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Inclusive Language as Social Practice: Belonging, Participation, and Academic Identity in Chinese Students’ Experiences of UK Higher Education
Joanne Purchase – ECDE7016
Assessment Component 2: Critical Literature Review

Introduction

Inclusive language has become an increasingly prominent concern within higher education, particularly in relation to widening participation, internationalisation, and student belonging. For international students, language functions not only as the medium of instruction but also as a site through which power, identity, and inclusion are negotiated in everyday academic interaction. This critical literature review examines the role of inclusive language in shaping the classroom experiences of Chinese students in UK higher education, with particular attention to how language practices influence students’ sense of belonging and academic engagement. This focus aligns with the ECDE7016 module aim of developing an argument-driven literature review that identifies gaps in knowledge and establishes a clear rationale for doctoral research (UWTSD, 2025).
This study is informed by the researcher’s professional context as an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) practitioner working with international students in UK higher education. Educational research has long emphasised the importance of reflexivity, recognising that researchers’ professional locations shape how research problems are identified, framed, and interpreted. Within institutional discourse, inclusive language is frequently referenced in policy documentation and teaching guidance; however, students lived experiences of classroom language use are less consistently foregrounded within both policy and research accounts. As Wallace and Wray (2021) argue, critical academic writing requires interrogation of how knowledge is constructed, whose perspectives are privileged, and which assumptions underpin dominant claims.
Epistemologically, this study is situated within an interpretivist framework, which assumes that reality is socially constructed through interaction rather than objectively given. From this perspective, inclusive language, belonging, engagement, participation, and identity are understood as meaning-making processes produced and negotiated through social and linguistic interaction (Creswell, 2012; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2013). This stance is appropriate given the study’s focus on Chinese students’ experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive language in UK university classrooms, where meanings of participation and academic legitimacy are shaped through interaction and interpreted by participants rather than fixed in advance.
The significance of this research area is supported by an extensive body of literature demonstrating that a sense of belonging is closely associated with student engagement, retention, and academic success in higher education. However, while belonging has been widely theorised, the specific role of language in shaping belonging and engagement remains under-examined, particularly in relation to international students from linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds. Chinese students, who constitute one of the largest international student cohorts in the UK (HESA, 2023), are frequently positioned within deficit-oriented discourses that frame linguistic difference as a barrier to participation rather than as a resource for learning (Leung, Harris and Rampton, 1997; Holliday, 2006; Preece, 2011). Such framings risk obscuring the ways in which everyday classroom language practices may either enable or constrain students’ sense of inclusion and willingness to participate (Norton, 2013; Hockings, 2010).
Following Biggam’s (2021) guidance on constructing a critical literature review, this introduction establishes both the importance of the topic and the rationale for the study’s specific focus. Biggam emphasises that effective literature reviews move beyond description to construct reasoned arguments that justify why a particular research problem warrants investigation and how existing literature remains limited. Although research on inclusive pedagogy and international student experience is well established, there remains a notable gap in understanding how inclusive language is experienced by Chinese students themselves within UK classrooms. Much of the existing literature privileges institutional, policy, or staff perspectives, or treats language as a neutral conduit for learning rather than as a socially situated practice shaped by power relations and identity work.
The purpose of this critical literature review is therefore to build a coherent argument that justifies the focus and direction of the wider doctoral project. Rather than organising the review around individual studies, the literature is examined thematically to identify patterns, tensions, and omissions across the field. This approach reflects Wallace and Wray’s (2021) emphasis on coherence, synthesis, and evaluative judgement in postgraduate academic writing.
2.0 Literature Search Strategy

The literature reviewed in this study was identified through a structured but non-systematic search process appropriate to a critical literature review. Searches were conducted using Google Scholar, JSTOR, and the UWTSD library search platform to locate peer-reviewed journal articles and key theoretical texts relating to inclusive language, student belonging, academic engagement, classroom participation, and international students in higher education. Sources were selected based on conceptual relevance and theoretical contribution rather than recency alone, in line with the aims of ECDE7016 to develop an argument-driven and critically evaluative review.
The review is guided by the following research questions:
1. How do Chinese students experience the use of inclusive language in UK university classrooms?
2. Why does inclusive language matter for Chinese students’ sense of belonging and academic engagement?
3. How do experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive language shape Chinese students’ perceptions of participation and identity within the university classroom?
The third research question has been deliberately framed to extend the first two rather than introduce a separate analytical strand. Rather than repositioning tutors as a distinct object of analysis, it remains centred on student experience, enabling a deeper examination of how classroom language practices are shaped by, and interpreted through, pedagogic interaction. This approach allows the study to examine participation, identity, and engagement as relational outcomes of classroom discourse, rather than as individual attributes (Norton, 2013; Kahu, 2013). In doing so, it ensures conceptual alignment with the accompanying presentation and coherence across the wider doctoral project.
The aim of this study is to critically examine how inclusive and non-inclusive language practices shape Chinese students’ experiences of belonging, engagement, participation, and academic identity in UK higher-education classrooms.

To address this aim, the objectives of the study are to:
· Critically evaluate how inclusive language is conceptualised within higher education literature.
· Examine how Chinese students experience inclusive and non-inclusive language in university classroom contexts.
· Explore how classroom language practices mediate students’ sense of belonging and academic engagement.
· Analyse how inclusive and non-inclusive language shapes perceptions of participation and academic identity.
· Identify conceptual and empirical gaps in the literature to justify the focus and contribution of the proposed research.
The structure of this literature review reflects these aims and objectives. Following this section, the review examines conceptualisations of inclusive language within higher education, highlighting key definitional debates and theoretical framings. It then explores literature on student belonging and academic engagement, with particular attention to international and Chinese students, before critically analysing how language mediates participation and identity in classroom contexts. The review concludes by synthesising these themes to identify a clear gap in the literature, thereby establishing the significance and contribution of the proposed research (Boote and Beile, 2005).
The review is informed by theoretical perspectives that conceptualise language as a socially situated practice, central to identity construction, participation, and power relations within educational settings. In addition, theories of student belonging and engagement in higher education provide an analytical lens for examining why inclusive language practices matter for Chinese students’ academic and social experiences. These theoretical perspectives are explored in detail in subsequent sections, where their relevance to the research questions is critically examined.

2.1 Conceptualising Inclusive Language in Higher Education

This section clarifies how inclusive language is conceptualised within higher education and explains why definitional precision is essential for the present study. As Wallace and Wray (2021) emphasise, a critical literature review is not a descriptive catalogue of existing work but an argumentative account that makes explicit the assumptions, priorities, and evaluative judgements underpinning a research project. From this perspective, defining inclusive language is not a preliminary “tidying-up” exercise; rather, it is analytically necessary because different conceptualisations direct attention to different classroom practices, shape what counts as inclusion, and influence how student experience is interpreted (Bourdieu, 1991; Gee, 2014). Oliver (2012) similarly argues that conceptual clarity is central to sustaining coherence in a literature review, as imprecise or taken-for-granted terminology risks weakening subsequent analysis. Establishing a defensible conceptual basis at this stage therefore ensures that later discussions of belonging, engagement, participation, and identity are grounded in a consistent and theoretically informed understanding of inclusive language (Norton, 2013; Hockings, 2010).

2.1.1 Inclusive language as contested and contextual

Although “inclusive language” is widely invoked within higher-education discourse, the literature does not offer a stable or unified definition of the term. Instead, inclusive language is variously conceptualised as language that avoids harm or exclusion, language that signals recognition and respect, or language that actively enables participation through pedagogic clarification and transparency. This conceptual slippage reflects broader debates within higher education about whether inclusion is primarily a matter of interpersonal sensitivity, institutional compliance, or pedagogic practice, and about where responsibility for inclusion should be located (Wallace and Wray, 2021; Oliver, 2012). As Biggam (2021) argues, such definitional ambiguity is not merely semantic but has analytical consequences, as different conceptualisations direct attention to different practices and forms of evidence. In the context of this study, these disagreements shape whether inclusive language is understood as a matter of surface-level terminology or as a mechanism through which participation and belonging are produced within classroom interaction.
Much institutional and policy-oriented literature implicitly frames inclusive language as a matter of avoiding offence or complying with prescribed norms. Such framings align with what Wallace and Wray (2021) identify as descriptive or normative approaches to academic writing, in which concepts are treated as self-evident goods rather than analytically interrogated. From this perspective, inclusive language risks being reduced to a checklist of appropriate terms, detached from the interactional contexts in which teaching and learning take place (Holliday, 2016; Preece, 2011). While this approach may support consistency at an organisational level, it risks reducing inclusion to surface-level linguistic choices and obscuring the more subtle ways in which exclusion can be enacted through everyday classroom discourse (Leung, Harris and Rampton, 1997; Norton, 2013).
Critical scholarship has questioned the adequacy of policy-led definitions of inclusive language, arguing that they often privilege institutional perspectives over student experience (Hockings, 2010; Thomas, 2012). Biggam (2021) emphasises that a doctoral-level literature review must move beyond describing dominant approaches to evaluate their limitations and implications for the research problem. Applied to inclusive language, this requires questioning whether compliance-focused models meaningfully account for how inclusion is experienced in practice. When inclusive language is framed primarily through staff guidance, student perspectives may be marginalised, particularly those of international students whose experiences are shaped by linguistic norms, participation expectations, and concerns about academic legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1991; Norton, 2013).

Methodological and policy-oriented literature frequently incorporates institutional guidance on inclusive language without sufficiently articulating its analytical relevance to student experience (Hockings, 2010; Thomas, 2012). As Wallace and Wray (2021) argue, critical academic writing requires the selective use of literature in service of an explicit argument rather than the uncritical accumulation of sources. From this perspective, policy documents and teaching frameworks are relevant to the present study only insofar as they shape tutors’ understandings of inclusive language and influence how classroom practices are organised and enacted (Ball, 1993; Ozga, 2000). However, existing literature rarely examines how such institutional framings are realised in classroom interaction or how they are interpreted by students themselves (Preece, 2011; Norton, 2013). This represents a significant limitation, as inclusive language may operate differently when experienced by students navigating a second language and unfamiliar academic conventions, particularly in relation to participation, recognition, and academic legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1991; Tinto, 1997).
More critically, the literature often assumes that inclusion is achieved through the adoption of appropriate terminology rather than through the restructuring of participation conditions. Such assumptions reflect a broader tendency within educational research to individualise responsibility for inclusion while leaving dominant interactional norms intact. For Chinese students in UK higher education, this limitation is particularly significant. Research has demonstrated that expectations surrounding classroom talk, turn-taking, questioning, and the enactment of academic voice are often implicitly aligned with Western pedagogic norms and may be unevenly accessible to students educated in different academic traditions (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Ryan and Louie, 2007). When inclusive language is conceptualised narrowly as politeness or cultural sensitivity, these interactional expectations remain largely unexamined, obscuring how classroom discourse can regulate participation and shape whose contributions are recognised as legitimate.
From the perspective of this study, these limitations necessitate a more contextual and interactional conceptualisation of inclusive language. Inclusive language is therefore understood not as a fixed set of approved expressions, but as a social practice embedded within classroom discourse that shapes who is recognised as a legitimate participant (Bourdieu, 1991; Gee, 2014; Norton, 2013). This conceptual move is essential for addressing the study’s research questions, as it enables inclusive and non-inclusive language to be examined in relation to belonging, engagement, participation, and identity, rather than as an abstract or declarative commitment to inclusion (Tinto, 1997; Kahu, 2013). In doing so, the review responds directly to Wallace and Wray’s (2021) call for the critical interrogation of dominant assumptions and provides a defensible conceptual foundation for examining Chinese students’ classroom experiences.
These conceptual ambiguities matter because how inclusive language is defined determines what is rendered visible, measurable, and open to critique within educational research and practice, shaping both the selection of evidence and the interpretation of findings (Biggam, 2021; Wallace and Wray, 2021). As Oliver (2012) argues, conceptual imprecision can lead to analytical slippage, were claims about complex educational phenomena rest on unstable or under-examined terminology, limiting the explanatory power of research. When inclusive language is reduced to surface-level terminology or policy compliance, the interactional conditions under which students can participate, express uncertainty, or claim academic voice remain largely unexamined. For Chinese students in UK higher education, whose participation is mediated by additional linguistic and cultural demands, such omissions risk reinforcing deficit interpretations of silence or reticence. Clarifying inclusive language as an interactional and contextual practice is therefore essential to this study, as it enables examination of how classroom discourse shapes experiences of belonging, engagement, participation, and identity rather than treating inclusion as a purely normative ideal.

2.1.2 Inclusive language as a social practice linked to belonging, participation, and identity

For the purposes of this project, inclusive language is conceptualised not as a list of “approved words” but as a social practice enacted through interaction (Bourdieu, 1991; Gee, 2014). This framing is essential because the research questions focus on how Chinese students experience inclusive language, why it matters for belonging and engagement, and how inclusive and non-inclusive language shape perceptions of participation and identity (Norton, 2013; Kahu, 2013). If inclusive language is reduced to surface-level vocabulary choices, analysis risks overlooking how inclusion and exclusion are produced through turn-taking practices, implicit participation norms, humour, interactional positioning, and the distribution of legitimacy within classroom talk (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Preece, 2011).
In Wallace and Wray’s (2021) terms, the role of the literature review is to guide the reader through evaluative judgements: what is being claimed, what assumptions underpin those claims, and what follows for the proposed enquiry. Conceptualising inclusive language as social practice makes it possible to connect language to belonging, engagement, participation, and identity without making inflated causal claims. It supports an interpretivist logic in which students’ accounts of classroom language are treated as evidence of how inclusion is experienced and understood, and how these experiences shape willingness to participate and perceptions of academic legitimacy.

2.1.3 What existing conceptualisations miss for Chinese students in UK classrooms

A key critical step at doctoral level is to identify the limitations of existing conceptualisations of inclusive language when applied to specific student groups and contexts. Boote and Beile (2005) argue that a strong literature review must move beyond demonstrating coverage to evaluating a field in ways that justify the contribution of the proposed study. This evaluative stance is echoed in higher-education research that cautions against treating inclusion as a settled or universally understood concept, rather than one whose meanings and effects must be examined in context (Hockings, 2010; Thomas, 2012). When applied to inclusive language in higher education, several recurring limitations become apparent in relation to Chinese students’ classroom experiences.
First, student experience is frequently under-centred. Inclusive language is commonly discussed from institutional or staff-facing perspectives, focusing on what tutors should do or which practices should be adopted (Advance HE, 2020; Holliday, 2016). While such work has value in shaping policy and professional guidance, it often sidelines how students themselves interpret these practices and what they experience as inclusive or excluding (Preece, 2011; Norton, 2013). For the present study, this omission is significant, as it directly limits understanding of how inclusive language is experienced and why it matters for students’ sense of belonging and engagement, particularly for international students navigating unfamiliar linguistic and academic norms.
Second, language is often treated as neutral transmission rather than as a socially situated practice. When language is framed simply as a conduit for meaning, analysis can overlook how classroom discourse positions students, regulates participation norms, and contributes to identity formation (Bourdieu, 1991; Gee, 2014). This limitation is particularly consequential for research concerned with participation and identity, as it obscures how inclusive and non-inclusive language practices shape students’ perceptions of legitimacy within academic spaces (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Norton, 2013).
Third, cultural and linguistic difference is frequently framed through deficit-oriented assumptions within higher-education literature. International students are often positioned as needing to adapt to existing participation norms, while those norms themselves remain largely uninterrogated. Research on internationalisation has shown that dominant classroom practices frequently reflect Western pedagogic traditions that privilege verbal assertiveness, spontaneity, and public displays of criticality, which are treated as neutral indicators of engagement (Holliday, 2007; Kahu, 2013). Studies focusing on Chinese students indicate that expectations surrounding classroom talk, authority, and risk-taking are shaped by prior educational experiences and sociocultural concerns relating to face and legitimacy, meaning that silence or cautious participation may represent strategic engagement rather than disengagement (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Ryan and Louie, 2007).
More critically, much of the literature continues to interpret reduced verbal participation through individualised or cultural-deficit lenses, locating the source of “non-participation” within students rather than examining how classroom language practices construct the conditions under which participation becomes possible (Holliday, 2016; Preece, 2011). From a sociolinguistic perspective, linguistic practices are inseparable from power and legitimacy, and access to valued forms of participation is unevenly distributed (Bourdieu, 1991; Norton, 2013). From this standpoint, the central issue for the present study is not whether Chinese students participate sufficiently according to dominant benchmarks, but how inclusive and non-inclusive classroom language practices shape whether participation is experienced as safe, legitimate, and worthwhile.
Following Biggam’s (2021) guidance, the purpose of identifying these limitations is not to dismiss prior research but to demonstrate why further investigation is warranted. The argument emerging here is that inclusive language must be conceptualised in ways that keep student experience central and that treat classroom discourse as a site where belonging and engagement are actively enabled or constrained (Gee, 2014). This provides a coherent bridge to the next section, which examines how belonging and academic engagement are conceptualised in higher education and considers what remains uncertain for Chinese students in UK classrooms.

2.2 Belonging and Academic Engagement in Higher Education

This section critically examines how belonging and academic engagement are conceptualised within higher-education literature to establish why these constructs provide an appropriate, yet contested, analytical lens for the present study (Tinto, 1997; Kahu, 2013; Thomas, 2012). Rather than cataloguing studies, the section evaluates dominant conceptualisations of belonging and engagement, identifies their limitations, and demonstrates why a language-focused, experience-based approach is necessary for understanding Chinese students’ classroom experiences (Preece, 2011; Norton, 2013). This analysis directly informs Research Question 2, which examines why inclusive language matters for Chinese students’ sense of belonging and academic engagement.

2.2.1 Conceptualising student belonging

Student belonging is widely positioned as a key determinant of persistence, satisfaction, and success in higher education, particularly for students from under-represented or marginalised groups (Tinto, 1997; Thomas, 2012). Belonging is commonly defined as students’ perception that they are accepted, valued, and recognised as legitimate members of an academic community (Goodenow, 1993; Thomas, 2012). While there is broad agreement that belonging matters, the literature diverges in how belonging is understood to be produced and sustained (Kahu, 2013).
A significant strand of research conceptualises belonging primarily as an affective state, emphasising feelings of comfort, connection, or emotional attachment to the institution (Hurtado and Carter, 1997; Thomas, 2012). Although this work has been influential in demonstrating the importance of belonging, it has been criticised for individualising the issue by implicitly positioning belonging as something students either possess or lack (Kahu, 2013). Such framings risk obscuring the role of institutional and classroom practices in shaping inclusion and may inadvertently reproduce deficit interpretations when students report weak senses of belonging (Holliday, 2016).
In contrast, relational and sociocultural approaches conceptualise belonging as interactionally produced through participation, recognition, and shared practices (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Bourdieu, 1991). From this perspective, belonging is not merely an internal affective state but an outcome of how students are positioned within academic communities (Norton, 2013). This framing is more analytically productive for the present study because it foregrounds the role of classroom discourse, participation norms, and linguistic practices in shaping who is recognised as a legitimate participant (Gee, 2014; Preece, 2011). It also aligns with conceptualisations of inclusion that locate responsibility within educational practices rather than individual students (Hockings, 2010).
Despite this shift, the literature on belonging has been critiqued for its reliance on broad survey instruments and retrospective accounts, which often fail to capture the micro-level processes through which belonging is enacted in classrooms (Kahu, 2013; Thomas, 2012). For a study concerned with inclusive language, this represents a substantive limitation: if belonging is examined without attention to how language mediates participation and recognition, then key mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion remain under-analysed (Norton, 2013; Preece, 2011). This gap directly motivates the present project’s focus on students’ accounts of classroom language use as a site where belonging is negotiated.

2.2.2 Conceptualising academic engagement

Academic engagement is a central construct within higher-education research and is most conceptualised as a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing behavioural, cognitive, and affective components (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004; Kahu, 2013). Behavioural engagement typically refers to observable actions such as attendance, participation, and task completion; cognitive engagement relates to students’ investment in learning and use of strategies; and affective engagement concerns interest, motivation, and emotional responses to learning.
While this tripartite model has been influential, it has also been subject to sustained critique. Behavioural indicators of engagement are often treated as transparent evidence of student involvement, despite growing recognition that such indicators are culturally and linguistically situated (Kahu, 2013; Zepke, 2015). The privileging of visible verbal participation risks reinforcing normative assumptions about the “engaged student” that reflect Western, discussion-oriented pedagogies. For students operating in an additional language, including many Chinese students in UK classrooms, silence or limited verbal contribution may be misinterpreted as disengagement, even where cognitive and affective engagement are high (Ryan and Louie, 2007; Cortazzi and Jin, 1996).
This critique is particularly salient for the present study. If engagement is operationalised primarily through observable participation, the role of classroom language practices in enabling or constraining engagement is obscured. Inclusive language, understood as language that clarifies expectations, legitimises diverse forms of contribution, and reduces interactional risk, may therefore shape not only how engagement is enacted but how it is recognised by tutors and peers. From this perspective, engagement cannot be meaningfully examined without attention to the linguistic and interactional conditions under which participation becomes possible, legitimate, or desirable.

2.2.3 The relationship between belonging and engagement

A substantial body of literature suggests that belonging and engagement are closely interconnected, with belonging frequently positioned as a precursor to engagement. Students who experience a sense of belonging are more likely to participate, persist, and invest effort in their studies (Kahu and Nelson, 2018). However, the directionality and nature of this relationship are not consistently theorised. Some accounts imply a linear progression in which belonging leads to engagement, while others propose a more reciprocal process in which participation and recognition also contribute to students’ sense of belonging.
This conceptual ambiguity is significant for the present study because it raises questions about where inclusive language operates within the relationship between belonging and engagement (Kahu, 2013). If belonging is understood as interactionally produced through participation and recognition, then classroom language practices may function as a mechanism through which belonging and engagement are mutually constituted (Norton, 2013; Lave and Wenger, 1991). Conversely, where engagement is assessed primarily through visible participation or behavioural indicators, the role of language in shaping students’ willingness to engage may be underestimated (Trowler, 2010; Kahu and Nelson, 2018). The literature does not consistently resolve these tensions, indicating a need for research that examines belonging and engagement together, with explicit attention to interactional and linguistic processes (Preece, 2011; Thomas, 2012).

2.2.4 Why Belonging and Academic Engagement Matter for This Project

Bringing these strands together, belonging and academic engagement provide a coherent but critically qualified framework for addressing the study’s research questions. They allow for an articulation of why inclusive language matters beyond abstract commitments to inclusion, while also exposing the limitations of dominant models that individualise disengagement or treat participation as culturally neutral. The literature reviewed in this section highlights a persistent gap: limited attention to how classroom language practices mediate belonging and engagement for international students navigating unfamiliar linguistic and academic norms.
For Chinese students in UK higher education, this gap is particularly consequential. Belonging and engagement are frequently assessed through conceptual frameworks developed in Western educational contexts, with insufficient consideration of how language shapes perceptions of legitimacy, interactional risk, and entitlement to participate (Kahu, 2013; Ryan and Louie, 2007). By conceptualising belonging and engagement as relational and linguistically mediated, the present study is positioned to move beyond deficit explanations of participation and to foreground students lived experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive classroom language. This provides a necessary conceptual foundation for the following section, which examines international and Chinese students’ experiences of language, participation, and identity in UK higher education.

2.3 International and Chinese Students’ Experiences of Language, Belonging, and Participation in UK Higher Education

Research on international students in UK higher education has consistently highlighted challenges relating to belonging, participation, and academic engagement, particularly within classroom-based learning environments (Thomas, 2012; Kahu, 2013; O’Keeffe, 2013). Within this literature, international students are frequently positioned as navigating unfamiliar academic norms, linguistic expectations, and interactional practices, all of which may shape their sense of inclusion and legitimacy as learners (Heng, 2018; Ryan and Carroll, 2005). While institutional discourses often frame inclusion in terms of access and support, empirical research suggests that students’ day-to-day experiences of belonging are strongly influenced by what occurs within teaching and learning interactions themselves (Tinto, 2017; Kahu and Nelson, 2018). Classroom language practices therefore represent a critical, yet under-examined, site for understanding international students’ engagement.
Participation is frequently operationalised in the literature through observable behaviours such as verbal contributions in seminars or group discussions (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004; Kahu, 2013). However, such measures risk reproducing narrow and culturally specific assumptions about what engagement “looks like.” For international students, particularly those operating in an additional language, reduced verbal participation may reflect strategic silence, linguistic caution, or unfamiliarity with interactional norms rather than disengagement (Li and Zhu, 2017; Morita, 2004). Research that equates participation with speaking frequency therefore risks misinterpreting student behaviour and reinforcing deficit framings of international learners (Holliday, 2016). This critique is central to the present project, which seeks to examine how classroom language practices shape perceptions of participation rather than treating participation as an individual disposition.
Within the broader international student literature, Chinese students are frequently discussed as a distinct group, often characterised through cultural explanations relating to respect for authority, collectivist orientations, or concerns about face (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2015). While such accounts provide valuable contextual insight, they have been criticised for essentialising Chinese learners and under-examining the role of institutional and pedagogic practices in shaping classroom participation (Ryan, 2011; Holliday, 2016). There is a tendency to attribute reduced verbal participation to cultural background rather than interrogating how classroom language norms may privilege certain communicative styles and marginalise others. This represents a significant gap in the literature, as it diverts attention away from how inclusive and non-inclusive language practice’s structure participation opportunities in practice.
Empirical studies focusing on Chinese students’ experiences frequently rely on post-hoc interviews or survey data capturing general perceptions of difficulty, confidence, or adjustment (Heng, 2018; Wu, Garza and Guzman, 2015). While such approaches are valuable, they often lack fine-grained attention to classroom interaction, limiting insight into how specific language practices influence students’ willingness to participate and their sense of academic legitimacy. As Norton (2013) argues, participation cannot be understood independently of power relations and access to symbolic resources, including language. From this perspective, inclusive language practices may function as mechanisms through which students are positioned as legitimate or marginal participants within academic discourse communities. This reinforces the need for research that foregrounds students’ experiences of classroom language use in order to better understand how belonging, participation, and identity are produced in practice.
The concept of academic identity provides a further lens through which to understand Chinese students’ classroom experiences. Research has increasingly recognised that students’ sense of themselves as learners is shaped through participation and recognition within academic practices (Wenger, 1998; Norton, 2013). For international students, identity negotiation is often intensified by operating in a second language and navigating unfamiliar expectations regarding authority, critique, and voice (Duff, 2010; Morita, 2004). However, although identity is frequently acknowledged as relevant, it is often treated abstractly, without close attention to the interactional processes through which identity is negotiated. This represents a further limitation in the literature, as it leaves unexplored how everyday language practices signal whose contributions are valued and whose identities are recognised as academically legitimate.
For the present study, these limitations collectively point to the need for a more situated analysis of inclusive and non-inclusive language in university classrooms. While existing research establishes that belonging, engagement, and participation are critical for international students’ success, it does not sufficiently explain how these outcomes are shaped through classroom discourse, particularly for Chinese students in UK higher education. By focusing on students’ experiences of language practices within the classroom, this research responds directly to this gap, examining inclusive language as a mechanism through which belonging and engagement are enacted and through which participation and identity are negotiated. In line with Biggam’s (2021) guidance, this approach does not reject existing literature but builds on its limitations to justify the conceptual and empirical focus of the study. This provides a clear rationale for the next section, which examines inclusive and non-inclusive language explicitly as a site of participation and identity formation in higher education classrooms. Research examining Chinese students in Western higher education has highlighted that prior educational experiences may shape expectations around classroom interaction, authority, and participation, particularly in relation to public questioning, risk-taking, and the display of academic voice (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Ryan and Louie, 2007). However, scholars have cautioned against treating such patterns as culturally deterministic, emphasising the heterogeneity of students’ experiences and the role of institutional and classroom practices in mediating participation (Holliday, 2007). 


2.4 Inclusive and Non-Inclusive Language as a Mechanism for Participation and Identity in the University Classroom

Having established inclusive language as a socially situated practice (Section 2.1), and belonging and engagement as relationally produced rather than individually possessed constructs (Section 2.2), this section examines how classroom language functions as a mechanism through which participation and academic identity are enabled or constrained. This synthesis is central to addressing Research Question 3, which focuses on how experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive language shape Chinese students’ perceptions of participation and identity within the university classroom.
A recurring limitation within higher-education research is the tendency to treat classroom interaction as a neutral medium through which learning occurs, rather than as a site where power, legitimacy, and recognition are actively negotiated. Participation is frequently operationalised through visible verbal contributions, particularly in seminar-based teaching, and interpreted as a transparent indicator of engagement (Trowler, 2010; Kahu, 2013). Such framings, however, obscure the linguistic and interactional conditions under which participation becomes possible, meaningful, or desirable for different students. From a critical perspective, participation is not merely a behavioural outcome, but a socially regulated practice shaped by expectations, norms, and evaluative judgements embedded in classroom discourse.
Scholars working within sociocultural and interactionist traditions have long argued that language does more than transmit content; it positions speakers, allocates epistemic authority, and signals whose contributions are valued (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Mercer, 2000). Within university classrooms, tutors’ language choices—including how questions are framed, how responses are evaluated, and how uncertainty or error is treated—contribute to the construction of participation norms. When such norms remain implicit, students unfamiliar with dominant academic discourse practices may experience participation as risky or illegitimate, even when they are cognitively engaged. This perspective challenges deficit-oriented interpretations of silence or limited verbal contribution and instead directs attention to how classroom language practices shape the conditions of participation.
This critique is particularly salient for international students, for whom participation expectations are mediated not only by disciplinary norms but also by linguistic proficiency and culturally shaped understandings of authority, face, and appropriate classroom behaviour. Research on international students’ classroom experiences suggests that reluctance to speak may stem from concerns about linguistic accuracy, fear of negative evaluation, or uncertainty about interactional expectations rather than from disengagement or lack of preparation (Ryan and Viete, 2009; Arkoudis et al., 2013). While such studies acknowledge participation challenges, they often stop short of examining how specific classroom language practices contribute to these dynamics.
The literature on academic identity further reinforces the inseparability of participation and language. Academic identity is increasingly conceptualised as interactionally negotiated rather than as a fixed personal attribute (Wenger, 1998; Norton, 2013). From this perspective, inclusive language operates through interactional positioning, shaping who is recognised as a legitimate contributor and how academic authority is distributed within classroom discourse.
Despite these insights, much of the higher-education literature continues to address participation and identity in abstract or individualised terms, frequently relying on retrospective self-reports or broad survey measures. Such approaches risk obscuring the interactional processes through which participation and academic legitimacy are produced in classroom settings. For a study concerned with inclusive language, this represents a significant limitation, as attention to discourse is necessary to explain how students come to feel entitled—or not—to participate. This issue is particularly evident in research on Chinese students, where participation patterns are often attributed to cultural background with limited interrogation of how classroom language practices may reproduce or disrupt hierarchies of legitimacy.
In synthesising literature on inclusive language, participation, and academic identity, a clear gap emerges. While belonging and engagement are widely recognised as central to student success, and participation and identity are acknowledged as important dimensions of the student experience, there remains limited empirical work examining how these constructs intersect through classroom language practices, particularly for Chinese students in UK higher education. Existing research tends either to focus on language proficiency in isolation or to discuss participation and identity without close attention to discourse. The present study addresses this gap by foregrounding students lived experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive classroom language, contributing an interactionally grounded account of how participation and academic identity are shaped in multilingual university classrooms.

2.5 Synthesis of the Literature and Identification of the Research Gap

Taken together, the literature reviewed in Sections 2.1–2.4 demonstrates a broad and growing scholarly commitment to inclusion, belonging, engagement, and internationalisation within higher education. Across these bodies of work, there is strong consensus that students’ experiences of belonging, and engagement are critical to academic success and persistence, and that international students may face challenges in negotiating participation within unfamiliar pedagogical and linguistic environments. However, this synthesis also reveals significant conceptual and empirical limitations that justify the focus and design of the present study.
First, although inclusive language is frequently invoked within institutional discourse and pedagogic guidance, it remains weakly theorised within higher-education research. Much of the literature frames inclusive language either as the avoidance of offence or as a policy-driven checklist of acceptable terminology. As discussed in Section 2.1, such approaches risk reducing inclusion to surface-level lexical choices and obscuring the interactional processes through which inclusion and exclusion are enacted in classroom practice. While some scholarship recognises that language shapes learning environments, there is limited empirical work that conceptualises inclusive language as a social practice through which participation norms, recognition, and academic legitimacy are produced. This conceptual limitation is central to the present study, as it restricts understanding of how inclusion is experienced in everyday teaching and learning interactions.
Second, the literature on belonging and academic engagement provides valuable theoretical grounding but often operates at a level of abstraction that limits its explanatory power for classroom-based research. Belonging is frequently measured through large-scale surveys or retrospective self-reports, while engagement is commonly operationalised through behavioural indicators such as attendance or verbal participation. As discussed in Section 2.2, these approaches risk individualising inclusion and masking the role of pedagogic and linguistic practices in shaping students’ experiences. Although relational framings of belonging and engagement offer a more productive lens, the literature does not consistently examine how these constructs are enacted through classroom discourse. This represents a key limitation for a study concerned with language, as it leaves the mechanisms linking inclusive language to belonging and engagement under-specified.
Third, research on international and Chinese students in UK higher education has documented persistent challenges relating to participation, confidence, and classroom interaction. While this body of work has generated important insights into students’ adjustment experiences, it has also been critiqued for its tendency to reproduce deficit-oriented explanations that locate participation difficulties within students’ cultural backgrounds or linguistic competence. As Section 2.3 argued, participation norms are often treated as fixed and unproblematic, with limited interrogation of how those norms are communicated and reinforced through language. Consequently, reduced verbal participation is frequently interpreted as disengagement rather than as a response to interactional conditions that may render participation risky or illegitimate.
Across these literatures, identity is increasingly recognised as relevant to understanding student experience, yet it is often treated as an outcome rather than as an interactionally negotiated process. Although scholars acknowledge that students’ sense of academic self is shaped by recognition and participation, there is limited empirical attention to how classroom language practices position students in relation to knowledge, authority, and legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Norton, 2013). For multilingual students, and Chinese students in particular, this omission is significant, as participation and identity are mediated through additional linguistic and interactional demands that are rarely examined at the level of classroom discourse (Preece, 2011; Holliday, 2016). Without close attention to discourse, it becomes difficult to explain how students come to perceive themselves as entitled—or not entitled—to participate in academic dialogue (Gee, 2014; Norton, 2013).

Synthesising these strands reveals a clear and defensible research gap. While higher-education literature recognises the importance of inclusive environments, belonging, engagement, and international student experience, there is insufficient integration of these concepts through an explicit focus on classroom language practices. Existing research tends to examine these issues in parallel rather than in relation to one another and rarely foregrounds students’ own accounts of how inclusive and non-inclusive language shapes their participation and identity in situ. As a result, the mechanisms through which inclusion is experienced in everyday classroom interaction remain under-theorised and under-examined.
This gap is particularly salient in the context of UK university classrooms characterised by linguistic and cultural diversity. For Chinese students navigating a second language and unfamiliar academic norms, subtle features of classroom discourse—such as how questions are framed, how contributions are evaluated, and how uncertainty is handled—may have a disproportionate impact on perceptions of belonging and academic legitimacy. Yet these interactional dimensions are largely absent from dominant models of inclusion and engagement.
The present study is positioned to address this gap by foregrounding Chinese students’ experiences of inclusive and non-inclusive language within the university classroom. By examining how students interpret and respond to classroom language practices, the study seeks to move beyond deficit explanations of participation and to contribute a more nuanced, interactionally grounded understanding of inclusion (Bourdieu, 1991; Norton, 2013; Preece, 2011). In doing so, it responds directly to calls within the literature for research that connects language, participation, belonging, and identity, and provides a conceptual foundation for the research questions that guide this enquiry (Hockings, 2010; Kahu, 2013; Wallace and Wray, 2021).
2.6 Conclusion: Positioning the Study and Its Contribution

This critical literature review has examined how inclusive language, belonging, engagement, participation, and academic identity are conceptualised within higher-education research, with particular attention to the experiences of Chinese students in UK university classrooms. Rather than treating these constructs as discrete or self-evident, the review has demonstrated that they are relational, interactional, and linguistically mediated, with their effects realised through everyday pedagogic practice rather than through abstract institutional commitments to inclusion.
Across the literature, inclusive language remains weakly theorised and is frequently reduced to policy-driven or surface-level considerations. Similarly, belonging and academic engagement are widely recognised as central to student success yet are often operationalised through broad survey instruments or behavioural indicators that obscure the role of classroom interaction. Participation is commonly treated as a transparent marker of engagement, despite substantial evidence that it is shaped by culturally and linguistically situated norms. Although academic identity is increasingly acknowledged as relevant, it is rarely examined as an outcome negotiated through classroom discourse. Collectively, these limitations constrain understanding of how inclusion is experienced in linguistically and culturally diverse classrooms.
By synthesising these bodies of work, the review has identified a clear and defensible gap: insufficient empirical and conceptual attention to how inclusive and non-inclusive classroom language practices shape Chinese students’ perceptions of participation, belonging, and academic identity. Existing research frequently locates challenges within students’ linguistic competence or cultural background, rather than interrogating how classroom language practices construct the conditions under which participation is experienced as legitimate, risky, or worthwhile. This omission is particularly consequential in UK higher-education contexts characterised by increasing internationalisation, where language functions not only as a medium of instruction but also as a mechanism through which authority and entitlement to speak are negotiated.
The present study is positioned to address this gap by foregrounding Chinese students lived experiences of classroom language use, drawing on interpretivist and sociocultural traditions that conceptualise learning, participation, and identity as socially constructed through interaction. By examining how inclusive and non-inclusive language is interpreted and experienced by students, the study moves beyond deficit framings of participation and contributes an interactionally grounded account of inclusion in higher education. This focus has practical as well as conceptual significance, as insight into how classroom language shapes participation and academic identity has implications for inclusive pedagogic practice in multilingual and international higher-education settings. In line with the aims of ECDE7016, this review has constructed a coherent critical argument that justifies the focus of the proposed research and provides a robust conceptual foundation for the research questions and subsequent research design.
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