduate studies overseas, however it did not necessarily guarantee their 

understanding of how academic work within the social division of labour in the Chinese 

institution was socially and institutionally constructed. Similar to many of their colleagues 

around the world, the Chinese academics were expected to fulfil teaching, research and 

service work. Their relocation from their research studies in English-speaking countries to 

becoming academics in the Chinese university required them to better manage their time, 

resources and conduct in undertaking their scholarly work. Therefore, the initial stages of the 

professional careers of many young returnees were described as overwhelming. Junzhu’s 

biography articulated the concerns of many young returnees, showing their social positioning 

as knowledge workers within and across the symbolic boundaries that regulate the what, 

when and where (Bernstein, 1971) of their involvement in specific teaching, research and 

service work in their local university. 

The next section further explores the complexities of the work undertaken by the 

returned academics. These tasks are always allocated to early career returned academics in 
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the elite Chinese university drawing explicit connections between the official distribution of 

tasks and the academics’ status of being either early career academics (or new employees) or 

being overseas trained and returned. It draws on the voices of Junzhu and Yali’s to provide 

the relative biographies.  

Qingjiao Zhi Jiao: Working as Anxious Young Academics  

One month before the commencement of data collection for this study, there was an 

education review article distributed online and extensively shared among university teachers, 

entitled The anxiety of “green pepper”: A reconsideration of university young teachers’ 

confusion ( “青椒”之焦：大学青年教师的现实之困) (Zhou & Xie, 2016). In its original 

Chinese title, 青椒 (qingjiao, translated as green pepper) was quoted as a metaphoric 

description of young teachers. In Chinese, qingjiao is used as a short term of the phrase 

qingnian jiaoshi (qingnian means young and jiaoshi means teachers). Besides its meaning as 

young, 青(qing) in Chinese, it also means the colour green. Jiao in Chinese can be written as 

either 教 (as in teacher), 椒 (as in pepper) or 焦 (as in anxiety). Therefore, the metaphoric 

description of the young teachers as green peppers on the one hand emphasises the greenness 

or inexperience of the university teachers who are at the early stages of their career and on 

the other hand, the vulnerability and anxiety they have to overcome to progress along the 

professional path.  

The article discussed various sources from which young academic staff members in 

the higher education sector perceived stress, including heavy workloads, financial difficulties, 

the new performance management system, and a public dispute on the value of studying in 

the areas of Social Sciences and Humanities in China. This article constituted part of the 

dominant social discourse and debate about young academics working in Chinese universities 

in recent times which corresponded to the narratives of the young academics who participated 

in this study and highlighted their resonant concerns.  

Drawing upon the heightened discourse fuelled by this article, the narratives of 

Junzhu and Yali brought together how the Chinese returned academics identified with such 

concerns in addition to the complexities in professional life as returned, early career 

academics with overseas qualifications. In particular, the narratives provided insights into 

how they exercised their agency in constructing their professional identity and in gaining 

seniority and recognition in their specific HASS disciplines. Junzhu, as introduced in the 
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previous section, is a lecturer in Egyptian Fine Art while Yali has worked in the School of 

Economics since returning three years ago after completing a doctoral program in the USA.  

Yali had been appointed as a class head teacher since she joined the school three years 

ago. The head teacher of a class, sometimes called counsellors or coaches (in Chinese, Ban 

Zhu Ren, or Fu Dao Yuan), is an example of a duty that is classified under the service 

categorisation. Her responsibility as a head teacher was to take care of about 30 

undergraduate students. Such “care” may include “a miscellaneous set of errands”. For 

example, the head teachers were responsible for organising regular students’ meetings, 

holding consultations with students about their academic studies and mental health issues, as 

well as passing information between students and schools/universities. According to Yali, all 

young teachers had to take up the role as class head teachers across almost all Chinese 

universities as it had been indicated that this role assists the young teachers in developing a 

close relationship with their students. Yali described herself as a dedicated teacher but at one 

moment in the interview she became very frustrated about her role as a class head teacher. 

The following vignette captured her frustration especially as she believed her overseas 

experience disconnected her from the student experience of Chinese university life:  

As a head teacher of the class, I wish I could help the students solve all 

problems. I wish these young adults would not make any silly trouble. I 

wish the school would appreciate all the work I have done. I was upset 

about not only the high pressure of this position but also about this mere 

wishful thinking. The reality is that for most of time I have felt uncertain, 

as my absence from Chinese higher education for such a long time has 

made me unable to answer some of the students’ enquiries. The student 

service or support system is not fully developed in China and the class 

head teacher has to take up the responsibility of answering questions in 

regards to academic, administrative, and even their personal issues.  

The long absence from the Chinese higher education context meant it was difficult to 

Yali to answer her students’ queries. However, she did not feel ethically responsible for 

undertaking this work. Rather, she preferred to categorise such work as student services. That 

is to say, her frustration stemmed more from a gap between what work responsibilities she 

expected or wished to take up, and what the reality has required her to take up.  

Additionally, she began to question the validity of the head teacher role in Chinese 

universities. In relation to her willingness to go overseas and experience uncertainty in her 

student life, Yali distrusted the role of a head teacher who was meant to smooth the pathway 

for young students: 
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…I (also) doubt the validity of the role of a class head teacher. As adults, 

we may want to tell students about all our unsuccessful stories or the 

detours we have taken, so that they can avoid them. But the fact is the 

students need to experience different kinds of failures before they can 

grow up. Many students nowadays could have psychological issues due 

to over-protective parents and schools. Moreover, taking care of 30 to 40 

students for four years (indicating the length of a bachelor’s degree) 

sounds crazy. I don’t think any academic in the West can imagine this. 

Being their class head teacher, I even have to play the role of a trouble-

shooter. I am on call all day for such trivial issues. This is the job that we 

don’t have a timeline or workload for. All we know is we have to be 

available. If any student is in danger and the class head teacher doesn’t 

show up within a couple of hours, you are in big trouble. 

Together with the description narrated through Junzhu in the previous section, the 

example provided through Yali highlighted the increasing demand on the returnees in taking 

up various service-related work. The increased scope of a head teacher’s responsibilities 

fostered uncertainties in many young academics. With the boundaries of the academics’ work 

becoming less defined, these young academics had to struggle to figure out when and where 

they could, or had to, exercise agency as knowledge recontextualisers or reproducers 

(Bernstein, 2000) to conduct the expected education-related work. Or, in other instances, they 

had to exercise agency as repairers (Bernstein, 2000), taking up work normally assigned to 

social workers and psychologists to diagnose the mental issues of their Chinese students or to 

troubleshoot everyday life issues .  

In the previous section recounted through Nuohan, it was stated that agents need to 

exercise various resources within a particular agency. The academics are more comfortable in 

taking up roles as recontextualisers or reproducers because they are both familiar with, and 

are capable in drawing upon their knowledge to design curriculum and linguistic resources to 

communicate and enact their curricula, as a means of displaying the intellectual achievements 

of their overseas studies. In contrast, the returnees found it demanding to exercise other forms 

of agency where the applicable resources lay outside of their specific disciplinary domains 

and formal overseas training (e.g. taking on the role as a repairer in addressing their students’ 

mental wellbeing). This subsequent need to acquire resources and build up a repertoire of 

academic capital beyond that obtained through their overseas studies placed additional strain 

and pressure on the returnees.  

Though Yali was not interested in taking up administrative roles, she recalled her 

experience of helping facilitate a biennial international conference hosted by her school. In 

addition to delivering her research presentation at the conference, she was also a member on 
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the conference organising committee. She was responsible for booking the venue and catering, 

coordinating the conference program and contacting keynote speakers from overseas 

universities. These were the service work tasks that she had been asked to take up because she 

was one of the few young and newly employed staff members in her school. But, this time, 

instead of complaining about these administrative, perhaps even secretarial, organising tasks, 

she described this experience as “interesting” and “good training”. It was a sense of being 

immersed in the legitimate work of an academic community that motivated her during this 

service role experience. Being assigned with a particular leadership role, she could work more 

extensively with students and colleagues rather than just being a trouble-shooter. Yali stated: 

I think it’s helpful as I can participate in the community more. If we 

(herself and colleagues) only do teaching while our classrooms are 

scattered around the campus, we hardly have any opportunities to get 

together. In contrast, during our conference time, we spent a lot of time 

together while all focusing on doing one thing. I enjoy this feeling of 

being in a community. I don’t want to be isolated. I want to perceive 

acceptance. I was able to assign different tasks to students, and I enjoyed 

doing this job that I haven’t done before. 

 In her spare time, Yali also volunteered to lead a study group. Although previously 

there were some study groups in her school, she opened up this new one to make use of her 

disciplinary expertise. This kind of speciality study group is common in Chinese universities 

and is normally unofficially organised by students with an academic staff member as the 

leader. To Yali, because her research area was highly developed overseas but rather new to 

Chinese academia, she felt more dedicated to contributing to this group. Therefore, in 

addition to leading the regular reading and discussion activities, she created a Wechat group 

(a group chat on a Chinese Social Media platform) and updated it with a summary of each 

meeting and discussion. She also took students who were interested in this area to tour other 

universities in the city where her university was located in order to attend seminars and 

workshops, and enthusiastically introduced them to well-known scholars. What made her 

more fulfilled was that her study group attracted students across schools because their 

lecturers recommended this study group as “a rare learning opportunity”.  

The study group leader work was not counted in her regular workload and she did not 

receive extra payment. However, Yali also seemed to hold a different attitude toward this 

voluntary work. This work appeared to cross over service and teaching/research categories 

and provided her with more space to demonstrate her academic capability. Yali accepted the 

work of organising conferences and leading the reading group because she was able to 
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exercise the knowledge and social resources that were already available to her, but also 

because she could exercise agencies which were closer to what she envisaged as a socially 

accepted role for a returnee. Bourdieu (1990) conceptualised the term habitus to illustrate that 

the social positions taken up by agents define their social practices, and in turn, the practices 

that they undertake reinforce who they are. From a more dynamic point of view, Bernstein 

suggested that agents could be positioned in various agencies and that the habitus could shift 

over time. The work in coordinating conferences and reading groups was considered more 

than just a simple adoption and translation of the returnees’ previously attained knowledge 

and social resources. Being engaged in this work enabled Yali to acquire new skill sets or 

reservoir of knowledge and therefore had the potential to assist her to build her academic 

career in the elite university.  

Despite identifying a number of favourable outcomes while being engaged with the 

local community, at times questions were raised regarding the administrative roles that 

seemed irrelevant to teaching or research. Yali purposely compared the head teacher’s work 

responsibilities with academic work in the West, pinpointing the unreasonable demands of the 

Chinese university on their academic staff.    

The social expectations toward a university teacher is to act as a role 

model morally, be a high-achiever academically, and a sage/living saint 

who doesn’t care about income, which have pushed me to a dilemma. I 

have been told on the one hand by the university and the society, as a 

teacher, I need to cultivate students’ capacity for critical thinking. But on 

the other hand, I’m told to do X, Y, and Z by the university without any 

argument because your employer tells you to do so. They set the rules, 

you play your game according to the rules, and stop thinking critically 

about these rules. 

Yali depicted a sharp contrast between what expectations and images were drawn of 

the university academics by the public and the actual work responsibilities the universities 

expected of academics. She indicated that as a result of the service work that she was 

required to undertake, she was relegated to the lower echelons of the social division of labour 

within the academic workforce. 

What became clear from Yali’s narrative was a shared agreement acknowledging that 

no single academic participated in only one job category. The returnees were unable to 

provide explicit guidelines outlining the allocation of time to complete the expected ancillary 

work, or for the specific knowledge work to be undertaken. The following vignette provided 

an epitome of the work life of many early career academics. Yali concluded her story by 
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addressing the complexity of knowledge work as well as how young teachers position 

themselves and struggle through such complexities: 

I’m not complaining here but I have to describe this as a fact. Universities 

don’t consider it their obligation to create a favourable environment for 

young academics to be nurtured. The deployment of academic staff 

within most of departments is in a pyramid structure, the young or early-

career academics are usually located at the bottom of this pyramid and it 

takes time for them to reach the pinnacle. As a result, we young 

employees are easy targets for all kinds of trivial tasks.  

 Yali used the phrase “pyramid structure” to describe the frustration of the early career 

academics about their position at the bottom of the academic echelon. Also raised in this 

narrative was the variation in symbolic significance attributed to the different products 

generated through teaching, research and service work. The returnees favoured teaching and 

research products as being core to the field of knowledge production whereas services 

generated through administrative work were least favoured. However, to rise in rank on the 

hierarchical pyramid, the young academics were required to invest more time in service work 

even though they believed it generated the least symbolic significance. 

In a similar vein to the discussion on the symbolic significance of products pertaining 

to different categories of knowledge work, a dispute over the value of social scientific 

knowledge versus natural scientific knowledge was detailed in the aforementioned “green 

pepper” article (Zhou & Xie, 2016). The majority of the participants of this study provided 

comments on this dispute and accounted for their concerns as being knowledge workers in 

the HASS disciplines. Their narratives were reconstructed and presented through the voice of 

Junzhu.   

It was argued in the “green pepper” article that scholars in HASS areas were asked to 

justify the “usefulness” of their research. This means, in addition to proving the usefulness of 

HASS knowledges, the academics in these fields also needed to exercise their agency to 

provide constructive messages for prospective students. Junzhu addressed this issue by 

recalling her nine-year doctoral study and suggested “it was too hard to undertake higher 

degree research in HASS. It was much more demanding than other subjects if you wanted to 

produce something really decent.” However, she also reflected upon how she had been 

trained to embrace ideas from different sources. She acknowledged that many university 

students are now job-oriented, but she insisted that the “usefulness” of studying these areas 

included “enhancing cultural inclusiveness” and “adopting a broader research perspective”.  
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  The interpretation of “usefulness” provided by Junzhu focused on viewing the 

contribution of the academics more extensively than simply passing on disciplinary 

knowledge, but also in cultivating the scholarly manners of thinking and performing. By 

doing so, she tried to direct the focus of the discussion regarding the “usefulness” of HASS 

knowledge towards evaluating knowledge work with the generation of symbolic products, be 

it knowledge or academic dispositions and demeanours.  

  Again in the “green pepper” article, Zhou and Xie (2016) described the nature and 

doctrine of studying HASS as “厚积(Houji)薄发(Bofa)”: Houji means profoundly 

accumulating knowledge, experience and so on; Bofa means selectively demonstrating 

knowledge via giving lectures or producing publications and so on. This Chinese saying 

indicates that it takes time to accumulate knowledge and when it comes to demonstrating 

one’s capability, people should behave modestly and produce knowledge selectively. 

However, the early career academics stated that it was out of date to follow such a doctrine 

and take time in accumulating their disciplinary knowledge, because they might lose their 

jobs if they could not reach the academic output demands. The article highlighted that 

academic anxiety resulted in an increasing belief that “the rankings of a university are 

essentially a competition in quantity (e.g. of publications)” (Zhou & Xie, 2016). Compared to 

researchers in the natural sciences, HASS researchers who participated in this study described 

themselves as vulnerable because of the nature of their study: It normally took longer for 

them to produce quality publications and proposals for research funding. For example, Zhou 

and Xie’s (2016) article introduced the complaints of an associate professor in Spanish 

regarding his translation of a Spanish book which could not be considered as one of his 

standardised academic achievements.  

Along with concerns over quantity of publications, the early career academics also 

appeared concerned about what to publish. Many participants of this study, mainly the 

academics in Economics, indicated that they were confounded by the dilemmas about 

studying mainstream issues (with the research discourses predominantly controlled by 

Western scholars) for international publication or studying domestic issues to contribute to 

national development. Several of them reported that their choice of returning to their Chinese 

university was motivated by the chance to research local communities and take up social 

responsibilities. However, they realised the difficulty of accessing and publishing in top 

journals when undertaking this kind of research. Yali recalled that, as a result of such a 

publication dilemma, her mentor suggested that the early career academics should “work 
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strategically and focus on publication before obtaining the tenured positions”. The strategies 

adopted by the returned academics to publish and their comments on exercising and 

procuring power through producing specific knowledge discourses will be further explored in 

the next Chapter.  

 This section has focused on presenting the young academics’ work within and across 

the changing symbolic boundaries, particularly in their juggling of service-related work. 

While obtaining knowledge, cultural, and social networking resources through their overseas 

studies, the returnees gradually acquired ways of devising and utilising these resources to 

fulfil their research and teaching work. However, because an individual’s positioning within 

the defined social structures determined their practices, the returned academics could hardly 

continue to conduct themselves or display the same mode of conduct and character 

(Bernstein, 2000) assumed in the Western university institutions. Instead these young 

returnees adapted themselves to the new institutional context and accordingly acquired new 

modes of character, conduct and manner to survive and thrive. The prime example that 

illustrated this was related to the academics’ confusion over what to do and how to conduct 

themselves in relation to dealing with student welfare issues given they had not acquired the 

disciplinary or practical knowledge to do this work, nor was it the responsibility of academics 

in the West.  

Both the narratives of Yali and Junzhu, depicted the professional concerns shared by 

all young academics interviewed by this study, ascribing their struggles to a lack of seniority 

in the Chinese university leading to the portioning of additional “trivial” tasks. However, the 

narratives presented in this section also revealed that these young academics’ lack of 

knowledge regarding the institutionalised power and control relations and the ritualised 

practices could be an impediment to their relocation back to China. Re-engagement with their 

local community allowed the returnees to be more aware of such power and control relations 

as well as the changing social discourses that regulated the what and how of their knowledge 

production and recontextualisation work. Therefore, the “anxiety” of the early-career 

academics, used in the title of Zhou and Xie’s (2016) paper was summarised as being multi-

faceted: the young academics had to take up a wide range of work responsibilities and the 

process in which they constructed their professional identities involved the exploration into 

who they are, what they do and for what reason (why). 
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The next section continues to explore the returned academics’ struggle of 

substantiating their professional value. It turns the focus to the recent changes in the 

performance management system in the Chinese universities and further explores the 

pressure of the knowledge workers in demonstrating the material value of their work. More 

significantly, it accounts for a growing conflict internal to the Chinese academic community, 

between the returned academics and their senior colleagues, most of whom were domestically 

or locally educated.  

Dujin Returnees: Looking for Values as Returned Academics 

 In addition to being considered as “green pepper” (qingjiao, young and inexperienced 

academics), the experience of undertaking doctoral studies in the West earned these early 

career academics a description of being “镀金” dujin (translated as “gold-plated”). It is a 

derogatory metaphor, implying that the Western qualifications are merely a layer of gold 

decorated on the returned academics to make them look more valuable. Originally such a 

description was seen in news articles as a negative comment provided by the academic staff 

who only had qualifications from Chinese universities. Gradually it has become a social 

discourse overgeneralising the excessive significance that the government and universities 

have attached to those with Western qualifications. Dujin has also been taken up by the 

returned academics themselves as a sarcastic badge of honour. They went overseas for a 

research education hoping to return to a prestigious and well-paid job in China. However, as 

explained in the previous sections, academic jobs in China are never lucrative and what is 

worse is that the permanent positions are no longer available. Therefore, the returnees 

sarcastically commented that the Western qualifications they have attained only give the 

appearance of being prestigious but in reality, have little fundamental value.   

This section continues to present the returned academics’ struggles of validating their 

symbolic value as knowledge workers by using Yali and Junzhu as narrators. The returnees 

described their situations as, on the one hand, benefitting from the privilege and favourable 

policies issued by the Chinese central government and their universities, but on the other 

hand, facing the conflict and sometimes open hostility from senior colleagues or other 

colleagues who had graduated from local Chinese universities.   

Yali talked about a job that was exclusively available for returnees, where one 

member accompanied the Head of School on overseas trips to recruit new staff members. 
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Traditionally, American universities would take turns to host an annual economic conference 

long considered by Chinese universities as the best chance to meet potential employees. 

According to Yali, every time the Head of School attended the conference, he would bring a 

returnee with him to assist the recruitment process. This person is responsible for screening 

the Curriculum Vitae of the applicants, writing newsletters in English for promotional 

purposes, and most importantly, evaluating the applicants’ professional capacity for the Head 

of School during interviews. Yali explained modestly: 

The domestically-trained teachers may have other specific jobs given to 

them, but this job (overseas recruitment with the Head of School) is 

exclusive to us (who returned from the West and were very likely 

recruited in this way).      

 In addition, although they previously commented that a lucrative salary did not 

influence their choice in pursuing an academic career, the returned academics were offered a 

better salary package compared to their senior colleagues who were employed earlier in 

similar positions. Junzhu described relevant discrepancies between academic staff who were 

employed at different times and how they potentially resulted in dissatisfaction among the 

senior employees, the majority of whom undertook their research degrees in China. Junzhu 

became a staff member one and half years before this study commenced. That was the time 

when the university had just implemented a new human resource policy, assigning newly-

employed academic staff (predominately recent graduates from Western universities) into a 

performance management and salary system different from previously hired employees. 

There were two major differences. Firstly, the newly employed returnees were provided with 

a higher income package but without certain provisions, such as holiday pay. Secondly, 

instead of being provided with permanent tenure, these staff members were given an initial 

six-year tenure-tracked contract, at the end of which their performance would be reviewed to 

determine if they would secure a tenured position at the university. 

   The difference in salary had been particularly noticed by staff members who were in 

the “grandfather system” – those who enjoyed better provisions but were given lower pay 

rates. Adding to their discontent with the lower pay rates was the emerging research-only 

positions offered by some schools in the elite university. These were regarded as “precious” 

work responsibilities because the academics could be freed from heavy teaching loads. To 

further the lightly sarcastic referrals to the returned academics as gold-plated university 

academics, those without Western qualifications, and thus belonging to the “grandfather 

system” similarly made fun of themselves. They regarded themselves as being overloaded 
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with teaching courses that were irrelevant to their research interest, saying “don’t worry about 

us, we (graduated from research programs in China) are not (qualified enough to be) talented 

(to undertake research work)” (Zhou & Xie, 2016).      

 As introduced in Chapter Four (Methodology Chapter), the university where the field 

work of this study was conducted had initiated a new employment and promotion system 

(relating to the tenure-tracked evaluation). Some returned academics were employed after the 

commencement of this system and therefore were affected by the transition period from the 

old system to the current one. In response to the two systems, Junzhu commented: “this 

(different income package) naturally creates a gap between the newly-employed returnee 

teachers and the others.” However, compared to those with tenured employment, together 

with other tenure-track employees, she was more anxious about the reduced security of her 

higher education job. The so-called “lifelong iron rice bowl” did not come with the job offer 

any more. Junzhu realised that there would be only one chance for her to pass the 

performance review and obtain a tenured position and therefore felt stressed to produce 

academic outcomes as well as to perform well in her teaching.  

This uncertainty was also shared by Yali when she expressed her confusion about 

promotion. Yali recalled attending an induction seminar for new employees when a senior 

professor drew up a diagram outlining a timeframe for achieving certain positions. For 

example, the professor demonstrated the steps: firstly, to obtain the title of an “outstanding 

young academic” in three years; secondly, to become an associate professor in another three 

years; and finally, to reach full professorship with more publications and extensive 

networking in another five to ten years. She expressed her scorn for this promotion pathway 

by saying “it’s not doing research. It’s playing computer games. You beat the monsters, you 

level up. How ridiculous!”    

However, with the introduction of the US-style tenure track performance management 

system in the university, the “rules” for surviving university workplaces changed 

dramatically. After a year’s transition process, all newly-employed academics (predominately 

graduates returned from overseas elite universities) are expected to comply with the new 

performance management system. This means, firstly, positions offered at this elite university 

are no longer permanent. Secondly, after their first six years of work, all their achievements 

(including academic publications, teaching load, evaluative feedback from students etc.) will 

be peer reviewed as well as externally examined. They have to be assessed at the same 
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capacity level as their international colleagues to be awarded the tenured professorships. As a 

result of this change, the security of academic positions at this university has been decreasing 

significantly. Yali implored “who can tell me, in order to pass this assessment, how many 

papers I need to publish or how many conferences I need to attend?”. Though the returned 

academics involved in the tenure track performance management system were provided with 

a privileged salary package, many of them were concerned with the lack of communication 

about the explicit rules for surviving the American style evaluation system in Chinese 

universities. Universities in China are preoccupied with work responsibilities that might not 

be common practices in the USA universities and do not contribute directly to passing such 

evaluation.    

The focus of the composite biographies of this section centred on the conflicts 

between the senior members in the university, most of whom had obtained research degrees 

from Chinese universities, and the juniors, most of whom were fresh graduates returning 

from overseas, seeking opportunities to prove their professional value. The conflicts 

essentially focused on the rationality of gaining financial and work-related advantages by 

possessing research degrees awarded in Western universities. These privileges embodied the 

symbolic capital that certified the official recognition of the academics by the university with 

the potential in generating knowledge products (e.g. publications and assembling globally 

competitive academic teams via recruitment of overseas doctoral graduates for their Chinese 

university). 

However, the returned academics could not work with full confidence even when 

their Chinese university adopted ideas and policies originating from the West. The academics’ 

confusion regarding the tenure track performance management system demonstrated that this 

Western idea of evaluating academics’ performance was not sufficiently recontextualised into 

the official discourses and the practices of the Chinese university, nor in articulating the 

specifics outlining the academics’ daily work. This insufficient recontextualisation led to the 

ineffective enactment of the new performance management system, as well as the disjointed 

relay of Western ideas and the underpinning power relations in the field of knowledge 

production (Bernstein, 1990, 2000). Subsequently, the significance of following Western 

practices in generating new knowledge and in conducting comparative assessments against 

academics in other elite universities were challenged by the returned academics as well as 

their colleagues situated in the broader Chinese local community.  
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Conversion of Economic Inputs to Knowledge and Symbolic 

Products  

 During the interviews, despite expressing their stress in one way or another, none of 

the nineteen participants reported that they regretted their decision. This section uses the 

composite biography of Junzhu to demonstrate how the returned academics have constructed 

more positive narratives when recalling the infrastructure development and academic support 

of their university. Again, it should be emphasised that the accounts provided by the 

participants might not be typical of teachers of other universities (which come from lower 

tiers or are located in less-developed regions). This biography depicts the general efforts of 

promoting Chinese higher education on an international stage and this depiction is very likely 

to be representative of a significant portion of other knowledge work in the HASS disciplines 

in elite urban Chinese universities.  

The interview with Junzhu was held in her office which she proudly introduced as a 

landmark of the university. Previously, there were only one or two big rooms shared among 

all the academic staff of her school, in which there were not enough tables and computers to 

share among everyone. As a result, most of her colleagues would work from home. She also 

recalled that she could not have visitors over to her workplace simply because she did not 

have one. However, now almost everyone had been assigned an office space. This was a 

privilege that belonged to the new generation of academics in this top-ranking Chinese 

university. Junzhu decided to take her early career status in a positive way as did most of the 

other participants.  

Junzhu said whoever worked in higher education in China was not expecting to make 

a fortune out of it. However, she could still list a number of bonuses she enjoyed. For 

instance, her kids could enrol in university-affiliated schools which saved her a large amount 

of money. Most departments were generous in funding academics’ research expenses and 

attendance at domestic and international conferences. According to the university and school 

policy, academics would be rewarded with a bonus for publications. Different rates were 

assigned to domestic and international publications while the latter was more worthwhile than 

the former. At the end of each academic year staff members were asked to report how many 

publications had been accepted in both domestic and international journals respectively, with 

many schools offering cash bonuses to encourage publication. Papers published in the 
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English language and in international journals could qualify for double the awarded rate of 

ones published in the Chinese language and in Chinese local journals. 

This increased competitiveness among academics of high-ranking universities was 

considered by some returned academics as being beneficial, as the universities were more 

likely to invest into their areas of research. For example, Junzhu’s university had already 

established an international reputation, but it was still keen to expand its influence by 

collaborating with other top-ranked universities overseas. Junzhu suggested that her school 

was supportive of either the staff members’ overseas business trips or the visits of guests 

from foreign universities. Despite the impression that the Arts and Humanities were being 

neglected by Chinese and international universities, Junzhu used the word “rich” and 

sometimes “so rich” to describe her university in providing financial support. Her impression 

came from the university’s new purchase of the electronic version of a collection of books, 

which “neither Oxford nor Cambridge could afford”. She recounted “not a lot of people are 

doing research in this area and our university is still happy to pay for the collection just to 

demonstrate its support for Arts scholars”. What made her prouder was when her previous 

classmates and colleagues from an overseas university contacted her asking for a scanned 

page from the collection.  

Another motivation for the young teachers came from their students. Although 

complaints about teaching loads were a common topic among young teachers, Junzhu related 

the thoughts shared by many of her Chinese colleagues that they benefitted considerably from 

teaching students who are studious, obedient, and high achieving. These descriptors were 

used widely regarding Chinese students. Junzhu reflected that particularly the returned 

academics, who had taught at different universities overseas, would agree with these 

statements. She said the teachers were “blessed” to teach these hard-working and smart 

students and summarised her teaching experiences in China with a Chinese proverb “教学相

长” (jiaoxue xiangzhang, teaching and learning is mutually beneficial). This meant that not 

only students benefitted from the knowledge dissemination of the teachers, but the teaching 

process also helped teachers to learn and mature. These early-career returned teachers 

detailed that they learnt how to teach and how to improve their teaching by reading their 

students’ reflections, and they also learnt how to keep updating their teaching content as 

driven by students’ pursuit of advanced knowledge.  
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The biography related through Junzhu identified a range of material rewards and non-

monetary compensations that were available to Chinese academics, benefiting particularly the 

recently employed returnees. Bernstein made a distinction between symbolic and economic 

production (Bernstein, 2001) suggesting knowledge generated in the field of symbolic control 

is usually a product taking a symbolic form. However, the global knowledge economy has 

expedited the expansion of the higher education sector across both symbolic and economic 

production, where products created in universities are required to demonstrate both symbolic 

and economic significance (e.g. publications can bring about cash rewards). This also 

resulted in institutionalised evaluation and reward systems of the academics’ research 

performance taking on material forms to increase their academic output. Although the 

remuneration was considered to be limited, the Chinese academics were offered other forms 

of compensation (e.g. childcare, housing, and access to university healthcare), as well as 

abundant encouragement for participating and organising academic activities. Outside of 

material rewards, the high-achieving Chinese students were considered as another esteem 

factor in terms of institutional recognition in university ranking systems and symbolic power 

in terms of recruiting elite students and staff. 

Concluding Discussion 

This chapter has adopted the composite biography format to present interview data 

and the analytical results. Nineteen narratives provided by returned academics within one 

specific elite Chinese university were collated into three composite biographies recounted 

through Nuohan, Yali and Junzhu. This data presentation format was consistent with 

Bernstein’s conceptual framework for capturing and presenting the complexity of the 

returnee’s educational and professional trajectories and their construction of professional 

identities over time and space. 

This chapter has documented the returnees’ movements across national borders and 

explored their accounts of specific pedagogic practices in producing, recontextualising and 

acquiring knowledge (Bernstein, 1996, 2000) as shaped by their pedagogic socialisation in 

both China and the main English-speaking countries where they undertook their research 

studies. More significantly, through the composite narratives, this chapter has also 

demonstrated the movement of the returnees within and across symbolic boundaries while 

devising their pedagogic capital in fulfilling their given roles in teaching, research and 

service work. Drawing upon Bernstein’s concepts, this chapter elaborated the returnees’ 
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negotiations with the discourses, agents, and spaces of their work and how their work brought 

changes to, but were also regulated by the power and control relations in the given field of 

symbolic control (Bernstein, 1971, 1990, 2000) within which the chosen Chinese university 

was positioned. 

Working in the education sector in China has been long regarded as a prestigious and 

respectable occupation. Bearing this in mind, the young Chinese academics returned to their 

home country with their overseas obtained postgraduate qualifications expecting their higher 

education sector position to be secure, highly-regarded, and also rewarding. In addition, as a 

result of their observation during their long research apprenticeships, the returned academics 

have expected a significant portion of their job in the Chinese university to be related with 

producing, circulating, distributing and transmitting knowledge discourses, as well as 

conducting research and disseminating new knowledge via publication in the primary field of 

their discipline.  

However, the idealised image of a Chinese knowledge worker preserved in the 

memories of the returnees was different to what greeted them upon their return, as the 

Chinese higher education and research sector had undergone changes during their absence. 

Additional requirements had been raised by the returned academics in displaying their 

acquired pedagogic capital through knowledge translation and reproduction work in the 

chosen Chinese university. They had been required to make use of a broader range of skill 

sets and resources in fulfilling different roles such as knowledgeable returnees, publishing 

researchers, care-providing teachers, patriotic university employees, meeting coordinators, 

and international recruiters for academics. Apart from the greater stress and heavier workload 

as a result of these diversified work responsibilities, the returned academics also accounted 

for some beneficial consequences from these experiences, including opportunities to re-

acquaint with their local community and to practice their pedagogic capital outside 

conventional classroom settings. Of particular significance, they emphasised the unique 

socio-cultural politics of the Chinese HASS community and the changing professional 

landscape of Chinese higher education where the returnees must navigate their academic 

identity carefully. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, more Chinese universities initiated the tenure-track 

system of employment contract, whereby the “iron rice bowl”, the potential security of a 

permanent position offered in the universities, was diminishing. The significance of such 
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changes impacting the daily knowledge work of the early career academics in Chinese 

universities had been frequently commented on by the returned academics. Their narratives 

exemplified the ways new public management and neo-liberal education policies were 

translated from the West and recontextualised in the field of knowledge production in China, 

reshaping the knowledge work practices, work trajectories and performance-based rewards 

for academics employed in the Chinese university. Together with the changes in the official 

performance evaluation system, these young returned academics were pressured to 

demonstrate the material value of their previous professional experiences and the knowledge 

products they had generated so that they could speak against the derogatory criticism levelled 

at them, such as metaphors of green pepper and gold-plated. Collectively, the returned 

academics have suggested that to construct their professional identities they have had to 

position themselves in both the local and international research communities as well as in 

ongoing cross-cultural settings. Additionally, they were required to devise their particular 

knowledge and linguistic and cultural resources to realise their academic ambitions in 

accordance with both their own values as well as social and institutional expectations.    

Chapter Six will present and analyse the narratives of the returned academics 

concerning their positioning in specific disciplinary fields, seeking to present an overview 

regarding the value of the academic profession in general but more specifically the value of 

knowledge and knowledge work in the HASS disciplines. It will consider how these 

academics talked about their research work with regards to generating new knowledge, as 

informed by their previous overseas research education, the Chinese local research 

community, and the global higher education arena.  
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Chapter 6: Dominant Knowledge Discourses and 

Knowledge Diversity 

Introduction 

This chapter builds upon the composite narratives presented in Chapter Five, 

continuing to explore the central research problem of this study. Chapter Five addressed the 

first group of three research questions of this study and provided an overall picture of the 

Chinese local university and the research, teaching and service components of knowledge 

work in which the returned academics have been involved. The challenges in relation to 

heavy workloads and the relevance of work responsibilities corresponding to their academic 

expertise were highlighted. While endeavouring to put into practice what they had learnt from 

their overseas experiences in the local Chinese university, the returned academics constantly 

had to negotiate and reconstruct their sense of agency and professional identity.  

This chapter focuses more specifically on the research component of the returnees’ 

work and addresses the second group of three research questions of this study: How do the 

returned academics position themselves within specific social science and humanity 

discipline areas and how are their research practices informed by their overseas studies? To 

address this research question, three analytical questions are proposed: 

1. What has been identified as the dominant discourse by the returned 

academics’ working in specific disciplinary areas? 

2. How do the returned academics consider their position within specific 

HASS discipline areas? 

3. How do the returned academics undertake research work in the Chinese 

university?  

These three questions are addressed in the following three sections. The first section 

presents the returned academics’ responses to the questions raised in the preliminary stages of 

the interviews, outlining their motivations for choosing specific English-speaking countries to 

undertake their postgraduate studies, as well as their reasons for returning to take up 

academic positions in the elite Chinese university. This section highlights the returnees’ 

identification of Western knowledge discourses as the dominant discourses in their 

disciplinary areas and their take up of such discourses in their teaching and research practices.  

During the interviews, the academics also accounted for their educational experiences, 

attainments, and changes in mindset over their decade-long professional journey spanning 

studies overseas and in China. The second section presents the consideration of the returnees 

as being Chinese knowledge workers and their partnership with academics from broader 
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Asian contexts. The returnees’ accounts emphasised the repositioning of the Chinese field of 

knowledge production in the global higher education and research arena as to address the 

concern of reproducing Western neo-colonial or imperialistic power relations in HASS 

disciplines. The third section elaborates on the returned academics’ engagement with 

knowledge resources and the institutional cultures of their local community and the 

communities that were previously overlooked by dominant discourses. They considered the 

flows and communication of less insular knowledge across regions brought changes to the 

power and control relations between the dominant research field and the others and 

subsequently impacted on the reconstruction of their professional and cultural identities.  

This chapter firstly draws upon Foucault’s definition of power/knowledge (1980) 

relations to discuss the returned academics’ views on how and what power embeds specific 

knowledge discourses and their exercise of power via engaging with such knowledge in their 

teaching and research work. To further explore the complexity of this power relay process, 

Bernstein’s (1971) theorisation of the power and control relations has been taken up as the 

main analytical tool for this chapter. It facilitates an understanding of how the flows of 

knowledge via translation and recontextualisation work will always invoke negotiation, 

maintenance and contestation of power relations in the field of knowledge production 

(Bernstein, 1990, 2000). To better understand the returnee’s contributions in reshaping the 

local landscape of knowledge production it was necessary to incorporate non-Western 

references to extend this study's theoretical lens. The concepts explored in Asia as method by 

Chen (2010) and other postcolonial scholars who drew upon his study have been incorporated 

in the analysis of this chapter. 

This chapter, unlike the previous one in the format of composite biographies, presents 

interview vignettes from individual participants. To maintain the anonymity of the 

participants, all data presented will be cited by pseudonyms of the original interviewees. 

The Dominant Knowledge Discourses in Social Sciences and 

Humanities  

All interviews of the returned academics began with a request to introduce their 

overseas education experience. To help them detail their experiences, interview questions 

concerning the reasons and motivations for undertaking their postgraduate studies outside of 

China were raised. The returned academics, particularly those working in Linguistics, English 

Literature, Foreign Languages (other than English), Economics and Asian Studies contributed 
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comments relating their motivations in studying their research degrees overseas and 

regarding the significance of acquiring disciplinary knowledge in English speaking countries. 

The academics showed noticeable caution when responding to these interview questions and 

stressed that their considerations could only apply to their specific disciplines and were 

relevant to a specific point in time. 

Power/Knowledge relations 

The academics who worked in English Language and Literature explained bluntly that 

their decision to pursue research degrees in English-speaking countries was the best one they 

could make. They explained that it was the most logical way for them as learners of the 

English language to be immersed in the language and cultures of the countries of their study. 

The academics’ explanations were in a similar vein to the policies of the Chinese Ministry of 

Education on building world-class universities modelled on the top-performing universities 

and higher education systems of the US and UK. One example supplied by a returned 

academic, Xinhe, generalised the position of the disciplinary knowledge discourses in his 

area by stating: “you (we) have to admit the key field of the mainstream research is still 

located overseas”. Xinhe became a lecturer in the School of Foreign Languages after he 

returned to work in the elite Chinese university, a year before the commencement of data 

collection for this study. By using the term “mainstream research”, he referred to the basic 

disciplinary knowledge in his field that has been predominantly created in Western research 

communities and then adopted by educators in their respective subjects worldwide. He 

explained that Western universities were playing leading roles in new knowledge generation, 

especially in his research area. Xinhe detailed that his study examined an innovative approach 

on how human language can be formulated and reproduced as a computer language.  

Bringing together the reproduction of basic disciplinary knowledge and the 

production of new knowledge, Xinhe concluded that an overseas research education ensured 

international students would have “access to the most advanced knowledge in the world due 

to their education and methodology training”. The outcome of this education was described 

by Xinhe as “the postgraduates trained overseas are of relatively high quality and there is a 

high possibility to become successful academics after being trained overseas”. Xinhe’s 

narratives demonstrated how the Chinese higher education policy discourse seeks referential 

values from the top-ranking Western universities. Both the Chinese education bureaus as well 

as individual academics consider the knowledge offered in these universities as more 
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advanced and impactful than knowledge locally produced in China. Therefore, the learners of 

such knowledge benefited from both the subject content as well the symbolic value 

associated with its acquisition. Symbolic values take the form of various types of pedagogic 

capital, such as the doctoral degrees obtained from elite Western universities, as well as the 

internalisation of certain academic dispositions with respect to ways of doing, thinking, and 

speaking (Bernstein, 2000).  

More importantly, Xinhe appeared to believe that the returned academics were 

favoured not only because the knowledge they had acquired was of a higher symbolic value 

in their specific disciplines, but also because they had acquired the skills to pass on such 

knowledge to the local Chinese students who had limited direct access to such knowledge: 

…to bring back returnees is actually a way to make the next generation of 

academics stand on the same starting line with other young academics in 

mainstream universities around the world, which also means that Chinese 

universities will stand on the same starting line with other mainstream 

universities in the future. 

Xinhe hinted at the power relations structuring the global field of knowledge 

production in his discipline, and that the most powerful knowledge producers in this field 

were positioned in the West, or more specifically in the top-ranking universities in the US 

and UK. His acquisition of specific disciplinary knowledge and research methods from these 

universities guaranteed his employment in the elite Chinese university. Xinhe conveyed a 

feeling of being empowered because of his attainment of such knowledge resources and 

perhaps even more so because of his position to fulfil the expectations of his institution to 

pass the acquired knowledge on to his Chinese students. Such knowledge was taken up by 

Chinese university students as pedagogic capital in order to continue studying and to secure 

their membership in the global field of knowledge production.  

What underpinned the statements of Xinhe was the assumption that the knowledge 

created, and also widely circulated in some Western countries (particularly in the US and 

UK), naturally guaranteed power. The inextricable relationship between power/knowledge is 

detailed by Foucault (1980). He suggested that the knowledge which is legitimised and 

prioritised portrays power and principles that underpin knowledge production. In turn, 

producing and reproducing such knowledge is an exercise of power. Highlighted in Xinhe’s 

narratives and aligned with the Chinese policy of building world-class universities, Chinese 

academics and students also considered the HASS knowledge generated in the West as 
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powerful knowledge resources given they were extensively selected and referenced as official 

knowledge by knowledge workers of other top-ranking universities worldwide. The Chinese 

academics, through taking up such knowledge resources to translate and recontextualise into 

their own local pedagogic fields, not only acknowledged the significance of such knowledge 

but also reinforced its dominance in their own academic communities. In turn, through their 

acquisition and reproduction of these powerful knowledge resources, these academics also 

gained symbolic power that benefitted their employment as well as knowledge work. The 

way they could maintain and display such power was to continue drawing upon the 

knowledge and projecting it to the broader student audience in China via their teaching and 

research practices.  

The process of exercising discursive power was detailed by Niu, an academic working 

in the School of Foreign Languages. He illustrated that being a transmitter (Bernstein, 1990, 

2001) of dominant knowledge resources involved both knowing about specific disciplinary 

knowledge as well as being able to think, speak and conduct research. Rules of knowledge 

production in HASS disciplines were predominately generated in dominant academic 

communities located in the West. Niu firstly explained that he developed a research interest 

in Victorian literature and then received an offer to undertake a PhD at an American 

university. Niu was asked to clarify why he chose the USA rather than the UK to study 

Victorian literature, given the study originated in Britain. Niu explained that his choice did 

not present much difference to him, because English-speaking countries share more or less 

the same research material, methodology, and well-trained supervisors. He singled out that 

the coursework provided in USA doctoral programs was an appealing component for him 

because he was curious about how the disciplinary content would be taught in another context. 

Niu said: 

My study looks at Britain in the 19
th

 century. It was at a time when the 

society faced dramatic transformation and rapid change. While 

undergoing these changes, people were likely to experience uncertainty 

and anxiety due to the material richness on the one hand and a void in the 

spiritual world on the other. A feeling of getting lost is what I can see not 

only from the literature work during Victorian times, but more 

significantly, nowadays in Chinese society. I can’t say I’m looking for 

answers to our current society’s problems from the Western world, but I 

believe that acknowledging and learning about the similarities can help 

our people and younger generations better understand the context.  

  Niu constructed two “worlds” in this extract. On one level, there was a 

differentiation between what happened in the West, or Britain in particular, in the 19
th
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century and what is happening right now in China as it developed its higher education and 

research institutional capacities. On another level, the study on the literature from another 

context and time in history could be informative on present-day real-world issues. He denied 

that he was “looking for answers” from the Western world. But he stated that having such 

awareness of linking the two worlds changed his mindset about being a research student in 

Humanities. Instead of being a student having no say in “patriotic education”, Niu stated that, 

after he developed a real interest in his specific research area, he became more inclined to 

“take sides in arguments” and “state personal opinions”. Furthermore, he suggested that the 

power of knowledge could transcend the socio-political context of its field of origin 

(Wheelahan, 2007). He considered his overseas education helpful by both equipping him with 

specific disciplinary knowledge, as well as teaching him to become more socially responsible 

with regards to further knowledge production. He elaborated on this change in him from 

being a pilgrim learner to a proactive thinker and participant: 

Some Chinese students, including me, went overseas with the expectation 

of undertaking a pilgrimage, hoping to take in whatever the foreign 

teachers said. However, my American classmates didn’t consider the 

learning process like this. Their motivation for learning came from their 

need of addressing their own research problems. Therefore (to answer 

their research inquires) these (American) students tended to make 

judgement. In comparison, Chinese students lack this ability because we 

worry that we are not well prepared or knowledgeable enough to make a 

decision. We also worry that our decision or statement will harm 

interpersonal relationships. 

  Adding to previous comments about knowledge delivered in Western universities as 

“advanced” and “authentic”, Niu focused on the styles and strategies of his Western 

classmates through attending to disciplinary knowledge. He identified learning styles and 

strategies as an issue, commenting upon how Chinese students’ being humble and cautious is 

detrimental to maximising their knowledge acquisition. Niu advocated that even though it 

was not necessary to accept the knowledge or ideas passed on by the “foreign” teachers 

(referring particularly to English-speaking teachers), it would be better for the Chinese 

students to realise from their American peers how to work with their knowledge and how to 

produce their own version of knowledge (for example, by voicing their opinions in class).   

  Xinhe and Niu’s narratives indicated a long history of the dominance of Western 

power over discipline-based knowledge construction. According to the Western 

categorisation, the global research field is divided into the West and the rest (Singh & 

Doherty, 2004). Hence, the West is a destination where powerful knowledge producers are 
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located and with which people from the rest of the world are trying to be associated. Xinhe’s 

statements in particular indicated that powerful knowledge taught in Western research 

programs provided students with compulsory disciplinary information and also empowered 

them as knowers (Moore, 2013, p. 154; Singh, 2013, 2015). Niu talked about the ascendancy 

of American students’ ways of approaching knowledge acquisition and demonstrating their 

learning, or more precisely, the ways in which the American students displayed their critical 

thinking skills and their engagement with learning. He recommended that Chinese students 

should reveal their critical thinking skills and be proactive in stating their own opinions in 

ways that reflect what they’ve learned about and choose to implement from their American 

classmates’ learning styles. 

  Pursuing research degrees in English-language speaking countries enabled these 

academics to become knowers of dominant knowledge. Empowered by their attained 

knowledge resources, the returned academics wanted to pass them on to their students and 

shape them into powerful acquirers/knowers (Bernstein, 1990, 2001). Two aspects of the 

powerful or dominant knowledge were identified for reproduction. The first was concerned 

with the instructional aspect of knowledge, or specific disciplinary knowledge in curricula. 

The second was the regulative aspect of knowledge which was concerned with scholarly 

practices and habits, or what Bernstein (2000) refers to as scholarly dispositions and 

demeanours. The acquisition of the regulative aspect of knowledge enabled students to 

perform or develop the scholarly dispositions and demeanours required of their disciplines. It 

included skills such as how to think critically, how to develop an inquiring mind, and how to 

efficiently display their engagement with learning. According to Xinhe and Niu, scholars and 

research communities located in English-speaking countries dominated the generation of both 

the instructional and regulative aspects of knowledge.  

However it is important to note that both Xinhe and Niu were not simply suggesting 

that the acquisition of Western knowledge by these returned academics reproduces Western 

neo-colonial or imperialistic power relations (Hu & Singh, 2018). Their narratives about the 

flows of knowledge in specific disciplines have informed this study to re-consider 

power/knowledge as a dynamic relationship. Hence, to address these dynamics, this study 

proposes to explore the challenges and contestation to the power relations resulting from the 

delocation of knowledge discourses from the West and its relocation to China, and how these 

changes, in turn, impact on the returnees’ knowledge production work. The following section 

continues to discuss the dominant knowledge discourses in HASS disciplines. Its focus turns 
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to the ways of producing new knowledge and reproducing the power/knowledge relation via 

publication. 

The survival rule of the research field 

 This section continues the discussion of the dominance of Western knowledge 

discourses. It was identified by returned academics not only in fields of Linguistic and 

Literature Studies but also across many other disciplines in HASS. Xiong used his example to 

demonstrate this dominance. He is an academic working in the interdisciplinary area of 

politics and economics. During his doctoral degree studies, he worked with a number of 

colleagues from Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa. He commented on the 

post-research academic life of his multinational colleagues and himself, saying: 

Upon acquiring their degrees, some of them stayed while others returned 

back to their home countries. They are doing great work in their 

respective fields, and they are no less productive and competent than their 

American fellows. However, in the mainstream of our research field, the 

attention drawn by the Americans is still greater than other countries. As 

far as I am concerned, the distribution of the academic discourse and 

resource is always inequitable. Our research playing field is never a fair 

field.    

Xiong pointed out that the inequity in the knowledge production field was a result of 

Western knowledge discourses being situated in the centre and discourses produced by non-

Westerners being pushed to the periphery, likely due to the strong academic genealogy in 

some Western elite universities. Academics working in these universities were more likely to 

enjoy additional privileges in producing knowledge, including higher chances in securing 

research funding and accepted publications. The Western-based location of many top 

publishing houses also contributed to such academic hegemony, leading to a disadvantage of 

researchers and readers outside of the English-speaking world in understanding and 

submitting works in the English language.  

Apart from complying with the rules of using English language in writing their 

research outcomes, Xiong claimed that non-Western academics and research students were 

forced to demonstrate the relevance of their research studies within “mainstream” research. 

Even though their studies investigated problems that were significant to their home countries 

and cultures, the value of the studies was evaluated according to the contribution they could 

make to the Western-generated knowledge discourse. Xiong came to understand that the 

inequity of the field of knowledge production in his discipline area was rooted from the 
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Western-centric rules predefining the what and how new knowledge should be produced. In 

other words, Western scholars or research communities had the right to decide what could be 

deemed as thinkable/permissible knowledge, and how thinkable/permissible knowledge could 

be produced and taught (Bernstein, 1990).  

Xiong suggested that a non-Western student’s research journey in a Western 

institution in the course of referencing, amending, and reproducing Western-generated 

theories for their research projects had actually promoted Western knowledge discourse and 

reinforced its dominant position. Xiong described his doctoral study journey as a practice of 

this idea, reluctantly acknowledging that:   

The (Western) scholars have developed theoretical frameworks to solve 

American and British problems. We now go to their countries (the 

Western countries) to do our dissertations and our supervisors can only 

assist from the point of view that they both have a preference for, and are 

specialised in. Unsurprisingly, our own studies were expected to 

contribute to their theoretical frameworks.  

In this narrative, Xiong focused specifically on the generation of Western knowledge 

discourses, predominantly what knowledge should be produced. It included two aspects, 

firstly, what or whose theory to employ and secondly, what topic of new knowledge to 

produce. Within many HASS disciplines, concepts and theorisation which have been 

proposed and developed by Western scholars frequently dominated as references in the field 

of knowledge production. According to Xiong, theories derived from Western experiences, 

which are mainly Euro-American experiences, only served to explain their local issues 

rather than providing interpretations for what happened in China or other Asian societies. By 

commenting as such, he denied the potential “trans-local applicability” (Iwabuchi, 2014) of 

most theoretical frameworks. Additionally, Xiong failed to consider the application of these 

Western-derived theories to non-Western contexts as a critical and dialogical process. He 

therefore described that this kind of one-way employment or translation of Western-derived 

theories to non-Western contexts only boosted Western hegemony in the knowledge 

production field.  

However, after providing this comment, Xiong also realised that he should not 

completely overlook the sustainable development of the research community in his home 

country, so he raised a question to re-examine his own thoughts: 

… who is going to study our national issues? Being back in my home country, I 

have started caring about a lot of social practical issues of our local society.  
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But he had reservations about adopting Western-derived theories to study his local 

society, pointing out the challenges that academics like him had to face due to their status of 

being both non-Western and early-career. He warned that moving from learning about 

Western dominant knowledge and theories to proficiently appropriate them and use them 

was never a straightforward trajectory: 

I think for us (young and returned scholars), we need to be strategic to be able to 

care (about studying local issues). This means we must secure a position in 

academia (and continue with and further develop the doctoral research project) 

before we can turn to study our local issues.  

 The strategy to which they referred was about gaining admission to the academic 

community as the first move. To gain admission, the best choice for early career academics 

was to comply with the knowledge production rules stated by the powerful research 

communities. This rule, the rule to survive the research field, was further detailed by 

Mingming who was awarded a PhD degree in Economics in the USA before returning to 

China to join the School of Economics more than four years ago. He affirmed: 

This rule was designed by Americans, but it is a pervasive rule for a 

healthy academic community. A lot of top universities in Europe, 

Australia, China and India are adopting this rule too. If you want to 

survive academia and pass the peer review for your tenure track position, 

you have to, and should publish as many quality papers as possible. 

Furthermore, Mingming summarised two focal points for his term “quality papers”:  

Number one, you need to publish in English journals; number two, the 

English journals should be of the mainstream in your field, which 

normally means they are American journals.  

Continuing from Xiong’s comments on Western-located scholars and Western-

derived theories dominating the what of the knowledge production field, Mingming’s 

narratives added to the domination of Western discourses upon the how of knowledge 

production. This meant that to obtain scholarly recognition by the mainstream research field, 

researchers and research students, regardless of their nationality, needed to follow the 

discourses (e.g. theories) generated by the powerful research communities as well as their 

discursive rules of how to publish. These rules were mainly concerned with publication 

conduct (such as ethics, peer review process, the impact factors of journals, and so forth) as 

well as English as the legitimate language form of knowledge production. Mingming also 

suggested that these dominant knowledge production rules were considered as the official 
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guidelines of his university for inspecting the profiles of returnees and who were involved in 

the tenure track performance management system.  

Publishing in good quality English-language journals was not only a way of following 

the current rules of practice within the academic community, it was also a better way of 

distributing their academic achievements to a wider audience. Yijia, an academic majoring in 

Philosophy, expressed strong sentiments that mirrored this view. He had built up a strong 

publication profile since his return. In the interview, he presented himself as a committed 

supporter of publishing in English language journals as the rule to survive: 

I really think if you want more people to get access to your ideas, you have to write 

in the language that is more accessible. I can’t imagine any work that could win the 

Nobel Prize to be written in Chinese. It just wouldn’t happen in any discipline. You 

want to increase your research reputation, but you are writing in Chinese where 

only a small audience could understand you. You are challenging yourself with an 

impossible mission.  

Yijia used the example of the Nobel Prize to argue that the idea of prioritising 

publishing in English journals was due to the fact that the majority of important contributors 

to academic productions (e.g. academics, referees, editors) are located in the global 

West/North, such as the US and UK, or have English as their working language. Yijia’s 

comments built upon Xiong’s reflection on the what and how of knowledge production 

(discussed above as what theory/topic of the knowledge production) by considering “for 

whom we are writing”. In a similar vein, Hou presented his view of “with whom to publish”. 

Hou worked in the School of Economics after he obtained his doctoral degree from a top-

ranked American university. He talked about establishing his publication record through his 

academic connections together with his potential for further high-quality publications: 

Our (returned academics) advantage lies in the continuous mentor 

relationship with our overseas supervisors. If their names are big enough, 

we have a greater opportunity to publish from our doctoral dissertation. If 

we do so, it brings substantial benefit to our school and university. There 

is a competition among all the Schools of Economics worldwide. And the 

only objective rule is the quantity and quality of the publications that 

your staff can produce every year. To be taken into consideration, these 

must be publications in top tier English-language journals.  

 Hou depicted a chain of correspondence between the returned academics, their 

supervisors and colleagues who had richer academic resources and were still located in the 

dominant research academic communities. This meant, besides obtaining research cultural 

capital in form of the knowledge and skills, the returned academics had also developed 
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academic networks and institutionalised relationships with their supervisors and colleagues. 

This type of social attainment, or social capital in Bourdieu’s (1986) language, could be 

maintained and put into practice if the returned academics continued to carry on research 

projects and published with their contacts after they finished their doctoral studies. For 

Chinese universities, they expected to benefit from such social capital through the 

employment of returned academics who had themselves obtained social capital. With their 

employed academics publishing through their academic network, the Chinese university was 

also likely to have greater presence in top academic journals due to their affiliation. In the 

long term, this would facilitate China’s entry and ongoing position within the dominant 

knowledge production field.  

The narratives constructed by Xiong, Mingming, Yijia and Hou all explained the 

power/knowledge relations of the knowledge production field (Foucault, 1980). Academics 

could exercise and reinforce their power as knowers through specific discursive practices 

such as teaching disciplinary knowledge, conducting research and publishing. To gain 

acceptance and recognition within the mainstream research communities, or to receive 

promotions and maintain the acquired symbolic power in their local research fields, 

academics had to write back to these powerful communities in the English language and on 

topics that could be of interest to those in countries such as the US and UK.  

 Mingming also suggested that the returned academics should pass on knowledge 

about disciplinary modes of conduct (the what and how of the knowledge production field) 

through the offer of publication mentorship to both their Chinese colleagues and students, 

relating such abilities to the academics’ extensive research education in well-established 

research communities/institutions. He illustrated this point by making a comparison between 

recently-returned academics and those with no recent overseas academic training. Mingming 

said: 

In China, senior teachers (e.g. senior lecturers, professors) usually take up 

the majority of the teaching of specialised courses for doctoral students. 

Most of these elder teachers may not pay close attention to what is 

happening in the research field. Neither have they been recently involved 

in research activities happening in the West. They may be good at 

delivering text-based disciplinary knowledge, but they are very likely to 

struggle to apply the knowledge in discussing some cutting-edge 

academic topics, or as some people call them, mainstream ones. 

Therefore, they may not be able to give sufficient guidance for 

international publication to their Chinese research students. 
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 Mingming made clear distinctions between university teachers who had recent 

overseas research education experiences and who had worked for a long time in non-Western 

contexts. According to him, the returned academics’ advantages in providing research 

conduct and production mentorship was due to their up-to-date contacts with the Europe and 

North America located dominant research communities. Regardless of the opportunities 

offered to returnees to practice their educational attainments in the Chinese university, 

Mingming described an unfavourable possibility of relocating back to China as a step away 

from the research centre: 

We inevitably experience disadvantage upon our return to China. We 

have less opportunity to do field work, to communicate with top scholars 

in the US as frequently as we could, or just to make an appearance. 

Consequently, we become less known. It’s like a detachment from the 

core of the circle.     

 Mingming specified that returnees’ physical delocation from the dominant research 

production field could result in a depreciation of their professional development. This was 

because he believed that the maintenance of social capital was difficult without direct, in 

person communication. Furthermore, the weakening of this communication would lead to a 

decrease in value of the academic connections. Mingming’s account could be informative to 

Chinese universities as many of them have been actively working on developing further 

international connections. He hinted that supporting the returned academics in maintaining 

and further developing their social capital/attainment should be seen as a long-term and 

challenging project for Chinese universities.  

  Mingming’s comments prompted a more in-depth consideration of the dynamic 

interpretation of the spatial and temporal factors in knowledge production. Although 

knowledge (e.g. theoretical propositions) was conceptualised and generated in the dominant 

research communities which featured a particular location and a specific historical time, it did 

not stay unchanged but was always undergoing examination, contestation, and revision. The 

development of specific conceptual frameworks was achieved through the application and 

refinement of the currently available frameworks when addressing present-day issues and 

when considered in other contexts by both Western and non-Western scholars. It was 

therefore necessary to understand the knowledge both in its original version as well as in its 

current application. The symbolic value attached to the Western knowledge discourses could 

also evolve as knowledge was updated. For academics working in the global arena of 

knowledge production, both in China and beyond, consideration of the evolving temporal and 
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spatial factors was a complex task. They needed to consider 1) the knowledge when it was 

initially generated, and 2) what changes had the knowledge undergone over time in both the 

origin of such knowledge and the localities in which it was dispersed. The following sections 

will continue to discuss the returned academics’ views on the diversified nature of knowledge 

and the significance of knowledge (re)produced in non-Western regions.    

These two sections presented the returned academics’ comments on acquiring 

knowledge from their overseas research education and coming to understand the power 

relations constituting knowledge production and reproduction practices. They considered that 

they were empowered to reproduce their social and research attainments to Chinese 

university students by passing on disciplinary knowledge and specific modes of conduct, 

characters, and posture (Bernstein, 2000). To demonstrate their power as legitimate knowers 

in their areas, these academics had to publish in high ranking journals and in the English 

language. However, challenges including using their second language to publish as well as 

maintaining their academic network with overseas supervisors and colleagues were identified 

by these early career academics. The following section turns the focus inwardly to consider 

Chinese knowledge, studies, academic publications and the research community, and 

examines more specifically their position within the power structures of knowledge 

production. 

Professional Positions of Chinese Academics and Academic 

Work in HASS Disciplines  

 Building upon the discussion of dominant discourses in the knowledge production 

field and the symbolic values of their social and educational attainments from overseas 

studies, the returned academics started to ponder about how to work within the dynamic 

power/knowledge relations of specific disciplinary areas, and what they could contribute to 

the Chinese HASS research field. This section presents the returned academics’ narratives 

regarding their positions as Chinese academics, highlighting their collective efforts in 

critically appropriating the dominant knowledge discourses into their local curriculum and 

research studies.  
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China’s position in the fields of economic production and knowledge 

production  

 Although concerns about relocating away from the centre of the dominant knowledge 

production as well as the potential detriment to their publishing careers were mentioned by 

some of the returned academics, all of them provided good reasons for returning back to 

China to work. For example, Sheng highlighted the rising economic significance of China as 

well as the potentials of advancing the Chinese academic community in global ranking as the 

most enticing factors for her return. Sheng started working as a university lecturer in Middle-

Eastern Asian studies (at the Chinese university on which this study was centred) before she 

went to a highly-ranked university in the UK to undertake a doctoral degree study. By the 

time of the data collection for this study, she had come back to resume her academic position 

at the Chinese university for a year. Sheng summarised a few exciting points:  

The whole world is paying attention to China because of its indispensably 

significant economic position. Economic contact has been a frequent type 

of communication between China and other countries. Together with the 

economic growth, the soft power is intended to increase too. So, China is 

interacting more frequently with foreign countries in cultural and 

academic areas. The good thing is that we can see there are many Chinese 

scholars who have high English language competence, rich knowledge 

storage, and the capacity to interact within the international arena. This 

means China is capable of entering the centre of academia.  

 Bringing together what Bernstein (2001) distinguished as the field of economic 

production and the field of symbolic control, in which the former focuses on material 

production whereas the latter on “discursive codes” (Bernstein 2001, p. 25), Sheng proposed 

that the increasing exchange of economic capital between China and other countries also 

brought China more chances to exchange cultural and research capital. China’s recent 

policies on encouraging and supporting the backward flow of Chinese international students 

were the official acknowledgement of the capability and potential of this cohort in enabling 

such an exchange. In addition to introducing initiatives to ensure employment for returned 

academics, the Chinese government has invested heavily in its higher education sector by 

providing financial support for conducting academic work. Sheng emphasised the financial 

position of her university in ensuring the academics’ access to research resources, particularly 

in HASS disciplines:  

My department may not be given as much [funding] as those in Science, 

but we are happy with our share. In the 1980s and 1990s, Western 

universities often aided Chinese scholars to go overseas to do research, 
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however, currently, things have changed completely. Chinese universities 

are able to fund their own academics to travel the world. Although 

foreign universities may not agree with us on ideology wholeheartedly, 

they are still enthusiastically seeking opportunities to cooperate with 

China because we usually bring money with us when we go out.   

  To substantiate her previous comment concerning the increasing interest of other 

countries in having frequent academic communication with China, Sheng pointed out that 

China and Chinese scholars being self-funded was a critical motive. However, the 

collaborative partnership could be superficial given it was potentially established for the 

purpose of taking advantage of Chinese resources. As a result, this kind of academic 

collaboration by itself could hardly lead to the substantial advancement of China’s research 

quality and reputation. Sheng thought further about the connection she had made previously 

between China’s economic status and its academic development, acknowledging that a 

remarkable upgrade in the economic field of the country or an increase in its financial 

investment into research did not automatically bring prestige or authority to Chinese 

academia. She pleaded that China was still on the margin of the global higher education and 

research field: 

Gaining a greater attention of the international academic circle does not 

mean China has automatically secured a position in the wider academic 

community. I would rather say it means a further marginalisation in this 

circle. We send our money into a field which the rule of practice and the 

dominant discourse has been set. The theories we use for literature 

studies, linguistic studies, the sociology methods that we adopt are all 

established and developed under their discourses. We went overseas to 

learn them and then we practise using them to study Chinese problems, 

but just for the sake of enriching their database and empowering their 

academic system. So, to me, Chinese scholars have drained their own 

energy to work for others and in doing so the Chinese academic field is 

pushed to a more marginalised position.   

 Sheng’s narrative supported the previously discussed argument that in many HASS 

disciplines, powerful knowledge discourses as well as the rules regulating the research field 

have been long possessed by a certain group of scholars and communities predominately 

located in Western countries, such as the US and UK. It was even the case for Sheng’s field 

of Asian Studies. Like many other Chinese scholars or international students, Sheng paid for 

her overseas study in order to enter the dominant higher education and research fields. 

However, instead of reporting a feeling of pride as other academics did in the previous 

sections upon acquiring such knowledge, she expressed more concerns about not claiming 

ownership over the knowledge and skills that she had learnt. She described it as a process that 
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Chinese academics/international students had depleted their money, time, and effort in 

getting access to disciplinary knowledge which turned out to be a version of Asian studies 

knowledge constructed by non-Asian scholars, or the Western gaze upon Asia (Chen, 2010; 

Said, 2003).  

 According to Sheng, the significant investment of resources from the field of 

economic production didn’t necessitate significant returns in the field of cultural production. 

Her comments led to the consideration of how China and the Chinese higher education 

system could receive substantial benefits from its investment in internationalisation policies 

in gaining a higher standing in global rankings without compromising their cultural and 

professional identities. Sheng’s concerns were in line with some of the questions this thesis 

raised in the previous section: Who are Chinese academics working/writing for? Who does 

the knowledge they produce benefit? And how does the Chinese scholars’ academic work 

alter the marginalised position of the Chinese academic field in relation to the dominant 

Western powers? Sheng suggested that there was no simple answer to any of these questions. 

Chinese/Asian scholars could not gain or inherit the real symbolic power of the knowledge by 

simply delocating Western knowledge and relocating it into a Chinese/Asian context. Rather, 

to gain real power and to acquire a more central position in the research field, Sheng 

suggested that Chinese/Asian scholars should distance themselves from the “obsessive 

absorption of the West and western knowledge” (Lo, 2014, p. 32).  

 Putting into practice the idea of de-westernising knowledge production (Iwabuchi, 

2014) would be challenging. As academics in many HASS areas suggested, knowledge work 

attempting to stretch the established knowledge system outside the dominant discourse would 

have difficulty publishing in the top journals. Historically, this was because most of the top 

journals were operated, monitored, and discursively controlled by the scholars who 

themselves were the producers of the dominant discourse. However, the global landscape of 

knowledge production has been gradually reshaped due to the increasing number of Chinese 

and Asian scholars returning to their home countries. These returnees, having developed their 

publishing skills and English language competency during their overseas research training, 

were more likely to make appearances in the highly ranked HASS journals and produce 

knowledge discourses demonstrating Asian localities and gazes. As a result, the power 

relations that were retained through the production and reproduction of Western knowledge 

discourses would be challenged. The next section continues to explore the changes in the 

global landscape of knowledge production. The focus turns to the returned academics’ 
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seeking references beyond the dominant knowledge resources and establishing new 

intellectual partnerships with broader academic communities.      

Dialoguing with dominant knowledge discourses  

  The returnees suggested that their overseas study experiences provided them with 

opportunities to think about and relate with multiple knowledge and research resources 

through interactions with their teachers and other international students. Upon their return, 

they were inspired to design a similar research training process, aiming at enriching the 

research outlooks and skills to develop the inter-cultural competency of their Chinese 

students. In the following narrative Xuze provided an example of an enriched learning 

experience for the students enrolled in her English language class. She works in the School of 

Foreign Languages teaching English language and cultural studies, after receiving her 

doctoral degree in an elite American university about a year prior to the data collection for 

this study. She incorporated various sets of knowledge discourses in her teaching to prepare 

her students for developing inter-cultural understandings:   

I want to let my students know studying English alone can’t prepare them 

for their future. I believe a decent education in inter-cultural studies will 

have an impact on our young students’ abilities in fostering their world 

outlook and values. 

  To “prepare [Chinese students] for their future” meant to assist students in going 

outside of China for further education and to interact with international students and foreign 

teachers. As a lecturer in Linguistics and Cultural Studies, Xuze made a contrast between 

learning English as a second language and learning about cultures to participate in the 

broader global higher education and research arena. Learning English was just a means to 

understand the knowledge discourse and to communicate. However, it was unlikely to be 

adequate to understand the diversity of the research field. Xuze proposed to use “inter-

cultural studies” to open up space for students to observe the existence of more than one set 

of knowledge that could be drawn upon in their subject area. Her emphasis on the prefix inter 

highlighted the significance of exploring the dialogical relations amongst the various 

knowledge discourses generated in English-speaking contexts and beyond. Such exploration 

demonstrated to students not only that the knowledge discourses were connected, but more so 

how they had been interwoven in academic publications. The aim of fostering her students’ 

outlooks to view the world as diversified, she felt might assist the Chinese students with 

navigating and negotiating their struggles when engaging with Western-centric modes of 
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knowledge production when they entered the international research field. Xuze’s comments 

pushed the boundaries of teaching Chinese students to accept and endorse more than what has 

been predominantly taught in the well-established Western universities.  

  As reflected in Xuze’s engagement with Western knowledge discourses, China has 

also never stopped navigating its academic path and seeking new possibilities to 

communicate with the dominance. As suggested in the phrase zhongti xiyong (Chinese 

learning as substance and Western learning as function, see Chapter One), individual Chinese 

academics as well as the Chinese academic community as a whole have experimented with 

the critical translation and application of Western theories to study Chinese issues so that 

their research studies can both build upon the Western corpus as well as to highlight China’s 

social and cultural characteristics. Sheng provided an example of the latest and most 

extensively discussed research on the Belt and Road Initiative. This initiative is a 

development strategy proposed by the Chinese government that focuses on connectivity and 

cooperation between Eurasian countries. Sheng had been sponsored by this project to conduct 

Iranian/Islamic studies. She introduced: 

(The) Belt and Road Initiative has been raised by the Chinese 

government due to the consideration of socioeconomic and political 

developments. We want to re-connect with our neighbouring countries, 

especially those in Middle and Western Asia, and hopefully benefit 

ourselves in economic, diplomatic and geopolitical aspects. Within this 

proposal, we have developed a large number of research topics, 

straddling various disciplines.  

  Sheng highlighted the significant shift of focus by the Chinese government in 

supporting research conducted under the Belt and Road Initiative. It addressed a shared 

concern about “the meanings and directions of Asia at a time when the world has been 

dominated by European imperialism and a Eurocentric mode of knowledge production” (Lo, 

2014, p. 37). The growing research community of China chose to look beyond a Western-

centric field of knowledge production for extending its epistemological horizons. Instead, 

China turned to building alliances with countries (e.g. in Middle and Western Asia) which 

were at the same or lower positions in ranking to the dominant research community. This 

strategy exemplified Chen’s (2010) argument around underscoring the significance of inter-

referencing among Asian regions who share common destinies for the purpose of generating 

alternative perspectives. Within this geopolitical alliance, this coalition of Asian countries, 

China included, attempted to find and create their own subjectivity, produced their own 

version of knowledge, and constructed their own cultural/academic values. 
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The process of inter-referencing among Asian societies and experiences facilitates the 

localisation of the Western theories they may take up, or a process of making these theories 

“translocally relevant and shared” (Iwabuchi, 2014, p. 47). The policy discourse on the Belt 

and Road Initiative demonstrated China’s ambition in unifying its neighbouring research 

communities to develop a nuanced understanding of their local context through the lens of 

Asian experiences. However, without careful consideration of the mechanism of the power 

relay in a specific knowledge production field, there was no guarantee that this policy would 

be enacted as was designed. Sheng as the recipient of a sponsorship from this initiative also 

expressed her concerns about the emerging academic alliances. Sheng questioned “what 

would the dominant academic community think about us?”. In making the comparison 

between “the dominant academic community” and “us”, she unconsciously used China’s 

previously marginalised or peripheral position in the global higher education and research 

arena to assess its current achievements. Therefore, in addition to seeking for the alternative 

perspectives from its neighbouring nations/cultures, these emerging research communities 

could also work on constructing an Asian academic identity and evaluation standards which 

in turn could help address their uncertainty about still being an other (Iwabuchi, 2014; Shome, 

2009) in relation to the Western dominance.  

 Inter-Asian referencing as a method suggests that Asian scholars should reference the 

work of other Asian colleagues, rather than always turning to the West for ideas. Such a tactic 

may work to reduce the power/knowledge relations exercised by Western scholars given that 

it would challenge citation metrics produced by technologies such as Google Scholar and 

Scopus. In addition to this, the returnees provided accounts suggesting inter-referencing 

(Chen, 2010) when considering the knowledge production work among Chinese local 

universities. Therefore, this study raises the relevance of inter-Chinese referencing to be 

included along with the consideration of inter-Asian referencing as a means of challenging 

the dominance of the West in HASS knowledge production and dissemination. 

 Niu, the returned academic of English literature, accounted for an example of 

applying inter-Chinese referencing, suggesting that the academics who returned from 

overseas elite universities should be the leaders in modelling how to make good use of the 

imported disciplinary knowledge for other Chinese university teachers. Niu explained that 

compared to seeking an internationally recognised position for the university or individual 

researchers, it was more crucial to contribute to the development of this research area in 

China.  
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Niu at the beginning of his interview held pessimistic views about China’s position in 

the global knowledge production field in his disciplinary area (see Chapter Five for the 

detailed discussion). He initially thought that the research output of Chinese scholars was 

merely to “embellish this (discipline) area with some peripheral knowledge”. Subsequent 

reflections made him realise that he could be wrong in making this statement due to a 

misunderstanding of the goals of the Chinese scholars. He reflected upon issues such as “for 

whom Chinese scholars are writing” and “with whom China/Asia should partner with” and 

suggested that “I don’t see it as a must that we have to have (a strong) Chinese voice in 

global academia”. Instead, he stated that the mission of Chinese university teachers was to 

unpack the basic disciplinary knowledge through a discourse that is easily accessible for local 

students who were mainly at an initial learning stage. Niu suggested that the Chinese scholars 

should focus more on increasing the quality of scholarly work in their particular HASS fields 

in local universities in general. For example, he pointed out that the lack of academics with 

specialised knowledge could be one of the deficiencies of his study area. Therefore, 

according to Niu, the academic staff members who worked in elite universities and had 

extensive trans-national education experiences should take up the responsibility of bridging 

the academic gaps and enriching knowledge resources: 

Academics at [my university] should not shut their door to other 

colleagues in the same area. They have to realise the insufficiency in the 

development of this major in China - we don’t have enough teachers for 

all subjects under the broad discipline of English literature, which results 

in not being able to open up certain courses. I think, because of the 

extensive knowledge we have acquired overseas, and the halo we are 

enjoying from the notoriety of my (working in the) university, as well as 

some exclusive resources we have access to, we should take up the 

responsibility and work closely with colleagues from other institutions 

via reading groups, conferences and research seminars to see what more 

we can contribute to our teaching and research area.  

  Niu suggested that attention should be turned inwards to think about the internal 

development of the Chinese higher education sector. He pointed out two sets of advantages 

for the academics, like himself, who undertook research studies in the West and returned to 

work in the Chinese elite university: 1) from their overseas research education, they attained 

powerful knowledge discourses and the understanding of the power relations structuring 

knowledge production; and 2) from their work at the top-tier Chinese university, they were 

provided with abundant academic resources and support. As a result, he suggested that rather 

than exhausting themselves in fighting for international recognition, the returned academics 
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should focus more on uniting with their colleagues nation-wide to establish their own 

community. By leading the inter-Chinese referencing or being the leading reference to 

academic work, Niu suggested to model a construction of a power relay within the Chinese 

local higher education field. This means that high performing universities which were 

measured by publication outputs, high research degree completions, and the attraction of 

research funding should facilitate the development of the capacities and capabilities in lower 

performing universities. By listing the opportunities by which the returned academics could 

cooperate with colleagues outside their elite university, Niu hinted that as powerful 

knowledge possessors rather than just offering new and supposedly better knowledge, they 

could also assist in reframing academic quality (Kuipers, 2014). Through the collective 

efforts of Chinese academics from various tiers and regions, the overall academic quality 

concerning issues such as what was good higher education or how to provide good education 

to Chinese university students could be re-defined. In other words, a Chinese version of 

academic habitus could be developed to guide the knowledge recontextualisation work of 

specific HASS disciplines. 

  This section presented the returnees’ discussions around how the Chinese research 

community could gain a more prestigious standing from its financial investment and policies 

initiating broader academic collaborations. They suggested that adopting the inter-

referencing method could address the concerns with regards to identifying their target 

audience and partnerships for knowledge production. This method was also used to cultivate 

the Chinese students’ intercultural competency and research dispositions. Additionally, the 

returnees proposed taking up responsibilities to increase local research capacities and 

capabilities by modelling academic practices for their colleagues from other local universities. 

The next section explores the returned academics’ attempts at engaging with the development 

of their local society, working with more diverse sets of knowledge, and re-constructing their 

academic identities. 

Knowledge Diversity  

 The previous sections proposed inter-referencing among Asian societies and the 

critical appropriation of Western theories as possible ways of addressing the concern of 

reproducing Western neo-colonial or imperialistic power relations. This section continues to 

explore the returnees’ engagement with multiple non-Western cultures and knowledge 

discourses when undertaking Asian studies in English speaking countries. They suggested 
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that these experiences allowed them to develop a better understanding of the communities 

previously overlooked by the dominant participants in the global knowledge production field. 

The academics obtaining such knowledge and cultural resources collectively reshaped the 

boundaries insulating academic interactions and defining who has more symbolic power in 

producing and reproducing specific disciplinary knowledge would be redrawn.    

Reacquainting with Chinese cultural identities 

 The returnees in HASS disciplines demonstrated great respect towards China’s 

extensive history and its traditions in generating knowledge. They emphasised in their 

interview narratives that the local history and traditions should not be overlooked when 

discussing dominant knowledge and the research field. Upon commenting on their decision 

of studying overseas and returning to their home country, the Chinese returned academics 

started to ruminate on the potential imbalance in their knowledge about undertaking social 

scientific studies in Western countries and in their home context. Xiong was a lecturer of the 

interdisciplinary area of politics and economics. The previous sections of this chapter 

recorded his initial comments in regards to Western-located scholars and Western-derived 

theories predominating the knowledge production field (e.g. making decisions about what is 

deemed as valid knowledge and what knowledge discourses should be produced), and his 

later consideration about the changing context of the Chinese society, as well as potential 

changes in the global landscape of knowledge production. However, such a realisation might 

not be sufficient in undertaking knowledge recontextualisation work and it led Xiong to 

further comment that his relocation to his home country required him to review the locality as 

something exotic:   

In fact, I feel that relocating back here (to work in the Chinese university) 

is like studying abroad again, but in my home country. I really need to 

study again. I feel I have a limited understanding of Chinese history and 

present events. Using my own study (Politics) area as an example, I don’t 

think I can match up with any officer working at the primary level of 

government in terms of the understanding of the Chinese administrative 

system. My understanding is too confined and bookish.  

… The domestically-trained doctoral graduates/academics, who might 

not win us over in practising mainstream research methodology, normally 

have better and more accurate interpretations of Chinese local political, 

economic, and social issues, because they have been here all the time.  

This is why I have to remind myself: obtaining a doctoral degree from the 

US doesn’t mean you know America, not to mention China. For me, 
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having experienced the cultural transition twice, I’ve learnt to constantly 

look across nations - looking from the US back to China when I was 

overseas and now I’m looking from China back to the US. This 

encourages me to ceaselessly acquire new knowledge.   

 In his narratives, Xiong firstly identified that he was disadvantaged in understanding 

the Chinese context. He compared himself with both the government workers who were 

closer to the everyday society that he had been researching, and his university colleagues who 

graduated from Chinese universities and had been immersed for longer in the local setting. 

By commenting as such, he identified the growing understanding of his home country context 

as a source of knowledge, adding to the knowledge types previously identified, such as 

disciplinary knowledge and publication rules. Xiong described the changes of his perspective 

in conducting knowledge work— being a Chinese international student in the US and using 

Western theories to research about China and then becoming a Chinese academic and 

reconnecting with the dominant Western-located research field. These transitional 

experiences and his temporal absence from China reminded him to position himself not as a 

knower but as an acquirer, learning about the latest developments of the local society as a 

foreign student undertaking overseas study again. 

 During his research studies in the USA, Xiong acquired disciplinary knowledge and 

the scholarly dispositions required for knowledge work in a foreign university setting. Such 

knowledge informed him of the discursive practices of certain institutions/communities such 

as how research is conducted, how collegial relations are established, and how studies can be 

published. Returning to the Chinese research community, Xiong found himself no longer 

familiar with his native country, culture, and ritualised practices. As a result, to make up for 

his physical absence over a long period of time, he had to gradually re-acquaint with his 

home context utilising these scholarly dispositions he gained in the West. Xiong considered it 

as a crucial learning experience for the returnees to become a knower/researcher in the 

Chinese setting and to re-construe the symbolic value of their overseas attained disciplinary 

knowledge, academic resources, mode of conduct, character and posture (Bernstein, 2000). 

Empowering knowers with extended versions of knowledge discourses  

 This study collected the returnees’ accounts of their diverse educational experiences, 

particularly in studying other cultures or languages in English-language countries. This 

section presents the views of Chinese academics who returned from British universities with 

doctoral degrees in Arabic studies (Liangshi) and in Persian studies (Sheng), and who 
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returned from American universities majoring in German (Lingmu), Art History (Lu) as well 

as Egyptology and the Culture of Mesopotamia (Yaya).  

  Many of these academics talked at length about their research study experiences in 

English speaking countries working with supervisors who themselves were from culturally 

and linguistically diverse communities. Liangshi talked passionately about the achievement 

of his Pakistani supervisor who was born in Jerusalem and grew up in Jordan. Lingmu who 

majored in German was very proud of her Jewish supervisor who taught her German 

linguistics in an American university and came from a family with a long history of 

practising medicine. Another academic, Lu, studied Art History and Chinese ancient 

paintings with an American supervisor whose original research interest had been Renaissance 

studies. This supervisor had changed disciplines and acquired Chinese painting knowledge 

from the first generation of migrated scholars from China to the US before the 1980s.  

Sheng provided an example illustrating how her overseas studies with peers and 

supervisors from culturally and linguistically diverse communities impacted the construction 

of her cultural and professional identities. Sheng is a lecturer in Asian studies teaching 

Persian language and culture and she has had a Master’s degree at the time of her 

employment by her current university. According to the university policy, it was possible for 

her to pursue a higher research degree after working for two years. However, before the year 

2008, there was no doctoral program in Persian studies provided anywhere in China so, like 

most of her colleagues, she chose to study overseas. These colleagues went to the University 

of Tehran in Iran, the target country of their research. However, Sheng’s mentor and the Head 

of Asian studies encouraged her to apply for either a European or American university rather 

than study in Iran because the West was in the dominant position and Persian studies schools 

in China wished to establish more close contact with their counterparts in the West. A 

Western experience, it was suggested, would extend Sheng’s academic horizon to see how 

Persian studies were carried out by academics working in contexts of dominating academic 

discourses. As a result, she would be able to share her Western experiences with her Chinese 

colleagues and students upon returning to work. It was deemed by both Sheng and her Head 

of School that her experiences might assist Chinese scholars in her specific area to get closer 

to a dominant research community which they considered to be one located in the West. 

However, on return, Sheng recalled what was more impressive was, in her original word, the 

“kaleidoscopic” composition of her peers and her supervision team:   
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In our school, I know a Cambodian classmate studying Hausa, an African 

girl doing Sinology majoring in the Chinese stock market, a British 

student studying Chinese language and wanting to pursue a Hindi 

language degree in a Chinese university.  

…My principal supervisor is an Austrian, and my second supervisor is 

Iranian and has expertise in Iranian literature, and my third supervisor is a 

Taiwanese lady who is the Dean of the School of Arabic (in the British 

University). She lived in Libya before the age of 18 and then did a PhD in 

the US before she became one of very few Eastern females doing Arabic 

studies in Western academia.  

  Positioning herself in such a diverse academic environment and with academics who 

brought in their own stories and knowledge sets, Sheng started to reflect on whom she might 

become in this disciplinary area: 

I sometimes felt myself in a funny situation - being a Chinese female 

student and doing Persian studies in the Western world. But having 

stayed in such a diversified environment and never having been 

questioned about my identity and study, I feel that I’m lucky to witness 

the diversity and believe I can benefit from the various intelligent 

resources.  

  Sheng presented her gender identity (female), national identity (Chinese) and 

professional identity (young student) against her discipline study (Middle-Eastern Asian 

studies). Several seemingly contradictory identities emerged from her account. For instance: 

1) She undertook Oriental studies in a Western university; 2) She was a Chinese international 

student in the West researching in a study area that is not native to her; and 3) She was a 

female scholar studying a culture in which, traditionally, women were more conservative and 

female candidates were a rarity in the higher education sector. Sheng used these contrasts to 

illustrate a dynamic process of her constructing professional and cultural identities which 

many other returnees in HASS disciplines could possibly share. Their new identities were 

constructed while they were repositioning themselves within the changing landscape of 

specific disciplinary areas, institutions, and cultural contexts.  

Sheng’s interview accounts added more complexity to the interactions among 

different knowledge sets and discourses, leading to a revisit of a previously discussed topic. 

As presented in the previous section, Sheng raised her concern about China’s position to the 

dominant research fields (in the US and UK) while partnering with neighbouring Asian 

countries for research studies under the sponsorship of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Her 
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concern implied that the rooted “otherness” could be an obstacle that remained in the way of 

Chinese/Asian academics seeking professional legitimacy.  

Liangshi also reflected upon the concept of “otherness” but he regarded it as inspiring 

in seeking his professional position in Arabic studies. During his Bachelor’s degree, he 

applied for an overseas study opportunity and was sent to Syria. This occurred more than ten 

years ago when it was still safe to travel in Syria. Liangshi took the chance to attend various 

courses in his visiting university and to travel around this traditional Arabic country. He had 

close and comprehensive interactions with the local people visiting the museums, old castles, 

and historical sites. This trip confirmed his interest in researching the Arabian language and 

culture. When the time came for him to consider further study, he mentioned his awareness of 

the “other people’s lens”. To elaborate, he said:  

I don’t have any religious background and I’m not a ‘Hui person’ 

(Muslim) either. I chose Arabic as my major for university just by chance. 

So, for a long time, I’ve been figuring out my role within this study area - 

why I do study it? What is the relationship between myself and this 

exotic language?   

 To answer his own questions, he recalled experienced academics he encountered both 

in the West and in China. He said: 

In our field, in the last 30 years, there have been an increasing number of 

scholars who were born in Arabic countries and academically trained in 

the West. Then they become diasporic scholars.   

These people, getting hold of first-hand materials for their study from 

their home country, therefore have advantages in practising Western 

theories and methodology while bringing their specific research 

perspective and intimate relationship back to their local context. I see this 

kind of integration in my supervisor and people like him. This integration 

leads to the rise of new angles and ways of studying Orientalism in 

modern times both in the West and East.   

…My Pakistani supervisor is an ‘other’ in the Western world, 

contributing his native knowledge to the study, while I am an ‘other’ to 

him, coming from another part of Asia and potentially bringing some 

fresh ideas. During my study with him, I could feel the spark between 

how we two identify ourselves and each other.   

 Both Sheng and Liangshi identified themselves as others as they are non-native to 

their discipline’s knowledge and academic environment, as well as culturally different from 

their colleagues. Viewed collectively, these self-identified others gathered together to push 

the boundaries of who has more symbolic power in producing and reproducing specific 
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disciplinary knowledge. They proposed that such symbolic power was not exclusive to the 

researchers who were native to the study areas or to a few distinguished scholars. Rather, that 

knowledge flowed dynamically across national and cultural borders. The knowledge flows, or 

the delocation and relocation of knowledge, inevitably brought about changes in power and 

control relations. This meant that others may no longer be a marginalised cohort. According 

to Lianshi’s description, an ideal scenario was that these previous others could either re-claim 

their authority over the studies of their native society and culture, or their contributions to the 

research field would be considered legitimate. The coming-in and legitimisation of the others 

could reframe the mode of research conduct, or as Lianshi phrased “new angles and ways of 

studying Orientalism”.  

 Liangshi recalled a significant manoeuvre of involving wider categories of education 

participants in displaying the potential symbolic power of others as demonstrated by his 

supervisor. The group could include international students as well as academics who were not 

native to the cultures or countries they researched: 

My supervisor invited students and scholars from all over the world to 

conferences. He focused (on) not only those in the UK, but other 

countries, such as Yugoslavia, China, or new Arabic countries. He wants 

students from different backgrounds to communicate. When we open our 

eyes and look at the world, we can look (to the) future and broader. You 

will be very much inspired and notice this is the power of knowledge.  

  Through encouraging a more comprehensive engagement in the knowledge 

production process, Liangshi’s supervisor modelled the inter-referencing method among the 

“previously internationally unattended” (Iwabuchi, 2014, p. 47) others via giving credit to the 

sets of knowledge discourses they brought in and facilitated dialogue between them. By 

doing so, the exclusive monologue of the dominant discourses speaking to knowledge 

workers outside the elite circle could be disrupted. This meant that the knowledge discourses 

produced by a wider range of academics and research students could have the chance to 

speak back to the dominant discourses. As a result, the power and control relations 

underpinning knowledge production were more likely to be reshaped. New symbolic power 

could emerge within these others with which they can speak back and gain their membership 

into the well-established dominant research field.  

 Presumably, having been empowered for their “otherness” and their extended versions 

of knowledge, academics from the non-dominant regions could have different answers to a 

previously discussed topic: how to critically adopt and recontextualise knowledge resources? 
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Yaya used a well-known Chinese philosophical story to illustrate this point. She became an 

academic in the School of Fine Art specialising in Egyptology and the Culture of 

Mesopotamia after spending nearly ten years in an elite American university studying for her 

doctoral degree. She recounted: 

An emperor of the Chu state during the Spring and Autumn Period (Zhou 

Dynasty), which was about 2,500 years ago, went hunting and forgot his 

bow in the forest. One of his ministers offered to send some people to 

search for the bow. The emperor refused, saying ‘Don’t worry about it. 

It’s just a bow. What is lost by Chu people, will be found by Chu people. 

There’s no loss for our state’. Many people were drawn to the emperor’s 

magnanimous speech, however, Confucius pointed out the limitation of 

this viewpoint. Confucius suggested that the modification of ‘Chu’ 

should be eliminated. The saying should be revised to ‘What is lost by 

people, will be found by people’.   

…I have been telling my students something similar too - looking beyond 

nationality of knowledge and adopting a broader research perspective 

should be our (HASS scholars’) aim.  

  Yaya used the bow as a metaphor for knowledge, indicating that knowledge, similar 

to a bow, or any tool, was produced by certain groups of scholars (the bow being the property 

of the Chu people), but it could be picked up and re-worked by the same group of people 

(Chu people) or different categories of collectives (other people without specifying 

nationality). She endorsed Confucius’ suggestion that knowledge should not be classified by 

its nationality. Applying this to research practices, knowledge resources weakly insulated by 

national and cultural boundaries could be broadly taken up and this in turn would allow the 

further flow of knowledge. This was especially important for acquiring HASS knowledge, as 

these subjects normally feature less explicit rules for specialised disciplinary language 

acquisition. Similarly, the boundaries between who was eligible in producing knowledge and 

whose knowledge should be considered as more authentic/dominant/privileged was also 

weakened. As a result, Western gazes, their ways of seeing and categorising Asians, Asian 

cultures and Asian knowledge would not be the primary reference that academics have to 

conduct research in Asian studies. Asia would not need to serve as an empirical testing 

ground for examining the applicability of Western theories in understanding the goings on 

within Asia. However, Yaya was not suggesting de-westernising knowledge production or a 

total rejection of Western theories. Instead she advocated the elimination of the dichotomy of 

the privileged West and the rest of world, and to initiate globalisation “from below”, or in 

Appadurai’s (2000) words “grassroots globalisation”. When the version of specialised 
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knowledge discourses produced by academics from the global East are legitimised and 

considered as another gaze to look into their own languages, cultures, and societies, the 

knowledge producers, or knowers of specific disciplines, can attain comparable power to their 

colleagues in the global West.  

  This section discussed that being and becoming powerful knowers in HASS areas 

required academics to have disciplinary knowledge, an up-to-date understanding of their local 

society and experiences with extensive knowledge resources and research outlooks. For the 

returned academics, their overseas research studies enabled them to experience diverse 

knowledge discourses and work with colleagues of diverse national and cultural backgrounds. 

As a result, they were more confident about their participation in the global research field as 

contributing to the diversity of knowledge resources and bringing changes to the power and 

control relations between the dominant research field and the others.   

Concluding Discussion 

 This chapter presented the returned Chinese academics’ accounts on the formation of 

disciplinary knowledge discourses in the HASS areas and the power/knowledge relations 

(Foucault, 1980) structuring knowledge production and reproduction work. Their reflections 

highlighted dynamics in considering the power relations underpinning knowledge discourses 

and the discursive practices of knowledge workers. The analysis of the returned academics’ 

interview accounts has identified three key themes in their narratives.  

 In the first theme, the returned academics described the power/knowledge relations 

underpinning knowledge work in the HASS disciplines as fixed and well-established, 

ascribing it to the strong academic genealogy of some elite universities located in the global 

West. This view was shared by many academics working in English language and literature, 

Economics and Finance. The knowledge discourses generated in the English-speaking 

countries, incorporated in the curriculum at the elite Western universities and published by 

academics whose native language is English were regarded as the dominant version of 

knowledge in their respective disciplinary areas. The returned academics were driven to 

exercise and reinforce their power as knowers of such dominant knowledge discourses 

through the specific discursive practices of teaching and research. Although their referencing 

and application of Western generated knowledge might help them maintain their membership 

in the dominant knowledge production field, the returned academics started to critically 

consider these dominant knowledge discourses when exploring the local and present-day 
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issues in China. Additionally, they realised that, in order to not simply promote Western neo-

colonial or imperialistic power relations, more sophisticated understandings of different 

knowledge resources and the Chinese localities should be developed.     

 In the second theme, the returned academics turned their focus inwards to their local 

context, seeking alternative references and academic partners. Under the sponsorship of the 

Chinese government, the Chinese HASS scholars started to reference beyond the Western 

resources. Instead, they turned to develop academic alliances with their colleagues from 

neighbouring Asian countries to extend the epistemological horizons of the Asian research 

community in undertaking research studies about their own histories, societies and cultures. 

The method of inter-Asian referencing aimed to activate dialogue among the global East, 

most of whom were not traditionally powerful in circulating their scholarly work. The inter-

referencing method was also suggested to be applied between universities within the same 

country, in the case of this study introduced as inter-Chinese referencing. The Chinese 

returned academics considered that, rather than simply reproducing knowledge and symbolic 

power for the dominant Western discourses, they should make use of their advanced 

disciplinary knowledge and skills to reduce the difference in pedagogic repertoires of 

research between different regions in China. In particular, the returned academics urged the 

elite-tier universities to act as model archetype references to lead the enhancement of Chinese 

higher education quality, with the returned academics leading the updating of research 

conduct protocols which were both locally appropriate and internationally standardised. The 

significant message delivered through the inter-referencing methods was that the collective 

effort of Chinese/Asian academics in translating and localising knowledge could eventually 

bring about changes to power and control relations within the global research field (Bernstein, 

1990, 2000).    

 The final theme emerged from the interviews of the returned academics regarding their 

engagement with a wider range of HASS studies in English-speaking countries, including a 

series of Orientalism studies and social scientific studies. Chinese academics and research 

students described the rich knowledge resources that they worked with as being connected 

within complex dialogical relations between different fields of knowledge production located 

in the West and in Asia. Significantly, the returned Chinese academics became more aware 

that, before they could legitimately speak with the dominant knowledge discourses or 

undertake knowledge recontextualisation work, they had to understand the everyday reality of 

their local society, culture and ritualised practices. Additionally, the Chinese returned 
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academics talked about diverse localities which were made salient through their 

communications with their supervisors and colleagues during their overseas research 

education. To fully engage with such diversity, they proposed to weaken the national and 

cultural boundaries that insulate the flows and production of knowledge resources. More 

open, less insular flows and communication of knowledge across regions could challenge, 

revise and update how boundaries were categorised among agents (e.g. powerful knowers and 

others), space (e.g. the privileged West and the rest of world), discourse (e.g. dominant and 

marginalised knowledge discourses), and academic conducts (e.g. ethics, language for 

publications, peer review process).  

  It is significant to demonstrate the process of the returned academics’ being and 

becoming knowers in their specific HASS areas. With the power/knowledge relations and the 

ways of exercising such power being constantly challenged and reshaped, new forms of 

symbolic power could emerge within these Chinese/Asian knowers when they speak for 

themselves, among each other, and back to the dominant Western research community. The 

next chapter continues to explore the complexity of the knowledge recontextualisation work 

of the returned academics with the focus being set on their classroom practices. Their 

selection and organisation of curriculum and design of evaluation methods for knowledge 

acquisition will be explored along with their practices of socialising their Chinese students 

into new sets of disciplinary dispositions.    

  

  



162 

 

Chapter 7: Knowledge Work of Pedagogising Knowledge  

Introduction 

 This chapter constitutes the third data analysis chapter of the thesis. The first analysis 

chapter (Chapter Five) presented the complex categorisations of knowledge work with which 

the returned academics have been involved as well as the construction of their sense of 

agency and professional identity. The second data analysis chapter (Chapter Six) further 

unpacked the complexity of the knowledge work by focusing on the returned academics’ 

engagement with research work. Chapter Six demonstrated the returned academics’ 

identification of the changing power and control relations underpinning the specific 

disciplinary knowledge discourses and how their knowledge work contributed to the 

reshaping of the global landscape of teaching and research that provided more legitimacy to 

the references and academic alliances of non-Western resources.  

This chapter continues to address the complexity of the returned academics’ 

knowledge work by exploring the last research question of this study: What knowledge is 

selected, organised and incorporated in the returned academics’ teaching practices and how 

is their teaching work informed by their overseas learning experience?  

To understand the pedagogic decisions narrated by this cohort of academics two 

analytical questions were proposed: 

1. How does the design of curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation constitute the 

teaching work of the returned academics?  

2. How are institutional pedagogic orders and pedagogic relations re-shaped by the 

returned academics through their teaching work? 

These two analytical questions are explored respectively in the following two sections. 

The first section of this chapter focuses on presenting the returned academics’ curriculum and 

evaluation design methods. It outlines the what and the how of their disciplinary knowledge 

selection and organisation as well as their design of assessment methods for the purpose of 

evaluating students’ knowledge acquisition. The second section focuses on how the returned 

academics have established institutional pedagogic order through their everyday pedagogic 

practices. It is concerned with the changing power and control relations of the teachers and 

students in the Chinese elite university over shaping their pedagogic activities. This analysis 

draws upon Bernstein’s theorisation of curriculum and pedagogic models, and selection and 

organisation of pedagogic discourse (Bernstein, 1990, 1996, 2000). As introduced in Chapter 
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Three, Bernstein categorised school teachers’ pedagogic work under conservative, 

progressive, or radical modalities on the basis of what counts as knowledge (curriculum); 

how learning takes place (transmission); and what counts as a demonstration of learning 

(evaluation) (Bernstein, 1990). This chapter builds upon these concepts to explore the 

returned academics’ pedagogic decisions and preferences and to highlight how they have 

implemented changes in their pedagogic work in the elite Chinese university based on their 

overseas learning experience. 

Pedagogising Knowledge 

 This section explores the main themes that emerged from the returned academics’ 

narratives concerning their work on pedagogising subject-specific knowledge and designing 

curriculum and pedagogy in one top-ranking Chinese university. These young academics 

demonstrated their strong dedication to bringing back knowledge content comprising what to 

teach and how to teach reflecting their experiences in Western universities. They were 

passionate about making pedagogic changes to enrich the Chinese students’ learning 

experiences and to help students develop academic skills and become researchers in the 

future. 

Updating local curricula 

 Two levels of recontextualising and pedagogising knowledge were mentioned in the 

returned academics’ narratives about designing their curricula. The first level involved taking 

up a basic level of teaching work and translating the subject-specific knowledge into a 

teachable form of curricular content. Secondly, they were committed to make use of their 

overseas study experience to bring about changes to curriculum design. The changes they 

attempted to make focused on 1) updating the traditional curricula which involved mainly 

knowledge presented in textbooks by selecting teaching materials that kept up with the 

contemporary and research-informed development of their disciplines, and 2) attending to 

Chinese university students’ changing knowledge base and their needs in knowledge 

acquisition while facing the rapid flows of and easier access to knowledge and information.  

Many young returned academics admitted that sometimes they had to turn to their 

previous experiences as students to decide what and how to teach because of their limited 

teaching experience in Chinese universities. In particular, they expressed a strong tendency to 

select teaching content chosen by their Western lecturers. To illustrate, Donglei and 
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Mingming provided examples of their curriculum design of the new elective courses they 

offered to undergraduate students. Donglei studied International Relations in the US and had 

worked at the elite Chinese university for about three years prior to data collection for this 

study. Mingming, during the time of this study, worked in the School of Economics having 

returned from the US slightly earlier than Donglei. The new elective courses were 

conceptualised around their research specialities. Donglei introduced a methodology course 

in the area of political studies in international relations whilst Mingming instigated an 

Environmental Economics course. Both explicated that the content of their courses “actually 

came from the [curriculum] used in the States”. They believed that it was their responsibility 

to innovate the traditional curriculum in the elite Chinese university with the knowledge that 

they acquired overseas. They used their overseas education as a reference to select and 

present academic knowledge. The goal of these returned academics pedagogic practices was 

to broaden their Chinese students’ horizons beyond locally available knowledge and curricula.  

Additionally, another returnee, Lee, explained how the returned academics’ 

translation of the way in which knowledge was selected and organised from their overseas 

education could help Chinese students to become familiar with some generic practices and 

rituals of their specific areas, or disciplinary habitus, which had been long adopted by elite 

universities in other countries. Lee, like Mingming and Donglei, finished his doctoral degree 

in a highly-ranked university in the US and was now working in the School of Economics. 

His memory of undertaking coursework in the American research program was that his 

subject area had a tradition of textbook-free teaching. Instead of lecturing from prescribed 

textbooks, Lee said the research students were provided with a set of must-read papers, most 

of which were considered as “globally influential” papers in his area. Therefore, when he 

returned to work in the Chinese university, he followed this protocol in selecting teaching 

materials. Lee described that most of the papers he used with Chinese students were in 

English— some of which were “classics” presenting the disciplinary knowledge “you have to 

learn (as the students in this subject area)” while some others were “recent publications about 

the cutting-edge topics (in the international field of the subject area)”. Similar to Donglei and 

Mingming, Lee also demonstrated a preference for a collection code curriculum, a curriculum 

which was prescribed and was strongly classified by what can be taught as knowledge 

(Bernstein, 1971). In other words, the teachers exercised strong control over the processes of 

knowledge selection, organisation and pacing of the curriculum content. It was important for 

this cohort of teachers to secure their authority as knowers by deciding what and how to teach.  
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Besides his preference for setting strong boundaries of knowledge selection as shared 

in pedagogic traditions in Chinese universities, Lee demonstrated a curriculum design which 

did not only use textbooks as reference for selecting curricular content. Instead, he attempted 

to open space for selecting the latest research in the disciplinary field as curricular content, 

albeit knowledge from his own studies in the USA. As such the knowledge was still strongly 

classified, but the principles of curriculum design had shifted to orient to the present state of 

the discipline as opposed to the past as it was presented in textbook knowledge. This shift in 

temporal dimension in the selection and organisation of knowledge or pedagogising 

knowledge is significant. As Bernstein (1971, 1990) argued a textbook-oriented curriculum is 

past-oriented and insulated the selection of knowledge within the scope of the past. This is 

because the production of textbooks involves the recontextualisation of knowledge, as well as 

time to get to a published form. In addition, the textbooks in Chinese universities often 

involved a second process of translation in that disciplinary knowledge produced in English 

speaking countries and published in English had to be translated into Mandarin and published 

by a Chinese press before adoption in the university. These processes of knowledge 

recontextualisation meant that the disciplinary knowledge within a textbook-oriented 

curriculum may not have been able to keep up with the advancement of disciplinary 

knowledge nor the latest research in the disciplinary field.  

The returned academics, drawing upon their overseas research education experiences 

and acquisition of the latest knowledge, modelled curriculum design that features a 

present/current orientation. It was not the intention of these teachers to replace the traditions 

of strongly classifying knowledge of designing curricula. Rather, Lee, for example, talked 

about including both “classic” and “cutting-edge” teaching resources. This means he still 

referred to textbooks and used the content printed in the textbooks as his teaching resources 

because he believed such past-generated knowledge was classic and played a foundational 

role in the Chinese undergraduate students’ study of Economics. However, beyond this, he 

suggested to extend the temporal dimension of curriculum design and to incorporate 

knowledge which is more presently relevant into his curriculum. This knowledge was 

“cutting-edge” and the purpose of presenting such knowledge to students was to keep them 

up to the developmental changes within HASS disciplines.  
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Changing modalities of knowledge recontextualisation and 

pedagogisation  

 This section continues the discussion about how the returned academics narrated their 

strong exercise of control over the selection and organisation of knowledge as curriculum 

content. Along with the teachers’ continuous control over what and how teaching and 

learning should be framed, they started to consider more about Chinese students’ changing 

knowledge base and learning needs as well as consider about how to fit their designed 

curriculum into institutional traditions of their place of employment. To illustrate this point, 

Xuze provided an example of the curriculum design of her Cultural Studies course. Xuze 

instigated this elective course for her Master’s students in the School of Foreign Languages. 

She explained that she selected “homosexuality” and “gender and sexuality” as some of her 

teaching topics based on her students’ daily conversations, as well as her interpretation of 

culture as everyday practices. It was not uncommon to see Chinese university students talk 

about these topics among themselves or on social media, expressing their views via debate on 

same sex marriage. However, these topics hardly appeared in the textbooks used in official 

university curricula in China. Xuze related the taboo topics within Chinese pedagogic culture 

and tradition:   

There might be some discussions of such issues in sociology discipline, 

but outside there, scholars and students in other areas, for instance in my 

area Cultural Studies, had very little contribution in reproducing such 

knowledge discourse. It is not strange though. Remember in China we 

always lack adequate discourse for sex education in our primary and 

secondary schools. It could be our culture that we don’t talk about this. 

But isn’t it a good topic for Culture Studies? 

Xuze explained topics such as sex and sexuality were not considered as legitimate 

knowledge in an English linguistics course. The silence around sex education in Chinese 

pedagogic traditions highlighted the way of categorising the thinkable and unthinkable, the 

permissible and impermissible (Bernstein, 1996) as curriculum content in an undergraduate 

course in most Chinese university. To fill in the gap made by the absence of such curriculum 

content around these topics, Xuze had to generate her own curriculum materials. Given sex is 

not a socially-taboo topic and has appeared to be a topic of interest for young students, Xuze 

suggested that a social scientific approach to this topic might be appropriate in her Cultural 

Studies course. In this way, Xuze weakened the boundary between everyday knowledge and 

social scientific knowledge to include topics in the curriculum that might be potentially 

interesting to the students. At the same time, however, she distinguished between an everyday 
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understanding of sex and sexuality, and a social scientific approach to the topic of sex and 

sexuality. Xuze demonstrated to her students how to adopt a social scientific approach in 

thinking and talking about sexuality issues. Her pedagogic decision aimed to recontextualise 

specialised knowledge (e.g. cultural study theories) for students in order to fulfil their 

learning requirements and more so, she provided the students with academic tools to think 

scholarly and critically, encouraging inquiry about everyday knowledge. As a result, there 

was a shift in her role as a lecturer with the power and resources to decide for students what 

and how to learn. She took up a role of social scientific knowledge critic whose primary 

pedagogic goal was to explore with their students what could be done with the factual 

information they had acquired and how knowledge could be taught/learnt differently with 

new lenses and tools.  

In addition to challenging the ways in which everyday knowledge and practices were 

legitimised as curricular content, the returned academics also talked about their pedagogic 

decision to address the ongoing changes of Chinese university students’ learning needs. It 

was mainly because of the increasingly easy access to information made available through 

the internet that students had different needs for what and how to learn. A scenario of Chinese 

high-achieving students approaching knowledge was described by Lee, the lecturer in the 

School of Economics, in conversations with his students in a study group. He reflected that 

the specialised subject knowledge was no longer exclusive to him as a teacher:   

My students and some lecturers from our school, including me, are in a 

discussion group on mobile phones. In our group chat, students always 

post what they have read, ask questions, discuss academic issues.  

Sometimes when I see some discussions about highly advanced topics 

pop up in the group chat, I am astonished, and I think they are just 

Bachelor students but have already been paying much attention to the 

latest developments in our discipline than I do! I will have to look up the 

studies that they were talking about. How stressed! But they are impelling 

me to move forwards in learning more about my area.  

Lee’s reference to his experiencing academic pressure from his undergraduate 

students because they were too advanced in accessing social scientific knowledge from 

outside the classroom could be an exaggeration. However, he made a significant point about 

taking into account the ways in which knowledge had flowed, was reproduced, and was 

accessed by students while constructing his curriculum. Lee’s observation of the online 

communication between the teachers and students suggested that what counted as legitimate 

knowledge could still be strongly classified although within specific course/curriculum 
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requirements, but there emerged a tendency of weakening such classification and teachers 

could have a relatively wider range of options for shaping their curricula. The changing 

power and control relations in the university was triggered by the active roles played by the 

students as they accessed internet sites, shared this information with peers, and brought this 

material into their classroom contexts. As a result, Lee reflected that the role as a teacher or 

pedagogue responsible for translating, recontextualising, or pedagogising specialised 

knowledge discourses into curriculum forms to guide or facilitate students’ learning required 

changes. The teachers and students’ negotiation over the pedagogic relationship denotes a 

weakening of the framing regulating the flows of communication between the agents (e.g. 

teachers, students, text books), spaces (e.g. online, offline), and knowledge (e.g. specialised 

knowledge, open access information). This scenario could constitute a major change to the 

Chinese higher education sector because strong boundaries and clear demarcation were 

traditionally favoured.    

Knowledge flows across the porous boundaries of the university classroom and other 

pedagogic settings are an ongoing process. Many examples of easily accessible knowledge 

were mentioned by the academics. Technology-assisted ways of knowledge dissemination 

have made specialised knowledge in almost all disciplines accessible to the general public, 

and therefore the Chinese undergraduate students. In general, students in Chinese universities 

have easy access to journal articles published by international scholars and regular seminars 

or presentations provided by expert specialists in their disciplines visiting from elite 

universities worldwide. Increasingly, specialised disciplinary knowledge has been reproduced 

through the internet and through accessible languages, for example, Wikipedia, TED Talk 

lectures, and learning applications on mobile phones. These tools have accelerated 

knowledge flows across national and international borders in educational contexts and 

simplified abstract knowledge discourses to more teachable/learnable forms. The 

consequence of such knowledge accessibility could be that the Chinese teachers have to face 

the weakening of their authority or power as the primary source for translating disciplinary 

knowledge when their students can simply watch a lecture “delivered by the most 

distinguished American professors while sitting in their Chinese dormitories” (narrated by 

Lee, the lecturer in the School of Economics). This also challenged some returned academics 

who took pride in how their overseas education had prepared them to become academics with 

the capacity to work effectively in an elite Chinese university.  
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The knowledge work undertaken to make discipline-specific knowledge available on 

Wikipedia, TED Talks and other social media platforms could have weakened the boundaries 

that insulated knowledge within disciplines as well as between everyday knowledge and 

social scientific knowledge. This knowledge work could have greater social significance 

because the knowledge was selected, organised and paced for broader audiences beyond the 

university classroom; it is engaged in public scholarship or public pedagogy. Liangshi 

recalled that during his doctoral training in Arabic language and culture studies in the UK, his 

Palestinian-born supervisor kept reminding him and other fellow research students to “make 

academic work available to people outside the academic world” and “help people understand 

the Arabic world”. These doctoral students were encouraged to participate in the “Idea 

Festival” in London and deliver speeches to the public explaining their research projects 

presenting their scholarly work in everyday language. Liangshi’s supervisors modelled an 

alternative knowledge recontextualisation available for university teachers by demonstrating 

how to extend knowledge teaching beyond traditional education settings to broader social 

settings. This modelled knowledge recontextualisation work suggested that construction of 

curriculum should embrace knowledge that is relevant to everyday social life in the present 

tense. Turning the focus of knowledge recontextualisation from a past-oriented prescribed 

textbook towards the knowledge in the present tense would bring about re-consideration of 

what counts as teachable/thinkable knowledge, where knowledge transmission should take 

place, what roles teachers have, and who have the rights to acquire knowledge and 

information. This signifies a potential shift in the modality of the returned academics’ 

teaching work, which moved away from the traditional knowledge presenter on the stage 

towards a knowledge sharer (Singh et al., 2019). The sharer role denotes that teaching and 

learning activities are weakly framed — agents, education sites, and knowledge discourse 

become more loosely categorised.   

In the face of the increasing access to information for students, as well as freely 

available online lectures and other resources, many of the returned academics continued to 

question their pedagogic roles in translating and transmitting knowledge. It seemed that the 

work of constructing curriculum for undergraduate and postgraduate students in the Chinese 

elite university required more than selecting and organising the up-to-date teaching materials 

or challenging some taboos by introducing topics that may not have been considered 

traditionally appropriate for inclusion in their disciplinary field. These present-relevant 

teaching resources might not be adequate to satisfy students’ learning needs as they might 
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expect the education at the elite university to provide them with information that they could 

not easily acquire online or through occasional academic presentations. As a result, some of 

the returned academics might have started pondering about the need for a future-oriented 

curriculum. Such a curriculum would need to focus on preparing students in how to become 

independent researchers and critical thinkers.  

Constructing a future-oriented curriculum still saw teachers laying a leading role in 

knowledge selection, organisation, and sequence. Under teachers’ explicit guidance, students 

re-categorised the thinkable and unthinkable of knowledge and took up social scientific 

lenses to research about knowledge that they used to access in everyday language. The focus 

of a future-oriented curriculum was not to merely presenting or sharing disciplinary 

knowledge, but to address the research inquiries of students. Therefore, although the teachers 

had weakened the relations of control and allowed the in and out flows of knowledge, they 

still generated explicit instructional discourses to ensure the future-oriented curricula could 

prepare the Chinese university students’ dispositions and demeanours as researchers 

(Bernstein, 2001). Thus, the returnees demonstrated their acknowledgement of every citizen’s 

democratic right to research (Appadurai, 2000).  

One of the key components highlighted by the returned academics for constructing 

future-oriented research inquiry-based curricula was the incorporation of the notion of 

international perspectives. This was considered important for Chinese students in becoming 

globally competent researchers and critical thinkers. The returned academics explained their 

selection of teaching international perspectives was based on their overseas education 

experiences which allowed them to acquire knowledge from various resources and 

collaborate with diverse groups of scholars. The international perspectives of particular 

discipline knowledge referred to interpreting the same pedagogic content from different 

points of view as well as showcasing various perspectives from which research in their study 

areas could be conducted. These perspectives were called international because they could 

have been taken up by researchers from European, Asian, and other English or non-English 

speaking countries.  

Incorporating the notion of international perspectives in the curriculum aimed at 

presenting students with dynamic and diverse knowledge and approaches to think about the 

everyday society or specialised HASS knowledge. It developed Chinese students’ awareness 

of thinking widely, whilst taking into account what researchers outside the dominant British 
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or North American knowledge communities would interpret as knowledge. This means the 

permissible and impermissible knowledge was weakly insulated because knowledge could 

flow more freely across boundaries of different nations, cultures, and institutions. Therefore, 

the notion of international perspectives indicated weak classification and framing of 

knowledge. For students, instead of being provided with certain versions of knowledge 

discourses or “truth” (Ball, 1993, p.14), they could acquire knowledge discourses generated 

and reproduced in various versions from different perspectives which could help address their 

research problems more efficiently. Therefore, the returnees who constructed future-oriented 

curricula and adopted international perspectives to knowledge discourses shifted their role as 

knowledge transmitter or recontextualiser (Bernstein, 2001) to research facilitator who 

provided tools for students to become “internationally competent scholars” (recounted by 

Xuze, the lecturer at the School of Foreign Languages teaching Linguistics and Culture 

Studies).  

This section analysed the returned academics’ narratives on curriculum design via 

selecting, organising, and pacing knowledge which represented the past, related to the present 

or oriented to the skills for new knowledge generation in the future. In addition, the power 

and control relations structuring symbolic insulations (e.g. knowledge being categorised as 

thinkable/unthinkable and/or scientific/everyday) between and within categories of discourse, 

agents and sites in the classroom were discussed. The crucial point presented in this section 

was concerned with the complexity and dynamics of the power and control relations. The 

narratives of the returned academics suggested that the strength of these boundaries (power 

relations) was socially constructed and contested (Bernstein, 1975, 2001) as the knowledge 

flows changed the accessibility and accessing pathways of knowledge. Likewise, the control 

relations were mutually negotiated among different pedagogic participants (Bernstein, 1975, 

2001) while they took turns to exercise their power and demonstrate their changing needs and 

knowledge base. The next section turns from the selection of specific knowledge content to 

the selection of means to present such knowledge, or the choice of teaching medium. 

Using English as a teaching medium: Globalisation or colonisation?  

In accounting for knowledge selection and presentation in their curricula, a prominent 

concern raised by several returned academics was to use English as their teaching language or 

medium of instruction. Xinhe, working in the School of Foreign Languages, stated: “(Using 

English as the teaching medium) is the requirement of (his) school”. However, in addition to 
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compliance with the requirement of school, Xinhe explained his choice of English as the 

working language in his classes was always be driven by the dominant position of the English 

language in his discipline: 

Most academic books, textbooks, and papers in [my] area of theoretical 

linguistics are all in English. Therefore, the working language needs to be 

English. Students may also need to use English as an important tool in 

their future careers, so to use English in class can only benefit them.  

  By using teaching materials in their originally-produced language form, the teachers 

would not risk losing the meaning as a result of translation between languages. Additionally, 

they could immerse Chinese students in an English-language speaking study environment. 

Such immersion was described as beneficial for students to study further in English-language 

speaking countries and to become powerful knowers (Moore, 2013, p. 154; Singh, 2013, 2015) 

with easy access to first-hand disciplinary knowledge predominately produced in English.  

 Using English as the teaching medium was not exclusive to English major students 

but inclusive of academics in the areas of Persian studies, Philosophy, and Economics. Some 

of the returned academics in these disciplines insisted their Powerpoint slides be written in 

English in order to teach their Chinese students in “an American teaching style”. As well, 

others believed it was important to give students at least the English translation of some key 

words during the disciplinary content teaching, otherwise “students won’t even be able to 

share academic capacity in an overseas context”. The decision of the academics to provide 

the Chinese terminologies with their English equivalence was driven by the need for precise 

articulation of the discipline knowledge within strongly structured principles. Similar to the 

previously discussed dominant role of the English language in new knowledge production in 

the academic journals (see Chapter Six), the English language supremacy in reproducing 

disciplinary knowledge in the elite Chinese university classroom was also demonstrated.  

However, this study questions whether the preference of choosing English as the 

primary teaching medium signifies that English has been adopted as a colonising language. It 

is thought-provoking to consider how the returned academics would interpret the Chinese 

universities’ expectations upon their students of acquiring knowledge in English and thinking 

scholarly in English. The returned academics’ pedagogic decisions demonstrated how they 

constructed boundaries between knowledge articulated in English or Chinese, or their 

categorisation between permissible or impermissible language forms of instruction. As 

discussed in Chapter Six, some returned academics considered the disciplinary knowledge 



173 

 

they acquired from their overseas research education was more advanced and valuable 

because the knowledge was written and taught in English. They suggested that they attained 

the symbolic power embedded in both the knowledge content and the form of presentation of 

such knowledge. Therefore, one way these academics decided to display their acquired 

symbolic power upon their return to China was teaching in the English language. They also 

believed that by retaining this form of knowledge presentation, they could pass on the 

symbolic power to their Chinese students.         

In contrast, another side to the story of insisting on using English as teaching 

language was presented. Xuze, the lecturer in the School of Foreign language, said she had 

included debate over English language usage as part of her Cultural Studies course to 

undergraduate students across all disciplines of the university. In particular, she designed a 

teaching unit for students to discuss language and attitudes. Xuze recalled that Chinese 

university students majoring in English had always been taught to mimic either British or 

American accents (represented by BBC or ABC broadcasting accents) during their oral 

speaking lessons because these two accent versions were prioritised by many English major 

lecturers as the most authentic. However, Xuze introduced her own research topic where 

“there may not be one variety of English language designated as having more legitimacy” to 

inform her students of other variations of English. Students could also voice their opinions 

about and via using the English language. She said to start the lesson, she would introduce 

some theories from culture studies which could be helpful for students in thinking with and 

talking about the topic in a scholarly manner. Then she invited students’ discussion (in 

everyday language) on how they saw themselves as non-native English speakers. She 

directed students to link their own opinions with those of other non-native English speakers. 

Through the discussions, students could develop their horizons of English beyond British and 

American English and shape their attitudes towards other variations of English. Xuze 

explicated her purpose for teaching this topic was to ensure that students acquire theories 

from culture studies and methods and apply them to researching language types. Additionally, 

she hoped to encourage students to consider English as a global language and to think outside 

of the established ways of knowledge classification, that is, institutional categorisation of 

permissible and impermissible knowledge (Bernstein, 1996).  

Xuze’s incorporation of the topic concerning English as a global language in her 

course set a good example of constructing curriculum based on addressing research inquiries 

and training students’ research skills. Xuze as the instructor of the course proposed the 
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research problem for students to work on and provided them with both disciplinary 

knowledge and social scientific lenses. Her control over the knowledge selection, 

organisation, and pacing suggested that her curriculum might take a collection code form. 

Bernstein (1971, p. 48) explained that a collection code curriculum is composed of subjects 

that are strongly insulated or classified whereas the selection new knowledge is strictly 

controlled. However, to understand and work on the research problem, students would need 

knowledge not only derived from one strongly insulated subject (e.g. Linguistics), but 

knowledge recontextualised across disciplines, such as those from cultural studies, education, 

and post-colonialism scholarship. These could be identified as key shifts brought by the 

returned academics based on their extensive overseas education in structuring curriculum 

(what counts as knowledge) and pedagogy (how teaching takes place). Additionally, the 

incorporation of controversial issues around using English language as the academic 

language in the curriculum signified that the HASS returned academics’ awareness of a 

potential risk— translating and practising knowledge generated in English-speaking countries 

could result in becoming colonised by their knowledge norms. By consciously introducing 

the social debate into their teaching, these HASS teachers demonstrated the construction of 

their intellectual work between and across Western and Asian contexts as not simply 

accomplices to neo-colonialism. 

Re-designing evaluation methods 

 This section demonstrates how the returned academics talked about what counts as a 

legitimate display of learning and their design of evaluation methods. Generally, the 

evaluation criteria design is driven by what knowledge these teachers choose to teach and 

how they teach it. In this way, it expands the discussion of the previous sections. By 

considering selection and organisation of knowledge along with evaluation design, the 

returnees’ preferences for pedagogic models can be more comprehensively illustrated.  

 One of the key terms that emerged from the returned academics’ narratives 

concerning the current evaluation methods adopted in the Chinese universities was 

“unsatisfactory”. Niu, the lecturer in English literature, pointed out the deficiency in 

evaluation adopted by Chinese universities rested in the orientations it adopted. He suggested 

that compared to constantly evolving disciplinary knowledge and ways of teaching, the 

method of evaluating undergraduate students’ learning stayed rather unchanged since his own 

study in this area in a Chinese university almost 15 years ago. Niu seemed to believe that the 
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Chinese university students who majored in foreign languages and literacy should focus on 

both learning about factual knowledge (e.g. reading classical literature and learning 

grammatical rules), and developing the capacity for critical engagement (e.g. voicing one’s 

own opinions and questioning authenticity). He suggested that the existing evaluation 

methods were unable to test both aspects of learning: 

No matter what we teach in classroom, we won’t be able to track how 

much effort students have put into understanding the deep meaning of the 

literature. Instead, we can only test them through examination paper. I 

don’t believe students can actually demonstrate their capacity of critical 

thinking through sentence making, multiple choices reading 

comprehension, and translation (in the exams).  

In his opinion, the current evaluation methods could only test students’ memorisation 

of factual knowledge, whereas the curricula remained silent in evaluating students’ 

competence in thinking as critical literature readers or research-informed students. Hence, 

Niu did not consider the provision of explicit criteria that students could only meet through 

demonstrating accuracy in basic knowledge reproduction via current exam methods a 

sustainable pedagogic practice.  

 Most evaluation methods adopted across disciplines in Chinese universities placed an 

emphasis on students’ attainment of knowledge. This meant that the explicit stratifications 

were made between students according to their performance on reproducing what they learn. 

However, more and more returned academics, like Niu, voiced concerns about non-gradable 

aspects of students’ learning performance. As suggested by Bernstein (1990) , turning the 

assessment focus away from students’ learning results towards their learning processes could 

enable teachers to evaluate various types of competence that are internal to the students, 

including possibly cognitive, linguistic, affective, motivational aspects.  

Yijia provided an account to demonstrate his attempt of assessing non-gradable 

aspects of students’ learning performance: their emotional development and the improvement 

of their wellbeing. Yijia completed his doctoral program in Philosophy in the Netherlands 

before he received his position in the School of Philosophy at the Chinese university. He 

remarked that, at the beginning of each semester, he presented welcome lecture slides to 

students which included a slide explaining that one of this course’s objectives was to cultivate 

a positive academic attitude: 
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I want my students to realise that, in addition to learning about the 

theories, methods and philosophy, it is equally important for them to 

develop bravery in facing academic difficulties.  

Other than delivering specific abstract subject knowledge, Yijia put greater emphasis 

on the emotional skills and characteristics students could develop during their learning 

experience. Based on his own experience of being an international research student and then 

becoming an academic, Yijia commented that this career path required not only a talent for 

acquiring specific disciplinary knowledge, but also characteristics such as passion, curiosity, 

and courage. Therefore, his teaching goal included credit not only for academic performance, 

but also how students demonstrated their development along the academic path. 

However, it was apparent that students could present their resistance to their teachers’ 

decisions on what to teach and how the learning should be assessed, particularly if it was out 

of their comfort zone which matched their motivations for undertaking a higher degree 

research program (in most cases, this applied to Master’s students and sometimes to doctoral 

students according to the returnees). Some academics claimed that many of their postgraduate 

students chose to undertake these studies simply because they believed that higher degrees 

could make them more competitive for job hunting. Cheng, working in the School of 

Economics, commented on his current research students’ non-research-related orientation: 

Not all Master’s and doctoral degree students, even here at [my 

university], are research-driven. They may not want to stay in academia 

after graduating and may just want to make use of their higher degrees in 

other areas. To these people, I can’t force them to stick to strict academic 

standards.  

Chapter Two introduced Vorster’s study (2011) in which she descrbied teaching 

social scientific theories in many traditional universities was context-transcendent and more 

valuable than practical work. However, with the increasing demands from industry, 

university education, even that provided in research-intensive universities, had to become 

more instrumental. Cheng’s account was in line with this literature acknowledging that a 

research orientation could no longer be taken for granted as the assumed motivation for 

postgraduate education even in the elite Chinese university where this study was conducted. 

The teachers, no matter how ambitious their teaching goals, could no longer focus narrowly 

on inducting postgraduate students into an academic career. A weakly-insulated curriculum 

might become more suitable because the teachers had to involve teaching content that 

accommodated students’ learning needs as well as the needs of local and international 
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industry. These pedagogic changes required the returnees to review their position in the the 

social division of labour within the academic workforce. In addition to being committed to a 

high-ranking research identity and looking inward to the research and teaching work, these 

teachers had to take on a more outward-looking gaze towards practical and applied fields in 

shaping curricular content, pace and direction (Ivinson et al., 2011). 

To better match teachers’ evaluation orientation and students’ learning needs, Lee, the 

lecturer in Economics, suggested alternatives in constructing evaluation methods. He 

believed it was reasonable to note that not all students were capable or interested in closely 

following the disciplinary knowledge. Therefore, he claimed that the generation of evaluation 

criteria, like the increasingly diverse selection of curriculum content, should cater for the 

different learning needs and objectives of the students. As a result, Lee proposed a “dual-

track approach” for assessing his undergraduate students who were taking the course: World 

Economic History. It was labelled as “dual-track” because within the “three-assignment 

package” of his course the first two assignment tasks were suitable and compulsory for all 

students, while the third one was selective and mainly targeted those who had academic 

ambitions.  

To complete the first assignment, students needed to collaborate with their classmates. 

Each student phrased one question they summarised from the course reading and posted it on 

to a Chinese question-and-answer website, ZhiHu.com. In addition to raising a question, each 

student had to write an answer post to at least one question posted by their peers. ZhiHu is an 

open-access website with 140 million registered users, aged predominantly between 18 to 35. 

According to this website, up until the year 2018, there were 2.3 million questions and 

approximately 100 million answers. It includes designated sections used specially for 

intellectual discussions. Lee explained that he deliberately made use of this website so that 

the students’ writing could be shared and monitored by their peers as well as the other 

interested parties (e.g. the public, other academics). In doing so, Lee believed students would 

take more care in their writing quality and minimise plagiarism.  

The second assignment required students to utilise computer programming software to 

produce a model that could explain some economic phenomena. Lee said it was a practice 

which could inspire students’ enthusiasm for this discipline. To complete the assignment, 

students were required to think like an economist in identifying economic issues and then 

perform as an economist by using discipline-specific tools to address related issues. Less 
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burdensome than writing assignments, this evaluative task could also help lecturers to 

identify their students’ competence in becoming “future economists”.  

The third assignment, Ninja plan of reading classics, was designed to be the most 

demanding task for those who wanted to follow an academic career path, or at least intended 

to further their study with a higher degree. The naming of this project as Ninja was because 

this evaluation method was meant to be tough and was designed to test the academic 

competence of undergraduate students in specific subjects. Lee informed the students who 

enrolled in his course that they would be required to read about 13 “long and arduous 

economic articles”, all of which were “classics” and “must-reads” in the area. Students who 

agreed to participate in this evaluative project were asked to take an extra test and those who 

passed the test were given five more points for their end-of-semester result, but lost three 

marks if they failed. This task might seem to be a typical, paper-based evaluation for 

assessing students’ performance in understanding and acquiring discipline knowledge. But, at 

the same time, Lee explained his intentions for assessing the implicit aspects of students’ 

academic competence:  

What I’m doing now would be a way of letting them assess their capacity 

to take up an academic student role. It is better to know now than to know 

you are not capable enough five years later after your doctoral degree. 

 … 

My purposes, firstly, are to make clear what good research papers should 

look like. Secondly, to explicate which level the students should achieve 

if they want to further with academic study or go down to academic 

career path in the future. I’m not afraid of scaring my students because I 

know that after reading three journal papers you might think you would 

never be able to reach that level. However, after reading ten papers by 

one author, the students can start to get their heads around the area (about 

e.g. this is what economic studies look like or this is what economic 

scholars research into). Some of them can even start critically thinking 

about these well-established studies. At this point, they are on the right 

track to assess if they are able to follow their academic pursuit.   

Lee’s design of the three assessment tasks demonstrated that the teachers might still 

develop explicit marking criteria to evaluate students’ knowledge acquisition. He explained 

that his first objective for adopting such an evaluative method was that students could learn 

carefully about the strongly insulated curricular knowledge. The knowledge included that 

which was produced in the past but served as a disciplinary foundation to that which was 

produced more recently, as well as demonstrating relevance to the present disciplinary 



179 

 

development. Apart from developing explicit evaluation criteria, Lee also suggested a change 

in the orientation of evaluation away from evaluation merely for the purpose of determining 

what and how the students had learnt, to include their capability of behaving as scholarly 

research students and future researchers. Lee therefore suggested his Ninja plan of reading 

classics was future-oriented because the result of the evaluation would be a useful indicator 

for students to determine if an academic career was a suitable profession for them.  

Lee’s “dual-track” assessment approach and the “three-assignment package” 

sustained that categorisation and structure of knowledge were not only discipline specific but 

could also be closely constrained within changing education rituals as well as students’ 

learning needs. He designed these evaluation methods to maintain the strong boundaries and 

hierarchies between knowledge content for his World Economic History course. His approach 

ensured the Chinese undergraduate students who majored in Economics and undertook his 

course as a core course acquired pedagogic codes which were unique and fundamental to the 

discipline. These pedagogic codes included both knowledge discourse as well as the explicit 

rules and principles embedded in such knowledge structures (Bernstein, 2000). The first and 

second assessment projects focused on the students’ display of their attainment of the 

specialised discourse as insulated within its own intellectual field of text. The ways students 

could display their learning were also strongly classified. They had to follow explicit rules to 

voice and practice the specialised knowledge. However, the specialised knowledge that 

students were required to learn for the first two assessments were relegated to the lower 

echelons in their specific discipline. Only the students who had academic ambitions would be 

introduced to knowledge of the next level. The students’ display of learning for the third 

assessment project was less regulated because while reading the difficult papers, they could 

already judge their own performance as well as their academic competence. This third item of 

assessment therefore appeared to give students power to gather information for what they 

needed to learn and what they wanted to learn. However, a closer exploration of this 

assessment item could identify that, the flows of knowledge and resources across boundaries 

and within the bounded categories of knowledge, institutions, and professional groupings 

were still controlled by the teachers.  

The above sections introduced several innovations made to the curriculum design and 

evaluation methods in specific HASS disciplines by the returned academics. Firstly, they 

proposed to update the past-oriented local curricula by incorporating knowledge which was 

more recently generated from the research developments relevant to their disciplines. This 
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trend of extending the orientation of curriculum design beyond selecting knowledge only 

from prescribed textbooks was popularised in many elite universities in English-speaking 

countries. Drawing upon the education they undertook at these overseas elite universities, the 

returned academics prioritised the recontextualisation of disciplinary knowledge which was 

more presently relevant so that their Chinese students could stay abreast with the times in 

terms of their disciplines. Secondly, the returned academics constantly updated their own 

understanding of students’ growing access to and interest in specialised knowledge. They 

continued to question their responsibilities as teachers in selecting, organising and pacing 

knowledge. Shifting from a traditional teacher role of presenting static knowledge, the 

teachers took up roles such as knowledge sharer or social scientific knowledge critic while 

constructing socially relevant and critical inquiry-based curricula and pedagogies. 

Furthermore, the returned academics talked about constructing curricula that adopted a future 

orientation which aimed at training students to address knowledge from transnational and 

transcultural point of views and becoming internationally competent researchers. Thirdly, the 

returned academics modelled their construction of evaluation methods to assess students’ 

learning processes in addition to their learning results. A shift from evaluating gradable 

aspects of students’ learning to focus more on their internal competence was highlighted, 

giving more emphasis to students’ construction of disciplinary-appropriate conduct, character, 

and manner. The next section turns to the narratives of the returned academics concerning 

their (re)construction of generic pedagogical orders and specific teacher-student relationships 

in the Chinese university. 

(Re)Establishing Pedagogic Order and Demeanours  

This section discusses the regulative component of the returned academics teaching 

work. Their narratives about organising pedagogies revealed how they chose particular ways 

of delivering knowledge, their responsibilities in presenting Chinese students with different 

modes of pedagogic interactions, and their attempts of reconfiguring power and control 

relations (between teacher-teacher, student-student, and student-teacher) (Bernstein, 1971). 

By referencing the framing of pedagogy evidenced in other cultures and institutions, the 

returned academics explicated that they hoped to contribute to China’s national policy on 

building up world-class universities and cultivating globally competent students. What 

emerged from the returned academics’ interview narratives was the increasing impact of 
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Western pedagogic norms upon the construction and definition of Chinese students’ 

academic behaviours. These elements are addressed throughout the following sections.  

Overloaded Chinese university students and visible pedagogy  

Introducing new paradigms of teaching and learning can be challenging when they do 

not align with the institutional pedagogical traditions or the standard in the students’ learning 

habits. Changes to the curriculum along these lines, as suggested by the returned academics, 

were at times declined by their university or students. For example, Mingming suggested an 

increase of the evaluation frequency for his research students majoring in Economics as a 

way of following the pedagogic norms of a Western elite university in order to train scholarly 

competent students. However, his students refused to take up a higher work load because they 

were already overburdened with their studies of other subjects. Similarly, Jianshu, an 

Associate Professor in Law, also talked about his wish of “making Chinese Law students 

work as hard as their peers in overseas elite universities”. Recalling his workload as a Law 

student during research studies in both the US and Germany, he commented that Chinese 

students in his school “are having it too easy”. Compared to him and his peers who undertook 

law degrees and “had countless readings to study prior to attending classes”, the fact was he 

could not generate the same volume of work from his Chinese students because:  

The students have to enrol in several courses per semester. I can’t put too 

much pressure on them just for my course. Even if I suggest several 

readings, I know many students won’t read any of them. 

Chapter Three introduced Bernstein’s concept of pedagogic device and explained how 

Bernstein mapped out the rules governing the production and selective translation of 

pedagogic texts. He suggested that the nation/state produced and translated ideas in the form 

of policy documents into higher education institutions where university teachers are informed 

by such regulations to undertake knowledge recontextualisation work, translating knowledge 

from its disciplinary domain to a teachable form in classrooms. However, this top-down 

power and control relationship among university, teachers, and students can be altered due to 

the students’ changing learning needs and their participation in the teaching and learning 

activities. The university, as the official discourse producer and recontextualiser, can be 

highlighted as a potential source of conflict. Positioned in the pedagogic recontextualising 

field, the university on the one hand, regulates teachers’ pedagogic practices of delocating 

and relocating knowledge to ensure students’ learning, and on the other hand, generates 

guidelines which directly influence students’ learning and graduation. However, these 
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regulatory sets might not be aligned with each other. According to the returnees’ narratives, 

the teachers might be asked to produce highly intensive curriculum to satisfy the university’s 

expectations upon undergraduate education while the students were also given a demanding 

study load. For students, this situation resulted in a struggle between fulfilling their overall 

learning requirements in order to graduate and engaging in the learning activities assigned by 

each individual teacher. All these changes forced the teachers to review their position and 

power in the top-down hierarchy and make adjustments to their curriculum to accommodate 

students’ changing needs.   

To fully unpack the complex situation which impeded the Chinese students’ taking up 

learner’ roles adequately, it is worthy of detailing their study load that was regulated in the 

university’s policies. According to the Catalogue of Undergraduate Education for the 

university where this research was conducted, all undergraduate students are required to 

complete 140 credits of study before they can graduate. This expectation also demands 

detailed obligations for students to undertake compulsory, elective, and specialised courses. 

This means that full-time undergraduate students need to complete seven to nine courses per 

semester (equivalent to about 14 to 25 hours of contact hours per week) for four years to 

complete their degrees (a certain number of students in the elite university choose to do a 

second degree which means their study load will double). This study load is comparatively 

high in relation to universities worldwide (e.g. four courses and approximately 12 contact 

hours per week for full-time students in Australia). Moreover, undergraduate studies in elite 

universities in China are competitive and demanding. To accomplish one course, students 

usually have to complete several assignment items, exams, and sometimes research projects. 

They also need high rankings in academic performance to be considered for scholarships and 

referral opportunities for future research study. As a result, like Jianshu, several academics 

also alleged in their interviews that “students can hardly dedicate so much of their time to 

reading for just one course”. Accordingly, the teachers were forced to alter their selection and 

organisation of specific pedagogic discourse which consequently resulted in changes in the 

academics’ expectations of their students. 

The students are not the only party who face heavy workloads in Chinese universities. 

It can be recalled from Chapter Five that the young academics returned after completing their 

research studies also had to juggle multiple work duties, varying from preparing new courses, 

producing publications, and taking up service work (e.g. the role as head teacher of the class, 

organising conferences, conducting job interviews overseas with recent graduates and taking 
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up administrative roles in the Communist Party at university). The overloaded Chinese 

students and teachers had to work through entanglement to co-decide on the what and how of 

pedagogic practices. The ongoing negotiations between the student and teacher would also 

result in a co-existence of the tight and loose framing of pedagogy as well as the coming 

together of visible and invisible pedagogic models.  

In the face of a heavy study load, taking less responsibility in deciding what they want 

to learn could be an easy way out for the Chinese university students. However, this learning 

habit could gradually socialise Chinese students into strongly classified pedagogic relations. 

To exemplify the possible unfavourable consequences of such strongly classified pedagogic 

relations, Xiong shared a conversation between himself and another Chinese fellow student 

during their studies at the research program at a highly ranked School of Economics in the 

US. After coursework tutorials, his peer was confused by the teaching style of the Western 

lecturers and tutors. This fellow student described the teaching at the elite American 

university as inefficient because “after the two-hour lesson the teachers had only raised 

questions without providing any answers”, or in detail, he said:  

The teacher said that option A was correct, so was option B, while option 

C was potentially correct, and option D was possible to be correct too… 

so basically the teacher left the judgement and evaluation decision to us. 

However, Chinese teachers in more cases would simply tell us which one 

of the A, B, C and D was relatively appropriate. 

 This interview account demonstrates that students’ learning habits and pedagogic 

behaviours were constructed within specific cultures and institutions over long periods of 

pedagogic socialisation. Due to well-established pedagogic traditions, Chinese university 

students and teachers may be used to and prefer a well-insulated social categorisation of 

student and teacher relationships where teachers are in positions with prescribed power. 

Hence, teachers take up the role to provide explicit instructions and direct students’ learning 

which saves them time in thinking further about students’ needs and exploring their learning 

styles. Likewise, students can just follow the instructions without thinking creatively and 

independently about what they want to learn and need to learn.  

Reframing pedagogy transmission and pedagogic models 

When talking about their pedagogic preferences, many returned academics expressed 

their wishes to change the strongly-bound pedagogies of their elite Chinese university. As the 

narratives demonstrated, regardless of the heavy workload and long-lasting pedagogic 
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communication modes, the returned academics were dedicated to altering some of the 

learning habits of Chinese university students. They believed that these alterations could 

develop certain favourable dispositions and demeanours of the students that encouraged them 

to become better learners. It was evident in the returned academics’ narratives that more 

guidance for students during the mode-shifting process would be useful. 

Jianshu, the returnee in Law, explained that in order not to overly burden his 

undergraduate students but still instil them with a different learning experience, he and his 

colleagues, who also obtained degrees from Western universities, designed a case analysis 

and discussion lesson. This course featured collaboration between lecturers and students. 

This choice of teaching organisation was chosen as it is “a typical type of lesson in German 

law schools”. The design of this course was in line with the construction of a research 

inquiry-based curriculum presented in the previous sections. Students’ learning was invoked 

during the process of working to solve a research problem, which in Jianshu and his 

colleagues’ class, involved law cases. The law cases were provided by the lecturers and 

students would work in groups to research the case report and prepare for presentations in the 

lectures. Students could identify what subject knowledge they needed to acquire to 

understand and analyse the given law cases. Unlike straightforward traditional lectures in 

which teachers provided knowledge, in case analysis work, the learning process was more 

self-directed as students actively searched for the knowledge gaps and then found a way to 

correct it.  

In case analysis and discussion lessons, students’ presentations took up the majority 

of the lecture. Jianshu described the way in which he and his colleagues experimented with 

implementing Western ways of undertaking pedagogies and delivering law courses in the 

Chinese classroom as successful because both students and teachers found comfortable 

positions in pedagogic interactions: 

I found students actually enjoy talking and they have some really good 

ideas, even if they are not all correct. The students wish for a change in 

the learning style and wish that their voice be heard. And for us as 

teachers, it is such a relaxing way of teaching. Leading a case discussion 

class can make full use of our advantage of taking up a role as a host and 

raising questions. We can hardly demonstrate this advantage in daily 

lectures. 

In Jianshu’s course, students could “enjoy talking” and had “their voice heard” while 

teachers were able to weaken their role as a monologuer/solo-actor and became a “host” or 
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facilitator. Admittedly, the teachers did not completely release control over the pedagogic 

activities because they were still heavily involved in the selection, organisation, and timing of 

the questions (e.g. teachers chose the law cases for students to work on, teachers decided on 

students’ presentation order, time length and provided feedback). However, at the same time, 

some changes in the power and control relations which were insulated between and within 

categories of the teachers and students could be highlighted. These changes signified the 

development of an invisible mode of pedagogy (Bernstein, 1990). It meant students were 

guided and encouraged to explore new fields of study in the Law discipline. During students’ 

pre-lecture self-study or group-study, they had increasing chances to design the what and how 

of their own learning experiences. The lectures were delivered to further students’ learning by 

allowing them to display what they had learnt and informing them what more could be learnt 

from peers and teachers. As a result, a mixed modality of pedagogy seemed to be adopted 

within one curriculum, where categorisation of pedagogic discourse, space and time took up 

an invisible mode while guidelines for students’ demonstrating learning and amending their 

learning insufficiency took up a visible mode (Bernstein, 1990). The goal of this pedagogy 

was to both serve specific teaching and learning purposes (Morais, 2002) and to maintain and 

relay the strong classification of being good learners in law with accurate law knowledge as 

well as becoming well-behaved law students who have gone through a “typical” law school 

training.  

In Bernsteinian theorisation, the moral orders of pedagogy underpin teaching and 

evaluation. However, some returned academics talked about foregrounding such 

underpinning rules and teaching them explicitly as new knowledge. Yijia, the returnee in 

Philosophy, considered the lack of communication of such rules in Chinese university 

classrooms provided him with an opportunity to realise his career ambition of resetting rules 

and practices of how students should undertake learning and research. Yijia chose to return to 

work his home country China because “it is a place for pursuing a career”. He explained that 

he would not be satisfied undertaking simple teaching and merely reproducing knowledge as 

a returned academic. Rather, his career ambition was to reshape the moral order of students’ 

research conduct by purposely selecting ethics as explicit curriculum content in a core course 

for students in Philosophy.  

Yijia suggested that for a long time, Chinese universities had considered delivering 

disciplinary knowledge as its primary responsibility. He introduced a small research project 

he conducted among his students to study the concerns of Chinese research students. The 
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results indicated that the top issue on the students’ list of concerns was “how to publish” 

while the least important issue was “research ethics”. He recalled from his own experience of 

undertaking research study in China that the research students could only copy examples 

from their supervisors, but sometimes they might have copied negative examples which led to 

plagiarism, authorship disputes, and duplicated publications. As a result, Yijia pointed out 

that to prepare Chinese students as future researchers among competitive researchers in elite 

universities worldwide, it was significant to unpack at length the research ethics, ethically 

acceptable or unacceptable research practices, and applications for the ethics clearance.  

Yijia’s ultimate goal was that students develop the awareness that ethics should 

embed every aspect of their research work so that they did not breach the rules and also 

protected their own intellectual work. To him, it was an honourable job task because of the 

potential specialisation for returned academics in directing their students towards a legitimate 

path in academia. As an academic graduated from an elite university in a Western country 

where the rules and methods of pedagogising ethical discourses were well-established, Yijia 

considered himself capable of selecting and translating such specific regulative discourses 

from a Western context and reproducing it in the elite Chinese university. The explicit 

teaching of such specific regulative discourses also extended the modality of curriculum 

design to a generic mode in which generic skills (e.g. “thinking skills”, “problem solving” 

and “teamwork” (see Beck & Young, 2005, p. 190) or specific academic skills (e.g. research 

ethics) were prioritised. These skills could be generically applicable to studying all 

disciplines in universities. Additionally, these skills could also be applicable to all fields of 

practice, highlighting “trainability” as one of the goals of the present-day higher education.   

This section presented the returned academics’ efforts in taking up both visible and 

invisible modes of pedagogy for the purpose of 1) accommodating Chinese university 

students’ workload and their changing learning needs, and 2) altering student’ learning habits 

and socialising them into new sets of disciplinary dispositions and demeanours informing 

their academic conduct as well as their behaviour as research students and prospective 

researchers. The next section turns the focus to the returned academics’ accounts of power 

and control relations relayed in teaching and learning processes. Furthermore, it examines the 

re-establishing of a model of teacher and student relationships via producing general 

regulative discourses. 
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Relational positions of teacher and student 

Pedagogic relations in the Chinese setting have always been known to be strongly 

classified meaning the boundaries between categories of agents, characters, and conducts of 

each agent, as well as communication between agents are clearly marked. Power and control 

relations between teachers and students are highly regulated so that teachers retain more 

power in curriculum content selection and transmission as well as in conducting students’ 

behaviour management. Pedagogic relations constitute pedagogic rituals which vary 

distinctively between cultures and institutions. Because rituals and relations are mostly 

prescribed and likely to be maintained through everyday pedagogic activities, constant input 

may have been required when the returnees attempted to socialise their students into a new 

mode of pedagogic order. The redefining of power and control relations among participants 

of within pedagogic activities were apt to be challenging. 

Lingmu, who began her doctoral studies in the USA at 21 years of age, said she could 

serve as an example of a Chinese student adapting to the identity, conducts, and rituals of 

each category of agents in a new learning setting. She recalled that, due to the significant age 

gap between herself and her Chinese teachers as well as her immersion in Chinese schools 

which always assigned high respect and authority to teachers, it was not easy for her to get 

used to a different set of relational orders. Lingmu said that for a long while she insisted on 

calling her supervisor by his title “Professor” rather than his Christian name as other students 

normally did in Western contexts. However, there emerged an obvious clash between her 

Chinese value of respecting teachers and the Western way of pedagogic communication 

between agents. Lingmu recounted that, during the initial stage of their communication, her 

supervisors kept correcting her and reassuring her that it was “totally acceptable” to call them 

by their first names. They also kept encouraging her to become more independent and 

confident. She described the negotiation of her interactive manner with her supervisors 

helped her reconstruct the dispositions of being a research student. This meant she could re-

position herself as a research student belonging to a legitimate category of pedagogic agents 

in the research study. Therefore, how she could behave and communicate what power she had 

over her pedagogic practices, and what boundaries she should maintain and reproduce were 

reset within the specific institutional and cultural context.  

Reflecting upon the beginning stages of her overseas education experience, Lingmu 

suggested that she reshaped how to position herself as a teacher and how to deal with 
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positional relations with her students. She now endeavoured to implement “relaxed” Western 

pedagogic relations into her classroom which loosened the boundaries of her interactions with 

her current Chinese students. Although the students have to follow the local ritual and call her 

“Teacher Ling” in the Chinese education setting, Lingmu said she was trying to create a 

“laid-back classroom environment”. In her classroom, she welcomed students’ interruptions, 

questions or criticisms. The students were also told they were free to eat and drink in class. 

She remembered being invited to her American lecturers’ houses with fellow students for 

afternoon tea to celebrate the end of semester, and she tried to imitate this by bringing snacks 

to the classroom for the last class to mark the study milestone her students had achieved.  

Lingmu’s narratives demonstrated her attempt to recontextualise Western institutional 

rituals into her Chinese classroom. In particular, she presented her students with another way 

of being and behaving as students. The social and institutional categorisation of the teachers 

and the students was re-considered. The returned academics’ socialisation of their Chinese 

students into a new set of pedagogic relations extends the previous discussion on 

recontextualising instructional discourses, which predominantly involved teachers’ selecting, 

organising, and pacing specific disciplinary knowledge in their everyday pedagogic practices.  

This section focused on the regulative component in the returned academics’ teaching 

work. Based on her own experience as an international student acquiring new sets of 

pedagogic relations in an overseas university, Lingmu was able to detail that in order to 

extend Chinese students’ repertoire of pedagogic communications and moral orders, teachers 

should firstly understand and then negotiate and re-shape the students’ learning habits and 

institutional practice. 

Concluding Discussion 

Reconstructing curriculum, evaluation and pedagogy 

 This chapter discussed the Chinese returned academics’ pedagogic decisions made at 

an elite Chinese university on selecting, organising, and pacing knowledge and designing 

evaluation methods that would enable their students to display their knowledge attainments. 

These pedagogic decisions were mainly made to present as well as to reinforce the teachers’ 

own authority. The curricula constructed by the teachers were likely to take a collection code 

form. This meant what should be taught as disciplinary knowledge was strongly insulated or 

classified and the inclusion of new knowledge was strictly controlled (Bernstein, 1971, 1975).  
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 The strong classification and framing of knowledge selection and the teachers’ control 

constituted traditional ways of constructing curriculum and pedagogy in Chinese universities. 

However, these practices were increasingly challenged by knowledge flows across the porous 

boundaries of nations and institutions accelerated by the returned academics. In particular, 

how knowledge could be differently produced, disseminated, and reproduced was apparent in 

the returned academics’ narratives, potentially re-shaping the academic labour market in 

China and impacting upon both local academics’ and the returned academics’ professional 

practices. In accordance with these changes, the returned academics needed to constantly 

draw upon their reservoir and update the repertoire of knowledge of their disciplines, review 

their students’ knowledge base and learning needs, recognise and recontextualise the current 

flows of knowledge, as well as renew their pedagogic responsibilities which were unique to 

their place of employment. The key points from the returned academics’ narratives 

concerning their attempts to redesign the knowledge recontextualisation work are 

summarised in the following paragraphs.          

Firstly, the returned academics talked about the shifts in taking up different 

orientations of knowledge selection. Teaching from textbooks could no longer satisfy the 

needs of themselves and their students because the knowledge was produced in the far past. 

The returned academics wanted to construct contemporary, research-informed curricula to 

provide their Chinese students with up-to-date disciplinary knowledge and access to current 

research in the international field. In addition to selecting the latest published papers as 

teaching resources, the returned academics also suggested a focus on constructing socially 

relevant and critical inquiry-based curricula. As such, formerly taboo topics and social 

debates could become legitimate curriculum and students could be provided with new 

theoretical lenses and critical thinking pedagogies to think with when they acquired their 

everyday and specialised knowledges. Furthermore, the increasing amount of specialised 

knowledge being made available to the general public through the internet and through 

accessible languages required the selection of such knowledge to look beyond the traditional 

development of HASS disciplines. The returned academics started to ponder if they should 

orientate their design of curriculum towards the cultivation of learners and researchers who 

can propose, design and implement research inquiries as their learning experiences. The 

selection, organisation, and pacing of knowledge therefore, turned away from the textbook 

and took up a future orientation.  
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 Secondly, the returned academics accounted for the changes they made to the design 

of evaluation methods, highlighting their concerns about moving from merely assessing 

students’ performance to take into account the development of their competence in related 

subject matters. For example, Lee proposed three assessment items which suggested a change 

in the orientation of evaluation, moving from evaluating students’ acquisition of already 

taught knowledge to their competence as eligible research students and future academic 

workers. His evaluation package demonstrated that in order to become qualified research 

students, realisation of both the competent acquisition of curriculum content and the display 

of the appropriate disciplinary modes of conduct and characteristics are crucial. That is to say, 

to secure a legitimate position in specific subject areas, the research students were required to 

demonstrate competence in both the specialised knowledge acquisition of their discipline and 

in thinking and performing within the specialised order being constituted in those areas. The 

constant shifts of the orientations of curriculum and evaluation design reflected a negotiation 

of power and control relations among pedagogic agents such as teachers and students, and 

knowledge text books. While they were negotiating over who has power to gather 

information for what and how to teach/learn, both the teachers and students experienced 

(re)construction of their professional identities. Some of the documented changes to 

pedagogic practices could be clearly attributed to the knowledge work of returned academics 

as a result of their overseas education experiences for the purpose of innovating the 

traditional curriculum in the elite Chinese university. However, it must be noted that other 

changes could also have been invoked by the worldwide trend of knowledge flows, such as 

via the internet, and Chinese students’ initiative and engagement in designing their own 

learning experiences. The deliberate recall of pedagogic decision-making by returned 

academics illuminated the complexity of this globalised knowledge work and the skill 

required to successfully fulfil the work and thus enabled the Chinese higher education leaders 

to steer future development in the sector.    

 Thirdly, having described their translation of disciplinary content, or instructional 

discourse, the returned academics turned to talk about how they modified the social order via 

the regulative discourse within their teaching activities. Within the concept of new framing of 

institutional rituals featuring global adaptability, the Chinese students were encouraged to 

take a greater role in making pedagogic decisions. While visible and invisible modes of 

pedagogy co-existed, a mixed modality of pedagogy could also be identified. The where, 

what and how of the pedagogy became weakened whereas the display of learning (evaluation) 
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was still judged against strongly classified standards. The returned academics reflected that 

their contributions to knowledge work (via their teaching) rests in shaping Chinese students 

into global learners with knowledge discourses reflecting and oriented towards the past, the 

present, and also the future.  

Shifts in pedagogic modalities and pedagogic identities 

Bernstein (1996) distinguished among modalities of pedagogy on the basis of what 

counts as knowledge (curriculum), how learning takes place (transmission), and what counts 

as a legitimate display of learning (evaluation) (Singh, 1997). Chapter Three explained how 

Bernstein’s theorisation of pedagogy modalities would facilitate the analysis of the returned 

academics’ narratives on the changes they made in Chinese universities where, 

conventionally, the visible mode of pedagogy was adopted. The returned academics 

described the Chinese pedagogic traditions as saturated with strong classification and framing 

of pedagogies that limited the autonomy of the students in pedagogic relations. Such 

pedagogic traditions emphasised the highly specialised division of labour for both teachers 

and students. In traditional Chinese classrooms, teachers usually led classroom activities by 

making pedagogic decisions on selecting, organising, and pacing knowledge. Students were 

strongly stratified according to their performance with limited space to demonstrate their 

learning needs and interests.  

As summarised in the previous section, some changes to redefining the principles of 

curriculum design, though they might seem to be in a preliminary form, were proposed in the 

returned academics’ accounts. However, these changes did not necessarily alter the Chinese 

teachers’ relatively strong control over directing their students to acquire disciplinary 

knowledge in a specifically designed way, including both how knowledge should be 

structured and how it should be represented. Bernstein (2000) suggested a strong correlation 

between models of pedagogy and the construction of pedagogic identities. This correlation 

was discussed throughout this chapter. Predominately, these Chinese teachers revealed strong 

commitments to a specific knowledge domain. It was important that they secured their 

authority as knowers/transmitters by deciding what and how to teach. They constructed 

themselves as knowledge presenters who could ensure the precise socialisation of their 

students into specific disciplinary knowledge and scholarly dispositions and demeanours. 

However, with the movement towards constructing present-oriented critical inquiry-based 

curricula, teachers were required to weaken the boundaries between everyday knowledge and 
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areas. These pedagogic changes were visualised in the movement of the returned academics’ 

ongoing re-orientation of their pedagogy for the purpose of shaping the Chinese university 

students into knowing disciplinary knowledge and adopting certain dispositions and 

demeanours. The movement featured a construction of pedagogy that orientated only to the 

static and past knowledge towards the knowledge that is present, developing, and locally 

relevant. The next step of movement, which was suggested by some returned academics, was 

to construct pedagogy that looked beyond a present tense and projected towards the future via 

the provision, for students, of a repertoire of knowledge that is recognisable in the Western 

research community and that acts as a tool to make connections with local knowledge.   

Bernstein explicated that everyday pedagogic practices featured mixed forms of 

pedagogic models to actualise teachers’ pedagogic goals. There is no pure form of weakly 

framed pedagogy where teachers demonstrate no limitation over their teaching. Neither is 

there possibility for teachers to control all aspects of pedagogy. Morais and Neves (2001) 

identified different conditions in which visible and invisible modes of pedagogy were 

adopted— that is how strong and weak classifications and framings of pacing, organising and 

evaluating knowledge acquisition were mixed for different pedagogic purposes. They 

suggested a weak classification of learning content could benefit students by allowing them 

more time to recognise and acquire what counts as legitimate texts and likewise a weak 

classification of pedagogic spaces enabled a weak framing of hierarchical rules so that 

students could ask questions and share ideas. However, they believed that the relation 

between what counted as official knowledge and what constituted as non-academic 

discourses should be characterised by strong classification because it would minimise 

confusion for students who only have access to formal educational settings (such as colleges, 

schools, and classrooms)  as their site of knowledge acquisition. The explication of the 

evaluation criteria at the classroom level was also regarded as constructive to the 

transmission and acquisition of knowledge. The key point of Morais and Neves’s study (2001) 

was not to prioritise any mode of pedagogy but to present the mixed modes of pedagogic 

practices that were employed in learning and teaching contexts due to their individual 

advantages for different pedagogic purposes.  

The practice of mixed pedagogy proposed in Morais and Neves’s study (2001) was 

also highlighted in the returned academics’ knowledge recontextualisation and reproduction 

work. Different strengths of classification and framing have characterised the academics’ 

selection, pacing and organisation of teaching content, their design of assessment, as well as 
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their construction of pedagogic relations. As presented throughout this chapter, the 

combination of strong and weak classification and framing that regulated the academics’ 

teaching practices was complex and shifting. For instance, strong classification and framing 

were identified as principles in the returnees’ pedagogic decisions over what counted as 

legitimate knowledge for their Chinese students of specific disciplinary areas. Likewise, the 

scholarly dispositions and demeanours that the students should develop in becoming research 

students were also explicitly outlined.  

At the micro level of the returnee’s classrooms, decreasing the strength of the 

classification of space and social scientific knowledge discourses gave students more control 

over choosing what they had interest in learning, as well as more room to discuss and 

question the curricular content – as believed to be necessary to enact  critical thinking 

pedagogies. A prominent example demonstrating a grading from strong to weak framing of 

evaluation criteria was evident from Lee’s narratives. Framing was strong when Lee provided 

explicit evaluation criteria for students who needed to understand clearly what knowledge 

was required to be learnt and how they should demonstrate this learning to receive the course 

credits. However, framing was weak in Lee’s third evaluation task, Ninja plan for reading 

classics, because students volunteered to undertake the elective assessment task in presenting 

their thoughts on the seminal work of their disciplinary area. Lee claimed this evaluation 

method was future-oriented and allowed his students to self-evaluate their internal 

competencies such as the cognitive, affective, and motivational aspects in becoming future 

researchers.  

The analysis of the complexity of the strong and weak principles of classification and 

framing regulating the pedagogic practices of the returnees demonstrated that during their 

translation and appropriation of the what and how to teach from overseas universities into the 

Chinese context was not a simple replacement that had been adopted in the local university. 

Instead, the adoption of the mixed pedagogic modalities of these returned academics had 

been shaped by various local pedagogic rituals concerning the Chinese students, peers and the 

local institution.  

As a final note, this study acknowledges that the changes in pedagogic practices 

should not be seen as exclusive to returned academics. Their locally educated colleagues 

might have also implemented such reforms in response to other forms of global knowledge 

flows. It was not the purpose of this study to make distinctions between the two groups. 
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Rather, an analysis of what the returned academics have been doing and been struggling to do 

should inform institutional support for unification of both parties in pedagogy collaboration. 

This implication will be further developed in the next chapter. 

 

 

  



196 

 

Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusions 

Introduction  

 This study focused on a group of early career Chinese academics in exploring how 

they accounted for their knowledge work at an elite Chinese university after receiving their 

research degrees in English-speaking countries in disciplinary areas of HASS. This final 

chapter provides a review of the previous chapters and summarises the key concerns raised 

by the returned academics in their narratives. In particular, the review highlights the 

analytical process of this study. It explains that this study positioned itself within the current 

trend of knowledge and academic flows, and that this study created a dialogical connection 

amongst the social debate of knowledge recontextualisation, the theoretical perspectives of 

the sociology of education, and the returned academics’ narratives in order to allow the 

research questions to be addressed inductively. The second section of this chapter deliberates 

the significance of this study in relation to its contributions to the extension of Bernstein’s 

theoretical work. An updated framework to investigate knowledge flows and 

recontextualisation work in the field of higher education is proposed. In addition, this study’s 

contributions to enriching the current empirical studies and policy literature are considered 

along with the implications for national and institutional support for the Chinese returned 

academics. Following the discussion of the contributions of this study, the theoretical and 

methodological limitations are considered and suggestions for future studies are detailed.  

Overview of Chapters and Summary of the Returned Academics’ 

Knowledge Work 

Thesis overview and identification of the analytical priorities 

 Chapter one detailed China’s recent ambition to elevate its international ranking in 

higher education and build up its world-class universities in the face of the increase in choice 

and competition in higher education. To achieve these goals, China has invested heavily in 

welcoming back returned academics who are believed to be proficient in undertaking the 

knowledge work of teaching and research across educational settings. The establishment of 

the historical and contemporary background of China and its higher education sector led to 

the central research problem of this study: How do early career Chinese academics in HASS 

undertake knowledge work in an elite Chinese university after obtaining their research 
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degrees in English-speaking countries? Three sets of questions were raised to detail the 

exploration of the returned academics’ knowledge work: 

1. What knowledge work do the early career academics take up in an elite university 

in China upon completing their research degrees overseas and how do they 

construct their academic identity through such work?   

2. How do the returned academics position themselves within specific social science 

and humanity discipline areas and how are their research practices informed by 

their overseas studies? 

3. What knowledge is selected, organised and incorporated in the academics’ 

teaching practices and how is their teaching work informed by their overseas 

learning experience?   

Chapter Two positioned the investigation of this research problem within the current 

literature. The review of literature identified two main trends of addressing Chinese 

academics’ transnational movement and their work in Chinese universities. The main body of 

literature was composed of descriptive studies outlining the motivations for the academics 

relocating back to China and the difficulties they had encountered during the transition 

between contexts and roles. More recently, studies around this topic turned their attention to a 

heightened social discourse concerning the likelihood of an increasing reliance on Western 

standards of scholarship. The examination of the knowledge work undertaken by academics 

from less well-established research communities focused on detailing how these academics 

practiced Western research norms and methodologies in their local Chinese contexts. 

However, the review of literature also identified that a limited number of studies had been 

conducted in China exploring issues around how HASS academics educated in English-

speaking countries brought back their acquired social scientific knowledge and practices into 

Chinese universities. Therefore, the review of the literature in this chapter confirmed the 

significance of studying the work of the Chinese returned academics’ in HASS pertaining to 

introducing Chinese students to disciplinary knowledge and also socialising them into new 

ways of knowing (concerning ways of seeing, thinking, and doing as learners and research 

students in specific HASS subjects etc.) (Biesta, 2012). 

Chapter Three predominately introduced Basil Bernstein’s theoretical perspectives to 

think and write about the Chinese returned academics’ accounts of their knowledge work 

undertaken in an elite university in their home country. This theoretical choice was made 

because Bernstein’s work assisted in understanding of the overall structures of: 1) a specific 

education sector within the Chinese State; 2) the specific pedagogic decisions that were made 

within a classroom; and 3) the construction of educators’ and learners’ identities. An 
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analytical tool adapted from Bernstein’s theorisation of the pedagogic device was introduced 

to capture the complexities of the returned academics’ knowledge work and to understand the 

relay of power through their pedagogic practices. Coupled with Bernstein’s theories, 

Bourdieu’s concepts, such as field, habitus, and capital were also drawn on to understand 1) 

the changes to the field of academic labour market in China and, 2) the shaping of individual 

academics’ ways of being and behaving according to these changes.  

The research methods were explained in Chapter Four. To explore the returned 

academics’ engagement with teaching and research work in China, this study adopted a case 

study method (Stake, 2005) and chose one research-intensive, top-ranking and centrally-

located Chinese university as the case. The empirical data was collected via interviewing 

nineteen academics from the chosen university who had doctoral degrees obtained in English-

speaking countries. Data derived from Chinese national policy documents as well as news 

articles discussing the cohort of returnees on social media applications were also collected. 

The chapter explicated that this study did not set out to test abstract theoretical models 

constructed by English-speaking theorists in a Chinese setting or to verify preconceived 

claims contained in scholarly papers or news articles on Chinese returned academics. The 

data analysis procedures were to make sense of academics’ narratives dialogically with the 

reviewed literature, theoretical concepts, and the research methods. The purpose of this 

analytical process was to enable the emergence of new knowledge which could address “what 

the researcher does not yet know, and which participants themselves cannot provide a ready-

made language for” (Moss, 2018, p. 537). Figure 8.1 presents the flow of the analytical 

process and the dialogic connection by which empirical data spoke back to the theoretical 

propositions and previous literature. 
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Figure 8.1 demonstrates that it has been through the congruence of the research design, 

that is, creating a dialogue amongst the field of literature, the theoretical propositions, and the 

narratives constructed by the returned academics that the analytical priorities have been 

brought to light inductively, enabled thorough analyses. The identified analytic priorities also 

informed the data presentation and reportage. Rather than presenting the collected narratives 

in a chronological order of the activities with which the returned academics were engaged 

before they went overseas, during their overseas studies, and then after they returned, this 

study depicted a comprehensive and dynamic picture of the re-engagement and input of the 

returned academics into Chinese research community. The analyses of the empirical data 

were presented in Chapters Five to Seven to reveal the complexities of the academics’ work. 

The sequencing of these three chapters presented a logic encapsulating how the work of the 

returned academics was framed by an international field of higher education, the practices of 

Western elite universities, the rituals of specific disciplines, as well as by the traditions of the 

Chinese State, governance modes, and institutional traditions. 

Chapter Five reconstructed the empirical data in the format of composite biographies 

in depicting a more up-to-date and comprehensive picture of the academic community of the 

HASS faculties in the chosen Chinese university. This academic community featured the 

unique socio-cultural politics of China. However, this community was described as becoming 

more hybridised under the increasing flows of the Western ideas into the Chinese higher 

education sector. The consequential changes to the professional landscape in China, such as 

the diminishing security of permanent academic positions, increasing work load, and 

multiplying work tasks were considered to be reshaping the knowledge work practices of the 

Chinese academics and directing them in constructing their own academic identities carefully. 

Chapter Six demonstrated the returned academics’ constant reflections upon the 

power/knowledge relations structuring their knowledge work and how to position themselves 

as knowers while delocating, relocating and recontextualising knowledge into the elite 

Chinese university. This chapter documented a crucial process in which the power and 

control relations underpinning the production and reproduction of Western knowledge were 

identified as shifting from being static to more dynamic as knowledge discourses were 

sourced and produced by diversified knowledge workers. The empowerment as knowers of 

the Chinese returned academics was achieved mainly through 1) seeking references among 

Asian countries as well as from within Chinese local research community, and 2) reframing 

national boundaries to allow the generation of knowledge diversity. Becoming powerful 
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knowers also helped the returned academics in re-considering questions such as: what can be 

deemed as powerful knowledge, who has the right to produce powerful knowledge? and who 

should Chinese/Asian academics’ knowledge work benefit?    

Chapter Seven continued the discussion about the returned academics’ work where 

the focus turned to their pedagogic decisions and practices within their institution. The 

returned academics accounted their redefinition of the principles of pedagogising knowledge 

based on their overseas education experiences as well as the changes in the ways which 

knowledge flowed, was disseminated and assessed. Notably, their pedagogic work challenged 

the Chinese traditional visible mode of pedagogies and aimed at shaping Chinese students 

into global learners with knowledge discourses sourced to represent meaning orientations 

towards the past, the present, and the future. Additionally, they worked to socialise the 

Chinese students into specific scholarly characters and modes of conduct. Their experiments 

with various pedagogical modalities also entailed the (re)formation of their pedagogic 

identities towards social scientific knowledge critic or de-centred therapeutic identity centred 

on unlocking their students’ research potentials. 

The following section summarises the returned academics’ narratives concerning the 

teaching and research work they undertook in the elite Chinese university. In particular, it 

reiterates the challenges and concerns these academics highlighted and their attempts to 

resolve the problems.  

The returned academics’ knowledge work and their key concerns  

The thinking and writing about the returned academics’ narratives highlighted that 

this cohort were highly committed to bringing back the knowledge and skill sets they 

acquired as a result of their research training in their specific disciplines in the elite overseas 

universities. However, two concerns became apparent from the returned academics’ related to 

being and becoming globally-competent Chinese academics. Their first concern was in 

relation to the establishment and maintenance of the sense of being academics, or knowers 

who have real power and legitimacy in generating knowledge discourses. The second concern 

was in relation to their continuous practice of the knowledge and skills they previously 

acquired in their everyday knowledge work in the Chinese university. These academics 

expected to realise their professional value via the knowledge recontextualisation work and 

become academics who understood the global higher education and research arena who could 

benefit the local research community. However, given the challenges they had to face in 
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recontextualising knowledge and skills, they regarded it as difficult to fulfil their goals. These 

two concerns are detailed in following sections.  

A Professional isolation  

The first frustration that stood out from the returned academics’ narratives concerned 

their feeling of disconnection from the mainstream academic community of their disciplines 

upon relocating back to work in Chinese universities. Such disconnection was both physical 

and emotional. Physically, they were distanced from the day-to-day support and regular 

contact with their overseas located supervisors, colleagues, and other disciplinary experts. 

Emotionally, they were “drained” (narrated by Sheng, the academic majored in Middle-

Eastern Asian studies, returned from the UK) by using their cultural capital to secure their 

employment and live up to the title of returned academics.  

Pedagogic capital (Bernstein, 2001) was accumulated by the returned academics 

during their overseas research training, mainly in the forms of obtaining doctoral degrees, 

acquiring ways of learning, knowing, and establishing interpersonal relationships, and 

academic networks. There were significant symbolic meanings attached to these attainments 

because they were believed to be associated with the elites in academic circles. Possession of 

such pedagogic capital served as evidence of the academics’ engagement in and membership 

of a prestigious academic community. Therefore, this capital indicated, in all likelihood, that 

they were competent in replicating the teaching and research work undertaken in the elite 

circle to their local community.  

However, upon returning to the Chinese local research community, the returned 

academics encountered inconsistencies between what they learnt overseas and the demands 

of Chinese rituals. In addition to juggling crossing boundaries and communicating between 

the communities, the returned academics also were required to take up heavy workloads and 

work tasks irrelevant to their research expertise (Li et al., 2013). This resulted in a situation 

whereby their pedagogic attainments seemed to be used in unsustainable ways, leaving their 

professional development unattended. Consequently, the returned academics’ perception of 

disconnection was enhanced. More precisely, it was the perception entailed by the 

discontinuation of accumulating cultural capital or updating symbolic meanings of their 

academic attainments.  

Although recent literature argues that the flows of knowledge and people in the new 

millennium seems to take place more freely across weakly-bounded national and educational 
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contexts, there exists clear differentiations among these contexts concerning how academic 

work is defined and positioned within social divisions of labour and how specific teaching 

and research should be conducted. For the returned academics, regardless of their 

socialisation into elite types of academic work routines and rituals during their overseas 

research studies, they had to re-learn the recontextualising rules that embedded the pacing 

and sequencing of knowledge in their home country. It was considered as a challenging 

mission for them because after relocation to a Chinese university, a new academic 

environment operating under a different set of power and control relations from those in their 

Western experiences, the returnees were still required to fulfil the academic performance 

management criteria designed and practised within Western versions of power and control 

relations. This struggle dominated discussions throughout the returnees’ narratives 

particularly around Chinese ways of adopting the publication-oriented performance 

management system. 

In HASS disciplines, the majority of top academic journals are composed in the 

English language and are predominantly Western-based (mostly based in the US and English-

speaking countries in Europe). Additionally, these journals are audited by editorial boards 

composed of Western scholars, most of whom are located in English-speaking countries and 

working at top-ranking universities. This creates a strong boundary insulating whose 

academic work can be prioritised, which research topics are favoured, and which language 

form should be used to publish. Therefore, the ability to publish in highly-influential journals 

and be considered for the membership of a league table of the academic community is a 

highly selective process (Yi, 2011). China, with its first modern university founded in 1898, 

is a newcomer to the international field of higher education. To demonstrate their rising 

international reputation and influences, Chinese universities need to increase their appearance 

in quality publications. This goal is expected to be achieved via their returned academics who 

can exercise their disciplinary knowledge and knowledge in publication rituals performed by 

academic elites. To fulfil this expectation, the returnees had little choice but to continue 

researching into the topics of interest to discipline-related journals and compose their articles 

in English language. However, studying Western favoured topics to pursue priorities in 

Western-based journals negated the returned academics’ original intentions of relocating back 

to China to “be immersed” in the local community, “solve” local issues, and contribute to the 

academic growth of Chinese HASS disciplines (as narrated by Xiong, the academic in 

Economics, returned from the US). Moreover, the reduced chance of collaboration with 
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overseas colleagues, as well as diminished support in academic English for publishing, also 

added to the returnees’ struggle to make use of their knowledge and cultural attainments. 

Furthermore, these issues also hampered their ability to fulfil the institutional and national 

expectations of promoting Chinese scholarship. 

The returned academics’ concerns about maintaining their academic membership 

delivers a significant message to the Chinese academic community and particularly to 

specific elite universities which engage in these international knowledge and skill exchange. 

The message is that returned Chinese academics need more assistance with sustaining their 

acquired disciplinary knowledge, ways of knowing and professional relationships established 

with global academic elites overseas. The implications of this study will be discussed in a 

later section. 

The incompatibility of knowledge and knowledge work   

The second major concern was raised by the returned academics when they 

encountered incompatibility between what they wished to incorporate in their daily 

knowledge work and what was already in existence in Chinese universities. This 

incompatibility was identified in terms of: 1) what disciplinary knowledge discourse was 

legitimised as curricular content and was taken predominantly as research objects; 2) how 

much power the educators/researchers had over the choice of discourses and discursive 

practices (e.g. how to teach and research); and 3) how the routines and rituals of the 

school/research community regulated educators/researchers’ work practices. These 

incompatibilities were regarded as the cause of tensions around the different classification 

and framing of knowledge and pedagogic relations in diverse educational and cultural 

settings. 

The Chinese education system is saturated with strong classification and framing of 

knowledge selection and appropriation. However, as a relative newcomer to the field of 

modern universities, China has been absorbing ideas from well-established American and 

some European universities whose histories are double that of the first modern Chinese 

university, which was founded in 1898 (Yang, 2014). These ideas concern how knowledge 

should be categorised and how academic job tasks should be allocated. China’s focused 

principle when learning from its Western role models is phrased as “zhongti xiyong” (Chinese 

learning as substance and Western learning as function, see Chapter One). It means that 

China/Chinese universities only refer to Western practices to design its own curriculum and 
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upgrade the teaching content, whilst the essence of education values and practices remain 

characterised by Chinese traditions, ideologies, and routines. Recalled from Chapter One, this 

principle was originally proposed to prevent the colonisation of Chinese knowledge and 

educational traditions via Western knowledge and knowledge practices (Appadurai, 2000; 

Chen, 2010; Said, 2003). 

The demarcation between zhongti (Chinese learning as substance) and xiyong 

(Western learning as function) may have helped the Chinese education system and 

institutions maintain their uniqueness. However, this demarcation also may have resulted in 

difficulties for the returnees’ work of knowledge recontextualisation. Respecting the Chinese 

version of power and control relations when attempting to de-locate and re-locate Western 

ways of gaining academic membership, conducting professional practices, and socialising 

into HASS disciplinary dispositions is demanding (Guiheux, Simeng, & Hall, 2018).  

Three main difficulties in undertaking the work of knowledge recontextualisation 

have been identified from the returned academics’ interview accounts. Firstly, the selection of 

curricular knowledge is socially and ideologically bounded. Chinese pedagogic traditions are 

different from what the returned academics have experienced during their research education 

in English-speaking countries in terms of categorising knowledge as thinkable and 

unthinkable, or the permissible and impermissible (Bernstein, 1996). Therefore, specific 

silence in teaching and research in HASS disciplines in China is noticeable. The returned 

academics realised that they had to generate their own curriculum materials and weaken the 

boundary between everyday knowledge and social scientific knowledge to allow the entrance 

of the traditionally unthinkable or impermissible. Their attempts to recontextualise 

knowledge could only be successful when they managed to obtain support from their Chinese 

students, colleagues, and the broader local community. This means the work of knowledge 

recontextualisation was bounded within both institutional policies as well as specific 

classroom practices. The institutional policies include those formulated in official state 

policies on higher education which were recontextualised and enacted within universities and 

specific departments. Specific classroom practices are informed by the social division of 

labour for teachers and students, relational positions, and communications between them and 

knowledge discourses which include and the teachers' curricular and pedagogic innovations 

which students either accepted or rejected. 
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Secondly, China’s pedagogic traditions do not always parallel with Western-forged 

social order in regulating the teaching activities. The ongoing negotiations between the 

returned academics and their students over the highly specialised division of labour as 

teachers and students was a prominent example. The Chinese students’ past education 

experiences plus the current university work load resulted in their preference for visible 

pedagogies with which they could take less responsibility in deciding what and how they 

want to learn. Therefore, returnees’ introducing students to new possibilities of pedagogic 

models and providing them with more autonomy to participate in pedagogic activities could 

require considerable time and effort which could add to these returned academics’ stressed 

working conditions previously identified. 

Thirdly, the increasing complexity of activities involved in the social division of 

labour and academic workforce suggested that more professional preparation for early career 

academic staff members is required. The returned academics’ observation and knowledge of 

academic work obtained from overseas universities were not able to be transplanted into their 

Chinese university of employment. Besides taking up the commonly known roles for 

intellectuals such as knowledge recontextualisers, reproducers, and shapers to produce, 

circulate, distribute, and transmit discursive resources (Bernstein, 2000), the returned 

academics always found themselves involved in a state of tension which resulted from the 

changes and variability in their workload. The symbolic importance of their status as returned 

academics informed their responsibility in bridging the gap between their local university and 

those elite institutions abroad as well as in renewing and updating research practices for their 

local colleagues. In spite of these identified changes, tensions remained in that the essential 

order embedded in the academic workforce in the Chinese context has not significantly 

changed. Power and control relations are relayed from the state level which is still solely 

governed by the Communist Party, to the Ministry of Education, the bureau which is under 

the direct government of the Communist Party (Chan & Ngok, 2011), and then is filtered 

through the leadership of the university to each department whose heads are predominately 

members of the Communist Party. This context informs the politics of the knowledge 

recontextualisation work of the returned academics. For these early career academics who 

have experienced a temporary absence from the political and social background of China, it is 

an important lesson which can remind them that the decision of the what and how of teaching 

and research work is not only a consequence of cultural and ideological rituals, but more 
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essentially, is regulated by the degree of the strength of the national censorship upon 

academics’ professional autonomy. 

The concerns raised by the returned academics emphasise the point that to adhere to 

the zhongti xiyong principle and avoid offshore knowledge replacing the Chinese local 

knowledge, the highly anticipated but demanding work of knowledge recontextualisation of 

the returned academics needs to be better facilitated. This means the Chinese higher 

education sector needs to provide the returned academics with continuous national and 

institutional support at the post-relocation stage and from both psychological and professional 

aspects. 

This section reviewed the analytical process of this study and summarised the main 

concerns highlighted by the returned academics’ concerning their knowledge work in the elite 

Chinese university. The review suggested that this study should have significant contributions 

in terms of 1) providing an analytical tool for the exploration of the knowledge work of the 

returned academics, and 2) providing valuable thinking bases to merit considerations for 

national and institutional support as well as for the returned academics’ construction of 

professional identities. The contributions and implications of this study will be discussed in 

the following section.       

Contributions and Implications of This Study 

A framework to rethink knowledge flows and the work of knowledge 

recontextualisation in the global-local higher education field 

In the previous section, the analytical process was reviewed. It stressed that the 

interview narratives collected with the Chinese returned academics were not used to test the 

theoretical propositions adopted by this study. Rather, the analytical tool of this study was 

mainly drawn from Bernstein’s theoretical framework which provided a language of 

description (Bernstein, 2000) for exploring the principles that regulate the structure of 

education and schools as well as educators’ pedagogic choices. The analytical results of this 

study were achieved by considering the empirical data through Bernstein’s theoretical lens, 

though this study did not adopt a traditional analysis of the empirical data through the use of 

Bernstein’s existing theoretical concepts. Instead, the adaptation of Bernstein’s model for 

knowledge recontextualisation (in Figure 3.3) enabled additional concepts to be incorporated 

and new knowledge to emerge, and to write back to these theoretical propositions. This 
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extended the scope of employing Bernstein’s conceptual framework and highlights the 

increasing connection between an international field, and the specific pedagogic practices of 

the academics within one Chinese institution. Therefore, this study contributes an updated 

analytical framework to think and write about the knowledge flows and the work of 

knowledge recontextualisation which take place between the global-local higher education 

field.      

Bernstein’s work, developed mainly between the 1970s to the late 1990s, has 

provided various theoretical lenses and workable diagrams that explained the English 

schooling system (Bernstein, 1971, 1975, 1990, 1996, 1999). The central concern of his 

scholarship was to showcase the power of pedagogy in enabling change. Bernstein used 

empirical data collected in the English context to explain issues of educational (in)equality 

and how different social classes struggle for control of the pedagogic device. Specifically, 

Bernstein demonstrated how factions of the middle class had maintained their position within 

the social class system through their struggles over power and control with regard to 

curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation— the three message systems of schooling. Chapter 

Three illustrated the relevance of Bernstein’s concepts for investigating the work of the 

Chinese returned academics as well as the recent application of these concepts in the global 

field of higher education. Bernstein’s concepts are powerful devices in explicating similar 

aspirations for greater social and educational equality within the Chinese higher education 

sector and the global arena, and to address concerns about neoliberal colonisation by the 

global West via the recontextualisation of dominant disciplinary knowledge discourses and 

practices of the returned academics. 

Although many of Bernstein’s models were conceptualised in an era predating the 

trend of global knowledge flows of today (Ivinson & Singh, 2018), this study demonstrates 

that the robustness of Bernstein’s ideas can be extended in ways that build upon his 

conceptual language, rather than consign them to the past. Extending the recent literature 

about the movement and work of academics, Chapter Three proposed adaptations (see Figure 

3.3) of Bernstein’s (1990) model of the pedagogic device to embrace a global field in the 

structure that underpins the knowledge relay in the Chinese higher education field. The 

analysis of the returned academics’ narratives was guided by this adapted model. More 

importantly, after the analytic process, the results of this study could now speak back to the 

adapted model for further enrichment (see Figure 8.2). These new revisions were made to 

encompass the increasing global connectedness (Marginson & Sawir, 2005; Singh & Doherty, 
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activities that are taking place in an international field have been brought back by these 

Chinese returned academics and put into practice in local elite university classrooms. In 

Figure 8.2, the solid lined arrow on the left indicates the strong influences from the 

international field upon the knowledge work in local university. On the right, the dotted line 

arrow indicates a reduced influence from the local practices upon the international field. This 

dotted line, representing reduced power, reflects the concerns of the returned academics about 

establishing and amplifying their authority as disciplinary knowers and Chinese national 

power in the field of knowledge work. 

Additionally, at the global level, more complex movements were reflected in the 

narratives. The coming in, going out and moving across of people, financial capital, and 

knowledge, which is represented through global cultural flows, introduced new ideas into a 

Chinese state level where these new ideas encountered, merged, and clashed with the existing 

ideas. Examples of existing ideas include: the State’s history, culture, and its traditional 

governance and ritual practices, while the new ideas may include: the global ranking, the 

distribution of power among countries, and the popularity of Western discourses and cultures. 

For China, the coming together of both ideas means the state needs to manage the goal of 

building world-class universities through international academic exchanges while also 

keeping the premise of the leadership of the Communist Party, as well as refashioning 

Chinese values in education and educational work.  

The amalgamation of both ideas can be recontextualised as official policy discourses, 

in accordance with the official recontextualising field (ORF), which prioritises the 

employment of academics with overseas research degrees from internationally top-ranking 

universities. Potentially these academics will contribute to the Chinese goal of establishing 

world-class universities while adhering to the deeply-rooted rules that underpin the operation 

of Chinese higher education institutions. These rules are contextually specific and are relayed 

through the socialisation of university teachers and students into disciplinary modes of 

conduct, or disciplinary dispositions. Apart from being regulated by the rules generated by 

the central government and their specific institution, the returned academics have 

demonstrated how they gained new positions within the existing power and control relations 

and composed dialogues which can speak back to and extend such rules. Predominantly, they 

pushed the boundaries to re-shape teaching and research experiences for Chinese universities 

and students through disseminating new curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation.  
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What the Chinese returned academics have been trying to achieve could be 

conceptualised as producing an elite class of learners in HASS disciplines at the top-tier 

Chinese university. These new elites are socialised with an updated repertoire of disciplinary 

knowledge derived from the West and other regions as well as disciplinary modes of conduct 

and characteristics favoured by the elite circle of academia, predominantly located in the 

West. However, the creation of HASS knowledge elites could highlight conflicts within an 

institution between the knowledge workers adopting traditional ideologies and pedagogies 

and those who have new ideas brought back from a foreign context. Additionally, the 

difference in competence of producing knowledge elites could also result in inequity issues 

among different tiers of Chinese universities, and between China and other countries along 

the echelons of the higher education sector. 

In the pedagogic recontextualising field (PRF), there is a co-existence of different sets 

of instructional and regulative discourses (as depicted in the revision of the theoretical 

framework in Figure 8.2). Some of these discourse sets represent how subject knowledge is 

traditionally selected, organised, and sequenced in HASS disciplines in Chinese universities, 

whereas other instructional and regulative components of knowledge recontextualisation 

were imported and synthesised into everyday pedagogic practices by the returned academics 

from their overseas education experiences. Different sets of instructional and regulative 

discourses co-exist rather than replacing one another, resulting from the flows of knowledge 

across the porous boundaries of the university classroom and other pedagogic settings, across 

national borders, and in response to students’ learning needs. Therefore, for the returned 

academics, who relocated back to the Chinese university and constructed themselves as 

Chinese academics, their task is to re-acquire or re-familiarise themselves with their local 

knowledge and rules in order to synthesise and localise their overseas-attained knowledge to 

suit the Chinese national, institutional and students’ needs. 

The returned academics’ re-positioning within the PRF could result in a change of 

their pedagogic roles from a transmitter to an acquirer (Bernstein, 2000). The possible 

dynamic between taking up different pedagogic roles is modelled in Figure 8.2. This means 

in some scenarios, the returned academics were transmitters and were responsible for 

generating pedagogic codes as well as passing on disciplinary knowledge, modes of conduct, 

and dispositions and demeanours to their students via teaching, research, and service-related 

work. However, in other cases, when the returned academics had to re-acquire or re-

familiarise themselves with the Chinese local knowledge discourses and rituals to appropriate 
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their pedagogic work, they have to learn from their academic mentors, Chinese colleagues, 

and even their students. That is when they take up the role of an acquirer.  

The work within the PRF depicted in Figure 8.2 is not only framed by the regulations 

issued from the state and translated as policies into universities but it is also impacted by the 

Chinese local community. This may include factors such as the tier stratification system of 

the Chinese universities, location of universities, as well as social discourses around the work 

of higher education and research. A top-tier university was selected as the research site 

mainly because its status enabled access to greater numbers of returned academics as 

potential participants for this study. However, the narratives of the returned academics 

illustrated that working in a top-ranking, centrally-located university required them to extend 

their attention beyond their own university and to take up a modelling role for their 

colleagues from universities of other tiers and other regions. Therefore, the knowledge 

recontextualisation work of the returned academics is framed by an international field, the 

official discourses in forms of national policies and institutional regulations, as well as by 

local education rituals. Through undertaking such knowledge recontextualisation work— a 

process in which they speak for the Chinese academics and research students, among the 

Chinese higher education and research community, and back to the dominant Western 

research field— a collective identity as Chinese returned academics could be discursively 

constructed. 

This section revisited the theoretical framework adopted by this study and proposed 

reconsiderations for exploring the issues of the knowledge flows and academic movements in 

the current times. These discussions underscore the theoretical contributions of this study. 

The analytical results of this study extend Bernstein’s theorisation on pedagogic device and 

showcase how it could be used to understand the transnational movements of the academics 

and knowledge as well as the pedagogic practices undertaken within the elite Chinese 

university. The revision of Bernstein’s original diagram also helps outline the changes that 

have taken place within the global higher education and research field as well as how the 

changes project into one state/nation. This adapted diagram could be useful for further studies 

exploring similar issues. Via outlining the flows and interactions among different pedagogic 

agents, discourses, and space, it could be easier to identify and address potential contentions 

and challenges that occur during knowledge recontextualisation work. The following section 

discusses the implications of this study. It deliberates on the provision of national and 
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institutional support for returned academics in order to maximise their potential to contribute 

to China’s plan for developing an influential higher education sector.  

Supporting returned academics’ knowledge work  

Based on the summary of the concerns and frustrations of the returned academics, this 

study suggests that addressing these concerns should constitute the main task for China and 

Chinese universities after, so enthusiastically, having encouraged these academics to return 

home. This section scrutinises the implications of this study in regards to how the Chinese 

state/nation and Chinese university could better facilitate the returned academics’ work in 

producing and reproducing knowledge and their professional identity construction.  

Establishing a Chinese field of knowledge production 

As reviewed in the previous section, the returned academics were concerned about the 

continuation of their membership as powerful knowers in specific HASS disciplines whose 

knowledge production demonstrates an internationally recognised symbolic value. One of the 

reasons for this concern could be due to Chinese way of operating its higher education sector 

compared to other internationally top-ranking universities, particularly those located in 

English-speaking countries, China and Chinese scholars have been limited in presenting 

themselves in the elite international academy. The absence of Chinese discourses in global 

academia has resulted in greater difficulties for Chinese scholars to demonstrate their 

professional competence. As suggested in the previous section, the communities of academic 

elites which are mainly located in English-speaking countries are strongly insulated. They 

choose what knowledge discourses to produce and what type of knowers to endorse. Further, 

scholars located within such elite communities cite and build upon each other’s work, 

meaning the elite identities of these knowers and their particular kinds of knowledge 

discourses are constantly reproduced. 

To increase its presence in the elite research community, China has turned to its 

international students who graduated from globally high-ranking universities given they also 

comprise the production of such an elite academic community. China has expected the 

returned academics to assist with the national agenda of creating and re-creating its scholarly 

image and demonstrating its influences as a major driver of the global growth in academic 

research. While gathering an increasing number of the returned academics, who have both 

local knowledge and international academic experiences, China can prioritise its agenda to 

reshape its academic field in order to amplify the performance of the returned academics. 
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This is not to argue for a replica of a Western version of higher education but rather, for a 

sector that allows the Chinese traditional education ideologies to thrive whilst opening up 

space for the new ideas brought back by the returnees and the new rules that generally embed 

the practices of global academic elites.  

Establishing its own version of the field of knowledge production within local higher 

education institutions or research organisations could be a constructive way of amplifying the 

early career returned academics’ research output. It is through such a field that China-based 

new knowledge will be generated and prioritised for publications. Although it is not 

prevailing in HASS disciplines, some top-tier universities in China have already initiated the 

composition of journals in scientific disciplines that are published in China and use the 

English language. The tendency of composing China-based English-language journals has 

been gradually spreading into many HASS disciplines. The editorial boards for these journals 

are mainly organised by academics based in Chinese universities and some renowned 

Western scholars who have been invited through their connections in China. The power and 

control relations underpinning the publication process through the selection of what can be 

published, that is, the peer review and revision system for publishing, is closely related to that 

which regulates high-profile Western academic journals. As a result, the returned academics, 

who have been socialised into the ways of doing research in the elite communities, can 

continue to demonstrate their knowledge and skills in their local field of knowledge 

production.  

However, the China-based publication platform is not established to reproduce 

strongly-bounded power and control relations from the Western elite academic communities. 

Rather, the China-based field of production allows reconsideration of the regulations around 

what/how to and who should publish. This means these publishing platforms should serve as 

an opportunity for the (re)establishment of the Chinese order and practices of knowledge 

production. Firstly, to increase the visibility as well as the significance of China’s academic 

outcomes in a global higher education arena, publishing in the English language should be 

encouraged along with publishing as well as referencing the studies from both national and 

international spheres. Secondly, the early career returned academics could be encouraged to 

continue drawing upon their academic networks and to collaborate with distinguished 

scholars, regardless of them being Chinese, Asian, or Western, to bring new social scientific 

interpretations to the studies of local issues. Additionally, co-authorship between the returned 

academics, their students, and their domestically-trained colleagues could serve as an 
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opportunity for the returned academics to share their research training experiences as well as 

extend all parties’ research profiles and horizons.    

The continuous development of the Chinese local publication platforms could bring 

more benefits to returned academics, Chinese universities, and the national higher education 

and research sector. The Chinese returned academics could maintain and demonstrate their 

professional identity as global academic practitioners and disciplinary elites if their overseas-

acquired pedagogic discourses could be recognised in local publishing platforms for selecting 

and pacing research conduct and initiating a new research order. Furthermore, the chances of 

proliferating their academic outputs will enrich Chinese scholars’ professional profiles and 

retain their relative positions in the international or global networks. Finally, the collaboration 

among Chinese scholars in shaping their own versions of academic communities and 

principles for academic practices could promote different factions of knowledge elites in the 

Chinese local context. These new knowledge elites could merge with original Chinese elite 

academics to allow the synthesis of different knowledge discourses, localities, and ways of 

conduct contributed by both senior faculty members and young returned academics.  

(Re)establishment of a Chinese version of power/knowledge relations could also take 

place through the returned academics’ teaching work. In their narratives, this work was 

recorded to be undertaken as the returned academics were encouraged to develop and teach 

elective courses to all undergraduate students across disciplinary areas and year levels. The 

purpose of making specialised social scientific knowledge available to students even outside 

the HASS disciplines is to promote “tongshi jiaoyu” (通识教育, general education, see 

Chapter Five) which aims at broadening students’ horizons across various sets of knowledge 

discourses and academic ways of approaching knowledge. The process of developing 

Chinese students into being versatile learners and knowers also ensures that academics 

construct and affirm their pedagogic identities within their disciplinary orientation which 

Bernstein (2000) argued is a typical goal of elite universities.  

The empirical data of this study, together with the reading and writing about it, also 

evidenced that various forms of collaboration amongst Chinese academic staff members 

could be beneficial. For example, peer mentoring could be practised beyond one institution to 

allow the returned academics to share and mentor ways of classifying and framing knowledge 

with their colleagues in the same discipline area across other universities. Additionally, 

teachers from different education backgrounds (overseas returned and domestically graduated) 
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and different faculties (across different schools in HASS disciplines) could be encouraged to 

work in a co-teaching mode in which they design the lectures together and deliver them 

respectively according to their expertise. Collectively, such pedagogic collaboration with 

their selection and appropriation of knowledge sourced locally and internationally could 

allow the Chinese academics to rebrand the teaching and research norms and practices of 

specific HASS disciplines in Chinese universities.  

Becoming glo-cal HASS academics  

The returned academics are expected to draw close connections between China and 

the international field by “annex[ing] the global into their own practices” and to produce the 

Chinese localities (Appadurai, 1996, p. 4). In fulfilling this expectation, their concern was 

how to align what they have acquired overseas with the performance expectations in the local 

academic community. The narratives collected in this study evidenced that, instead of 

reproducing themselves merely as Western scholars or being simply assimilated into the 

cohort of Chinese academics, the returned academics had been seeking a new and unique 

professional identity. They aimed at constructing themselves as those who amalgamate the 

global with the local as well as link local traditions with modernity. Relocating to their home 

country, many of the returned academics acknowledged the criticality of re-acquainting 

themselves with their local culture, education traditions, and academic rituals, that is, to 

become local before they can become glo-cal (Robertson, 1995).  

This study has revealed a dynamic and diverse global higher education and research 

arena. The presence of Chinese academics in the Western research community as well as 

their return to Chinese universities have brought diversity to the fields of knowledge 

production and reproduction. Such diversity has led to a re-consideration of the dichotomy 

between the West and China (or between the West and Asia or between the West and the 

rest). On the one hand, Western-oriented knowledge could be further promoted by the 

Western-trained Chinese (or Asian) academics and Chinese (or Asian) diasporic scholars 

located in the Western countries. However, on the other hand, it could also be expected that 

because the producers and reproducers of such knowledge have become increasingly 

hybridised (blurring the distinction between who are deemed as Western scholars and who 

are deemed as Chinese/Asian scholars), the boundaries amongst who is eligible in producing 

knowledge, or whose knowledge should be pedagogised, has also been weakened. 
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This study also informs the returned academics to regard their professional identity 

construction— becoming glo-cal academics— as a dynamic process. They work in a 

constantly changing global higher education landscape. Within this broader social context, 

their local communities, both China as a state and Chinese higher education institutions as a 

pedagogic recontextualising field also have been reshaped gradually. These changes and 

remakes suggest to the returned academics that in addition to the acquisition of knowledge 

discourses via extensive research training in both China and overseas, they must renew their 

knowledge about the regulative practices of diverse communities in these countries, changing 

needs of their local students, as well as the dynamics of knowledge flows, dissemination and 

reproduction. The narratives of the returned academics also made it evident that the 

institutional support for re-integrating the returned academics back to the local community is 

particularly significant in enabling a smooth relocation for them and in creating a collegial 

environment among academic staff members with different education backgrounds and 

employment schemes.  

This section discussed the theoretical and methodological contributions of this study. 

This study is significant in depicting a holistic picture of the changes in conducting 

knowledge work at a global level in China, and within the specific institution where this 

study was undertaken. The implications of this study suggest continuous national and 

institutional support for facilitating the Chinese returned academics’ teaching and research 

work is critical to maintain their professional competencies and develop identities as global 

and glo-cal academics. The next section discusses the potential limitations of this study in 

relation to the theoretical prospective and data collection methods and methodologies.  

Limitations of the Study  

The social background against which this study was conducted featured the constant 

and rapid flows of knowledge and people. This study focused on a group of early career 

Chinese academics who obtained their doctoral degrees in English-speaking countries, 

particularly the USA and the UK. It depicted their knowledge work undertaken in areas of 

HASS in a chosen Chinese elite university. It detailed the process of knowledge translation, 

knowledge reproduction through pedagogic practices, and knowledge production through 

research and publication. However, this study acknowledged a number of limitations.  

The theoretical concepts of this thesis were drawn from the field of sociology of 

education, particularly from Basil Bernstein. Bernstein’s work facilitated this thesis to 
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explore the structure of knowledge relay and what knowledge is relayed through the tertiary 

education. However, it is exploratory to investigate knowledge translation across nations 

through his theoretical lenses. Additionally, although this study discussed that education 

systems across the globe are likely to share similar structural features, it is one of the few 

studies that experimented with linking Bernstein’s concepts with the Chinese education 

context. This study presented the usefulness of Bernstein’s theorisation to explore the 

knowledge work in the Chinese context, but it also informed the limitations of the framework 

in explaining the characteristics of non-English education settings. To address this, more 

studies applying Bernstein’ theories in diverse Asian contexts are necessary for mapping out 

nuances in its applications outside Western education systems.  

Two limitations in relation to the methods of this study were identified. Firstly, as 

synthesising Bernstein’s theories with Asian-oriented concepts (e.g. Asia as method) (for 

example: Lim & Apple, 2016) is an emerging area, which has also been leading the trend of 

research in the sociology of education (see Heimans & Singh, 2016; Ivinson & Singh, 2018). 

However, this study could be limited in taking up and amalgamating the ideas derived from 

different theoretical corpus which should be explored more broadly in future studies in order 

to develop a more detailed paradigm for research in relevant areas.  

Apart from the potential limitations in methodology, this study could also be limited 

by providing accounts of only a small group of nineteen early career returned academies 

working in one Chinese elite university. They have contributed rich empirical data in their 

narratives concerning their overseas learning experiences, their reflections upon their 

experiences, and their current knowledge work. However, the limited scope of this study 

might not have drawn a comprehensive picture to represent the work of returned academics 

who are possibly working in different tiers of universities or in other regions of China. In 

some respects, this study is limited by the returned academics’ interview accounts being the 

only analytical data. Their interview accounts have provided sufficient empirical data for this 

study to address the research questions in terms of exploring the knowledge 

recontextualisation work of the returned academics. However, additional sources of 

information such as the observation of the teaching activities of the participants and 

collection of their teaching materials (e.g. syllabi, presentations, assessment task sheets, 

course feedback and teaching evaluation results provided by students) would have helped 

generate a more comprehensive depiction of the returned academics’ daily knowledge work 

and their pedagogic achievements. The data collection process could only take place over a 
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limited period of time to fulfil the scheduling requirements of a doctoral study. This could 

limit the study from capturing the ongoing changes of the university policies, the channels of 

academic movements, or the means of knowledge flows (via technology in particular).  

It is also possible that this study could be limited by the research sites, the scope and 

the backgrounds of participants. Unequal geographical distribution of high-quality education 

resources has been noted in literature (Hao, Hu, & Lo, 2014). China’s best institutions have 

integrated internationalisation into their daily work and life, but this progress is less visible in 

regional institutions (Chan & Ngok, 2011; Yang, 2014). The selection of one elite research-

intensive university located in a major city in China could not represent how other 

universities had been performing in the process of becoming world-class universities, 

especially those in regional areas which might have not been receiving as much support and 

attention from the government. To address the research problem, this study only selected 

academics who undertook their doctoral degrees in the English-speaking countries, the 

majority of whom graduated from the USA and the UK. The fact that participants’ overseas 

education backgrounds did not demonstrate rich diversity could be a limitation to this study. 

While the USA, the UK, and Australia are the top three choices for Chinese international 

students, there are still large numbers of Chinese students who have studied in countries such 

as Japan, Korea, and non-English-speaking European countries. These students potentially 

could provide additional insights to the academic work life stories.    

Further Research 

This study provided a case study of the teaching and research work of the academics 

who recently returned from Western research programs to work in a Chinese university. This 

study attempted to capture the dynamics of the national and international higher education 

landscape and explore how such dynamics shape the work of the returned academics as well 

as their potential contributions in Chinese higher education. However, as discussed in the 

previous section, with a limited number of academics from only one university participating 

this study, the stories constructed in this study could be fragmentary.  

To address the limitations discussed in the previous section and to further the 

investigation of this cohort, a number of possible directions for future research are suggested:  

1. This study proposed a conceptual framework for investigating academic work. It 

suggested to study such work from three aspects: teaching, research and service. However, it 
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was not able to fully substantiate the service aspect of the returned academics’ work because 

the study on them producing research was not long enough. Therefore, this study suggests 

that Bernstein’s theory could be further unpacked to explore its application in understanding 

the process of production of new knowledge/service codes and the relay of power during the 

academic staff members’ conduct of administrative/service work. A series of comparative 

case studies could be conducted among Western and non-Western academia. Their analytical 

results could provide a more nuanced understanding of the dominance of the field of 

discursive production and the rules regulating when, where, why, and how knowledge is 

created and produced.  

2. More studies taking up Bernstein’s theories to explore non-European contexts 

could further unlock the generative potential of his theoretical language in engaging with 

local issues and synthesising local theorisations (Moore, 2002). This could be particularly 

significant in capturing the movement of discourses and the changing boundaries of the field 

of knowledge recontextualisation and production.  

3. To document the swift updates in technology and changes of national/international 

policies, a longitudinal study could provide a comprehensive record of the dynamic 

background in which the knowledge work of returned academics has been taking place. 

Additionally, a longitudinal study following a group of academics from the initial stage of 

their academic career life (shortly after they return from overseas studies) until they acquire 

tenure (usually after six years) could assess their long-term professional development. This 

more comprehensive presentation of their professional development trajectory could provide 

more profound insights in informing implications to support future early career returned 

academics.  

4. This study presented narratives of the work life of nineteen returned academics. 

Larger scale studies with more participants could assist in depicting a holistic picture of this 

group of academics as well as in forming generalised statements about evaluating their 

contributions to the internationalisation of Chinese higher education and about supporting 

their academic development.  

5. Similar studies involving returned academics with more diverse backgrounds 

would allow comparisons to be made. To examine possible regional differences, returned 

academics could be recruited from different tiers of universities and from universities located 

in major cities as well as in less developed areas. To examine possible disciplinary 
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differences, returned academics from other study areas could be involved. To substantiate 

possible differences in contributions to university teaching and research, academics who 

undertook research studies in Chinese universities should be invited to comment on their 

work as well as on their returnee colleagues.   

6. Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary method of data collection 

for this study. It helped this study gain an in-depth understanding of the returned academics’ 

life experience. More diverse methods of collecting data could provide more vivid pictures of 

the academic life of this cohort. Potentially useful methods include focus group discussions, 

journal entries, observations of their classroom teaching, text-based analysis of their course 

profiles, and academic publications. Examinations of the returned academics’ promotion 

record or career choices over time could also be meaningful in providing academic career 

advice. The researcher’s endeavour to co-produce empirical data with the participants could 

also be extended. More complex data could be collected through the processes of the 

researcher and participating academics co-producing knowledge through either teaching or 

conducting research or composing publications.   

Concluding Remarks 

This study explored the work of Chinese returned academics in producing and 

reproducing knowledge in an elite Chinese university upon receiving doctoral degrees from 

universities in English-speaking countries. This study was undertaken at a critical time 

because the Chinese higher education and research sector has invested heavily to entice the 

highly-educated academics to return to work in their home country and to facilitate the 

building up of world-class universities. This study filled an identified gap in the relevant 

literature by providing a nuanced exploration of the returned academics’ engagement with 

their overseas attained knowledge and skills and localisation of them into their local 

community’s ritualised practices. This study predominantly drew on Bernstein’s concepts and 

established a language of description that captured the dynamics in the process of translating 

the data they collected into an analytic language of their own. As such the narratives of the 

returned academics concerning their knowledge work were collated, synthesised, and 

discussed dialogically with the theoretical propositions and literature. It was through this 

congruent research design that the participants and the researcher co-produced new 

knowledge and brought to life the strong commitments of these returned academics to 

incorporate their academic attainments into their knowledge work in the Chinese university.  
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This study contributed to the extension of Bernstein’s theoretical framework on the 

pedagogic device by highlighting the complexity of the ongoing flows of knowledge, capital, 

and human resources in and beyond the higher education sectors within and across nations. 

The analytical results contributed crucially to the conceptualisation of the increasing 

connection between an international field and the specific pedagogic practices of the 

academics of an institution. Furthermore, it highlighted the entanglement resulting from the 

coming together of the imported ideas of knowledge and practices and the local traditions and 

rituals.  

 The analyses of the empirical data demonstrated important changes in the 

international and Chinese national higher education landscape as well as in the academic 

labour market. This study also detailed how the returned academics constantly reshaped their 

knowledge work practices and navigated their academic identity. It has been repeatedly stated 

that neither the returned academics nor the Chinese university intended to reproduce a 

Western-like community in China. Rather, via delocating and relocating knowledge and skills, 

they aimed at developing a Chinese version of power/knowledge relations to guide their work 

of producing and reproducing HASS knowledge in the elite Chinese university. With their 

collective effort, a new generation of Chinese knowers in HASS disciplines could be created, 

rallying against potential knowledge colonialism. 

The identification of the challenges and concerns of the academics’ work provided a 

significant reference point for Chinese universities to facilitate the refinement of the 

academic performance and contributions of the returned academics. Further research could 

continue to develop nuanced guidelines to instruct the knowledge work of returned academics 

in order to maximise their fulfilment of China’s expensive internationalisation policies and its 

plan for re-gaining international significance in the education and research sector.   
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Appendix A: Human Research Ethics Approval 

GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS REVIEW 

31-Oct-2015 

 

Dear Prof Parlo Singh  

 

I write further to the ethical clearance that was previously granted to your project 

"Internationalising Chinese universities: A case study of transnational academic identity 

construction" (GU Ref No: 2015/841).  

 

As you may know, the national research ethics framework requires that Griffith University 

seek an ethical conduct report from the research team every 12 months and/or upon the 

completion of the data collection phase of the research (whichever comes sooner). For this 

reason, the requirement that such reports are submitted is a strict condition of ethical 

clearance.  

 

The system lists that a Final Ethical Conduct Report for this project will fall due on 

30/06/2016 The report coversheet is very short and is made of up four questions. Please 

complete a Final Report coversheet within your RIMS. Instructions can be found 

at: http://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-

integrity/human/applications-and-forms. 

 

If your research is continuing and it is less than 12 months since your last ethical conduct 

report, it may not be necessary to submit a report at this time. Please contact research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au to discuss this matter further.  

 

Please don't hesitate to contact the Office for Research if you wish to clarify any of these 

matters.  

 

Regards, 

 

Office for Research 

Griffith University 

ph: 07 3735 2069  

fax: 07 3735 7994 

email: research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix B: Information Sheet  

Student Researcher:                   

 

Yijun Hu 

Griffith Institute for Educational Research 

Griffith University  

Mt Gravatt campus, QLD 4111  

Phone: 0431554214/ 13811211463 (Chinese mobile) 

Email: yijun.hu@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Background:  

 

 I am a PhD candidate in the School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith 

University (Brisbane, Australia). This research project is carried out to fulfil the requirement 

of this degree and is supervised by Professor Parlo Singh and Doctor Minglin Li.  

 The purpose of this study is to explore how overseas returned academics bring 

together Western and Chinese knowledge in their research and teaching work, and in turn, 

how they talk about the formation and constitution of their professional academic identities. 

The participants for the study will be early career academics who have acquired research 

degrees in English speaking countries and are now working in the chosen Chinese university. 

Participants who volunteer to take part in the study will be interviewed in terms of their 

previous experiences and their reflections. These interviews will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed subsequently for analysis. 

 Whist the study’s findings will not benefit its participants directly it is believed that 

findings will inform the induction of overseas returned early career academics into their 

teaching and research work, as well as assist Chinese universities’ internationalisation 

through the employment of these transnational academics. Results of the study may be 

published in academic journals and presented at conferences. The thesis will be available in 

the Griffith University library database after submission and the participants can 

conveniently have access to it. If the participants ask for the results of the study which has 

not yet been published on the library database, they can contact either student researcher or 

supervisor by email and will be sent the study results individually.  

 If you have any further enquiry, please contact the principal supervisor of this 

research study: 

Professor Parlo Singh  

Griffith Institute for Educational Research 

Griffith University  

Mt Gravatt campus, QLD 4111  

Phone: +61 7 3735 1833 

Email: parlo.singh@griffith.edu.au 

 

 

Participation in the case study is voluntary and you may choose not to participate without 

penalty or without providing an explanation. Participation will involve an interview of 

approximately one to one and half hours and provision of other materials that reflect your 

studying and working journeys. These may include but not limited to contents in online social 
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media, lesson plans, and academic publications. Please note the privacy statement at the end 

of this information sheet. Your identity will remain confidential and your name will not be 

used in any report of results. Interview recordings, transcripts, and any related data will be 

stored in locked filing cabinets and/or password restricted computer files accessible only to 

the researcher. The retention of the data is five years. They will be destroyed after this period 

of time.  

 

You will be provided with a summary of the final study if requested. If you require further 

information regarding the project, or your participation in it, please contact the researcher. 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. To thank your 

participation, a small souvenir from Australia will be given at the end of the interview.  

 

The Griffith University Human Research Ethics reference number of this research is 

2015/841. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about the 

ethical conduct of the evaluation project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 

(617)3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 

personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 

third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 

authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 

purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information 

consult the University’s Privacy Plan at https://www.griffith.edu.au/about-

griffith/governance/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (617) 

3735 4375. 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood information sheet that: 

 This research is conducted as part of the PhD degree at Griffith University by a student 

researcher. 

 This research focuses on the professional identity construction of overseas returned early 

career academics. 

 Participation in this study involves taking part in an interview which will last 

approximately one to one and half hours. The interview will be recorded and transcribed 

for analysis. You may also volunteer to provide additional information to the research 

project such as your course outlines, lesson notes, teaching evaluations, research 

publications and so forth related to your academic work. In addition, you may also 

volunteer to provide the researcher with access to some of your public social media 

profiles as documented on Facebook, Twitter (Chinese social media equivalents).  

 My participation in this study is voluntary and I may stop my participation at any time 

without penalty or explanation. 

 My privacy will be protected at all times; a publication or reporting of results will 

conceal my personal details.  

 The information I provide or the fact I participated in this study will not be revealed to 

third parties without my consent. 

 I have the right to require a report about the study’s findings. I may download it through 

Griffith library database or seek it either through the research or the thesis supervisor. 

 I understand I can contact the principal supervisor of this thesis Professor Parlo Singh  

on +61 7 3735 1833 (or parlo.singh@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the 

research.  

 I understand I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee on (617)3735 4375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I 

have any concerns about ethnical conduct of the project. 

 I agree to participate in the study. 

 

Name: 

Signature: 

Date: 
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Appendix D: The Example of the Initial Contact Emails  

Dear Doctor xx, 

 My name is Yijun Hu and I am a postgraduate from School of Foreign Languages, 

Peking University. I am currently undertaking my PhD study in School of Education and 

Professional Studies, Griffith University (Brisbane, Australia). I am emailing to invite you to 

participate in my PhD project: Internationalising Chinese universities: A case study of 

transnational academic identity construction. You have been identified as my potential 

participant because of your overseas educational background and early career academics 

status.  

 My study aims to examine the experiences of early career academics who return with 

overseas research degrees to work in a research-intensive university in China. In particular, I 

will study how these academics bring together Western and Chinese knowledge in their 

research and teaching work, and in turn, how they talk about the formation and constitution 

of their professional academic identities. 

 I would love to invite you for a one-hour interview to talk about your overseas 

experiences and current working experiences. This interview will be conducted between 

March and April 2016 at PKU or any venue that is convenient to you.  

If you are interested, please refer to the information sheet attached with this email for more 

detailed information. I am also very happy to answer any of your questions concerning my 

study and your participation. If you consent to participate, please sign the consent form 

attached in this email.   

Please note:  

Your privacy will be protected at all times; a publication or reporting of results will 

conceal your personal details.  

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may stop my participation at any 

time without penalty or explanation. 

 

Your sincerely,  

Yijun HU 
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Appendix E: Interview Questions  

1. Why did you choose to study overseas and return to China to teach? 

海外留学及归国职教的原因。 

2. What are the educational backgrounds of your family members? Are you the first person 

in your family who have received higher education and/or studied overseas? Is family an 

influential factor for your study and career? 

您的其他家庭成员的教育背景是什么样的呢？家庭对于海外留学和归国的影响。 

3. Are you a single child? Has this fact influence in any ways as studying overseas and 

come back to be a teacher? 

您是家中的独生子女吗？您的成长经历对您的职业发展有何影响？ 

4. How was your overseas research study?  

可以讲讲您的海外留学经历吗？ 

5. Can you talk about the different in teaching styles and supervision ways between Chinese 

universities and the overseas one? Any difference or similarities?  

可以谈谈您所经历的中国高等教育和西方高等教育的异同吗？例如教学风格和导

师指导风格上的。 

6. How do you feel about the differences/conflicts? How did you solve them? 

您对这些异同有何感受呢？ 

7. How would you describe your teaching style? Is that influenced by your overseas study?  

您如何描述自己的教学风格（或理念）？是怎么形成的呢？ 

8. How do your students like your teaching? 

学生如何评价这种您的风格呢？ 

9. Have you started supervising students? If yes, is your supervision style influenced by 

your PhD supervisors? How? If not, do you plan to use any supervision method for your 

future students?  

您如何描述自己的学术指导风格呢？这种风格的形成是否受到你的国内或海外学

术学习的影响？ 

10. What are your feelings of being a returnee? 

作为一名海归学者/教师，您有何特别的感受吗？ 
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11. What expectations can you perceive from your school or university upon you as a 

returnee? How do you feel about them? 

您认为学校或学院对于您这样的海归教师有什么特别的期待呢？您对此有何感受？ 

12. What do you think your advantages and/or disadvantages are as being a returnee?  

作为海归教师/学者，有什么优点或劣势？ 

13. What contributions can you make as a returnee? Do you think your return will benefit 

(the internationalisation of) Chinese higher education? 

作为海归教师，可以/希望做出什么样的贡献?尤其针对中国高等教育（的国际化）

而言。 

14. How do you evaluate the academic community you are in? Is there any difference from 

the community you were involved overseas?   

您如何评价您现在所在的学术圈子？和您所经历的海外学术圈子有什么异同？ 

15. Do you feel that Chinese academia is still perceived as a peripheral location in the global 

community?  

您如何评价中国学术圈在国际上的地位？中国是否还处于一个边缘化的/不被重视

的地位？ 

16. What kind of help/assistance do you want to receive in terms of professional 

development?  

作为职业初期教师，在职业发展上希望得到什么样的帮助或指导？ 

17. How would you describe your roles as a teacher, supervisor and an academic?  

您如何描述自己的教师、导师、学者等不同身份？ 
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Appendix F: Interview Data Coding Results 

Themes and sub-themes 

Sources  

(the numbers 

of interviewees 

mentioned this 

topic) 

References  

(the overall frequency for 

which each has been 

coded) 

1 Mobility 13 62 

Going overseas 12 40 

decision on destination countries 3 4 

disciplinary reasons 8 12 

family reasons, family history 7 8 

overseas supervisors 2 2 

peers influences 1 2 

seek difference 3 3 

self-advantages 3 3 

self-reflection/exploration 3 5 

Ongoing relation (diaspora) 6 9 

Returning 9 12 

family reasons 3 4 

opportunity in China 7 8 

2 Descriptions of identity 14 195 

Academic identity 14 109 

Change maker 8 16 

discipline gap filler 6 8 

facilitator for students’ professional 

(educational) path 8 18 

Globalisation impeller/ participant 8 23 

International regulations advocater 4 10 

Legitimacy seeker 6 10 

Level of HE upgrader 5 8 

Long-term goal pursuer 5 8 

Young academic 6 8 

National, cultural identity 12 39 

Culture and knowledge ambassador 8 8 

National problem solver 5 13 

Representative of Chinese higher education 6 12 

Other identities 5 9 

Teacher identity 11 38 

Diversity accommodator 4 6 

professional interest stimulator 5 9 

teacher learner 8 14 

western knowledge, methodology, 

perspective disseminator 6 8 

3 Influences of identity construction 18 103 

Awareness of professional development 4 6 

Reflection upon past experiences 11 42 

Experiences in China 4 6 
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Experiences overseas 6 15 

Self-perceptions 2 2 

self-satisfaction 1 1 

sense of achievement 1 1 

Chinese academic community 9 17 

other social concerns 3 3 

Personal backgrounds 9 12 

friends and peers 0 0 

parents and extended family 9 12 

Stakeholders 10 20 

regulations 5 8 

students 7 12 

university, department 0 0 

4 Experiences and perceptions in transition 12 83 

Identity transformation 4 11 

dual identity 2 3 

improvement 2 3 

vague identity 3 5 

Transnational experiences and perceptions 12 72 

China vs West 7 17 

Cultural diversity 5 7 

Cultural understanding 7 10 

In China 7 17 

Outside China 8 21 

5 Practices and contributions 14 59 

Input 13 47 

English language incorporation 5 9 

regulation make 1 2 

supervision styles 6 8 

teaching practices 11 27 

Output 5 12 

academic output 1 1 

facilitating internationalisation and 

globalisation 
4 7 

students’ transformation 3 4 

6 Pressure and concerns 12 41 

disadvantage 3 3 

disappointment 5 7 

pressure on professional development 3 8 

self-doubt as being professionals 4 4 

self-doubt as being students 2 3 

social concerns 2 3 

struggles among academic values 4 8 

Teaching/workload pressure 4 4 

 




