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Component 1: Critical Literature Review
	Investigating Inclusive Language and Student Belonging in Welsh International Foundation Classrooms: An Interpretivist Qualitative Design 


Joanne Emma Purchase

This study explores the role of inclusive language in shaping Chinese students’ sense of belonging within Welsh higher education. While belonging has been widely recognised as a key determinant of engagement, persistence and academic success, much of the existing research conceptualises belonging at institutional or social levels rather than examining how it is enacted in everyday classroom interactions. This study therefore focuses specifically on the micro-level practices of language used by lecturers and how these may influence students’ perceptions of recognition, legitimacy and inclusion. As an English for Academic Purposes lecturer working within a Welsh international foundation context, I have observed how classroom language practices can shape students’ participation, confidence and perceptions of academic legitimacy, motivating the focus of this research. In this study, inclusive language is understood not only as respectful terminology but as the discursive practices through which participation, recognition and legitimacy are negotiated within classroom interaction.
The issue is important within the Welsh higher education context, where universities are increasingly committed to inclusive practice and internationalisation, yet limited research has examined how inclusive language functions within classroom discourse for specific student groups. Chinese students represent a significant international cohort in UK universities, yet their experiences are often aggregated within broader “international student” categories.
By investigating this issue within a Welsh institutional context, this research aims to contribute context-specific insight that may inform lecturer practice, institutional inclusion strategies and wider discussions of belonging in higher education.
Belonging has also been widely explored within international higher education contexts, particularly in relation to student mobility, transition and intercultural experience (Marginson, 2014; Yu & Moskal, 2019; Heng, 2021). This body of work highlights the complex ways in which international students negotiate identity, participation and academic expectations across different cultural and institutional settings. However, while such studies offer valuable comparative insights, they often remain focused on broad patterns of adjustment and integration, with limited attention to the micro-level processes through which belonging is constructed in specific classroom contexts. Furthermore, international student experiences are frequently treated as homogeneous, with insufficient differentiation between linguistic and cultural groups (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015). As a result, there remains a need for context-specific research that examines how belonging is enacted within particular national and institutional settings.
While existing literature provides valuable insights into belonging in higher education, much of this research is situated within broad international or UK-wide contexts, often privileging macro-level analyses of student experience (Strayhorn, 2019; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Such approaches, while useful in identifying patterns of engagement and retention, offer limited insight into the specific policy and cultural landscape of Welsh higher education. In Wales, recent developments, including the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act (2022) and the establishment of Medr, place a strong emphasis on inclusive practice, learner engagement and equitable student experience (Welsh Government, 2022; Medr, 2024). However, despite this policy focus, there remains limited empirical research examining how these commitments to inclusion are enacted within classroom practice, particularly at the level of language and interaction (Hockings, 2010; Pedler, Willis & Nieuwoudt, 2022).
This study therefore distinguishes between inclusion and belonging, conceptualising inclusion as the institutional and pedagogical practices intended to support participation (Hockings, 2010), and belonging as a relational and affective experience that emerges through social interaction (Strayhorn, 2019; Allen et al., 2024). While inclusion may create the conditions for engagement, it does not necessarily result in belonging, which must be negotiated through everyday classroom discourse (Gee, 2014; Norton, 2013). This distinction is particularly important in the context of international students, whose experiences are frequently generalised or homogenised within the literature (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Heng, 2021).
To conceptualise this relationship, the study draws on ecological and psychological frameworks, including Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which position belonging as shaped by both structural conditions and interpersonal relationships. However, these models have been critiqued for insufficient attention to the role of language and discourse in mediating social experience (Gee, 2014). As such, this study foregrounds classroom discourse as a key site through which belonging is enacted and negotiated, thereby addressing a gap in both Welsh and international literature.
The literature review was conducted using Google Scholar and the UWTSD library databases (e.g., ERIC, Scopus), employing key search terms including “sense of belonging,” “inclusive pedagogy,” “classroom discourse,” “Chinese students UK HE,” and “Welsh higher education.” Search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published between 2010 and 2025, with priority given to recent systematic reviews and qualitative studies. A substantial body of contemporary higher education research positions sense of belonging as a central determinant of student engagement, persistence and academic attainment (Strayhorn, 2019; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). However, much of the empirical literature has been conducted at the macro-institutional level and frequently relies on large-scale survey methodologies that measure belonging as an outcome variable (Strayhorn, 2019; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Allen et al., 2024). While such approaches provide valuable quantitative insight, they often under-examine the micro-level processes through which belonging is enacted and negotiated within classroom discourse (Pedler, Willis & Nieuwoudt, 2022; Gee, 2014).
Although international students are frequently included in broader discussions of belonging, their experiences are commonly aggregated, with limited attention to specific linguistic and cultural groups. Studies focusing on Chinese students in UK higher education have explored adjustment, participation and identity negotiation (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Yu & Moskal, 2019), yet these often frame participation in terms of cultural difference or language proficiency rather than examining how institutional discourse practices may shape experiences of inclusion. Recent qualitative studies of international students’ classroom participation challenge deficit-oriented explanations, suggesting that perceived exclusion frequently emerges from interactional norms and pedagogical discourse rather than from cultural disposition or language inadequacy (Heng, 2021). Within the Welsh higher education context, research on belonging remains comparatively underdeveloped, particularly in relation to international foundation pathways that function as transitional academic spaces. This suggests the need for qualitative, contextually grounded research that examines how belonging is constructed within classroom interaction.
This study examines how inclusive language practices within Welsh international foundation seminars shape Chinese students’ sense of belonging and academic legitimacy. It responds to a conceptual and methodological gap in belonging scholarship and to policy imperatives within Wales emphasising learner experience and inclusive practice. The findings will be of relevance to educators working within internationalised foundation contexts and to institutions seeking to evidence inclusive practice beyond policy rhetoric.
From a sociocultural perspective, belonging is closely linked to language and identity formation. Language is not merely a neutral vehicle for communication but a site through which power, legitimacy and participation are negotiated (Norton, 2013; Gee, 2014). Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of linguistic capital, students’ access to valued forms of academic discourse influences how their contributions are recognised within seminar environments. Classroom discourse practices — including questioning patterns, feedback strategies, participation norms and evaluative language — can implicitly signal who is positioned as a competent knower and who remains peripheral. For students operating in an additional language, these dynamics may be intensified (Marginson, 2014). However, much of the research examining language and participation focuses on broad engagement patterns or linguistic proficiency rather than interrogating how inclusive or exclusive linguistic practices shape students’ sense of belonging. In the Welsh higher education context, there remains limited qualitative research exploring how classroom discourse practices are experienced by Chinese students navigating both linguistic and cultural transitions. This highlights the importance of examining not only whether students feel they belong, but how language practices contribute to that construction.
However, the term “inclusive language” itself warrants clarification, as it is frequently invoked within higher education discourse without sustained conceptual precision. In policy contexts, inclusive language is often framed in terms of respectful terminology, avoidance of discriminatory expressions, and sensitivity to identity markers such as gender, ethnicity or disability. While such dimensions are important, they represent only one layer of linguistic inclusion. From a sociocultural and discourse-analytic perspective, inclusive language extends beyond lexical choice to encompass the interactional patterns through which participation is structured and authority is distributed (Gee, 2014). Question design, turn-taking norms, feedback framing, uptake of student contributions and evaluative positioning all contribute to shaping whose knowledge is legitimised within seminar environments.
In this sense, inclusive language is not merely about what is said, but about how recognition is enacted through discourse. For students operating in an additional language, the ways in which tutors reformulate responses, allow processing time, validate partial contributions or position linguistic difference can significantly influence perceptions of academic legitimacy. Conversely, rapid turn exchange, implicit evaluative cues or reliance on culturally embedded references may unintentionally marginalise certain participants. Although inclusive pedagogy literature advocates responsiveness to learner diversity (Hockings, 2010), there remains limited empirical research examining how inclusive language operates at this interactional level within higher education seminars.
Clarifying inclusive language as a discursive practice rather than solely a normative commitment strengthens the conceptual foundation of the present study. It enables investigation not only of attitudes towards inclusion, but of the linguistic mechanisms through which belonging may be enabled or constrained in everyday classroom interaction.

Inclusive pedagogy has emerged as a prominent framework within higher education discourse, advocating for teaching practices that recognise and respond to learner diversity rather than treating difference as deficit (Hockings, 2010). Central to this approach is the principle that inclusive practice should be embedded within mainstream teaching rather than implemented as remedial adjustment. More recent scholarship has extended this argument, emphasising relational teaching, culturally responsive practice and dialogic classroom interaction as mechanisms through which inclusion can be enacted (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Gay, 2018). However, critiques of inclusive pedagogy literature note that it often operates at a policy or conceptual level, with limited empirical attention to the micro-level linguistic practices through which inclusion is realised in everyday classroom interaction. In many cases, inclusion is framed institutionally — through strategy documents or curriculum design — rather than analysed as situated discourse practice. This creates a conceptual gap between inclusive intent and inclusive enactment. Within the context of international foundation pathways in Welsh higher education, there remains limited qualitative research examining how inclusive language is operationalised in seminar settings and how these practices are experienced by specific student groups. Consequently, there is a need to move beyond abstract commitments to inclusion and instead interrogate how classroom discourse may actively enable or constrain Chinese students’ sense of belonging.
Recent developments in the Welsh tertiary education landscape strengthen the professional and conceptual significance of examining belonging in Welsh higher education specifically. Since the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022, the creation of Medr has formalised a system-level emphasis on learner experience, active learner engagement, and equality of opportunity across the tertiary sector, signalling that inclusion is not simply an institutional aspiration but a regulatory and strategic priority in Wales (Medr, 2024; Medr, 2025; Welsh Government, 2024). In parallel, sector guidance in Wales has explicitly framed “safe and inclusive higher education” as requiring concrete actions by providers to support equality and diversity, indicating an expectation that inclusion be evidenced in practice rather than stated in principle (HEFCW, 2023). Contemporary belonging scholarship supports this direction by emphasising that belonging is produced through relational and contextual processes, with evidence that it is “shaped through students’ interactions within their learning environment” (Pedler, Willis and Nieuwoudt, 2022), and that institutions increasingly seek to monitor belonging because of its links to retention, motivation and attainment (Gilani, 2025).
 However, systematic synthesis over the last two decades suggests that belonging research still risks conceptual inconsistency and methodological imbalance, with a continuing tendency to privilege broad measurement over fine-grained accounts of how belonging is negotiated in day-to-day learning environments (Allen et al., 2024). Read together, Welsh policy developments and contemporary belonging research point to a clear knowledge gap: if Wales is to operationalise sector commitments to equality, learner engagement and inclusive education, there is a need for context-specific research that examines how belonging is formed in classroom interaction, rather than relying primarily on macro-level indicators. This study responds to that gap by locating belonging within micro-level pedagogical practice in Welsh foundation pathway settings, where inclusive language may function as a key mechanism through which recognition and legitimacy are either enabled or constrained.
The aim of this study is to explore how inclusive language practices within Welsh international foundation seminars influence Chinese students’ sense of belonging and academic legitimacy. Specifically, the research seeks to examine how classroom discourse practices are experienced and interpreted by students navigating linguistic and cultural transition, and how tutors conceptualise and enact inclusive language within these seminar settings. In doing so, the study seeks to generate context-specific insight into the relationship between pedagogical discourse and belonging within a transitional higher education context in Wales. 
The study is guided by the following research questions:
1. How do Chinese students experience classroom language practices within Welsh international foundation seminars?
2. In what ways do these practices contribute to, or constrain, students’ sense of belonging and academic legitimacy?
3. How do tutors conceptualise and enact inclusive language within these seminar contexts?
To address these research questions, the study will pursue three linked objectives. First, it will develop a context-specific account of how Chinese students interpret everyday classroom language practices (e.g., questioning, feedback and participation framing) and how these practices shape perceptions of recognition and academic legitimacy (Norton, 2013; Gee, 2014). Second, it will examine tutors’ understandings of inclusive language and how inclusive intent is enacted—or constrained—within seminar interaction, responding to critiques that inclusive pedagogy is often articulated at the level of principle rather than analysed in practice (Hockings, 2010; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Third, it will situate these findings within contemporary belonging scholarship that highlights the need to move on macro-level indicators towards interactional accounts of how belonging is produced in everyday learning environments (Allen et al., 2024; Pedler, Willis & Nieuwoudt, 2022). In practical terms, the study will generate evidence that can inform teaching practice within international foundation pathways—contexts where transitional pressures intensify the relationship between language, participation and identity (Marginson, 2014)—and support Welsh sector priorities around learner experience and inclusive practice (Medr, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024).
While survey-based scholarship has been instrumental in establishing associations between belonging, engagement and retention (Strayhorn, 2019; Kahu and Nelson, 2018), such approaches often treat belonging as “a psychological outcome variable” (Strayhorn, 2019), offering limited insight into the discursive processes through which recognition and legitimacy are constructed in real time. Qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews and classroom observation, are therefore appropriate for examining how inclusive language practices are enacted and experienced within Welsh foundation seminars. By aligning methodological design with sociocultural perspectives that position language as constitutive of identity and participation (Norton, 2013; Gee, 2014), the study seeks to generate fine-grained evidence capable of illuminating the micro-level dynamics identified as under-examined in contemporary belonging research.
Extending this focus on interactional processes, research concerning international and specifically Chinese students further complicates dominant narratives within belonging scholarship. While earlier studies frequently framed participation through cultural adjustment or linguistic proficiency (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Yu & Moskal, 2019), more recent qualitative work suggests that experiences of marginalisation are often mediated by classroom norms, expectations and lecturer discourse practices (Heng, 2021). Rather than viewing reticence or limited participation as inherent cultural traits, such research highlights how institutional expectations regarding “appropriate” forms of academic contribution can privilege certain communicative styles over others. From a sociocultural perspective, access to valued discourse is unevenly distributed and closely tied to perceptions of legitimacy (Norton, 2013; Bourdieu, 1991). Consequently, belonging for international students cannot be understood solely as a matter of adaptation; it must also be examined in relation to how pedagogical language positions students as competent or peripheral participants within seminar environments. This reframing moves analytical attention from deficit explanations towards the interactional conditions under which recognition is either facilitated or constrained.
While these reframing shifts attention away from deficit explanations, it also raises critical questions regarding how inclusive pedagogy is operationalised in practice. Inclusive teaching frameworks advocate recognition of learner diversity and relational approaches to participation (Hockings, 2010; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011), yet critics note that such frameworks often remain at the level of principle rather than pedagogical enactment. In many institutional contexts, inclusion is articulated through strategy documents and curriculum design, but less frequently examined through the interactional dynamics of seminar discourse. As a result, there is limited empirical clarity concerning how inclusive intent is translated into everyday questioning patterns, feedback practices and participation norms. When viewed through a sociocultural lens, these discursive practices are not neutral; they shape whose knowledge is legitimised and whose contributions are marginalised (Norton, 2013; Gee, 2014). Thus, the gap is not merely conceptual but practical: while inclusive pedagogy is widely endorsed, the mechanisms through which it is realised — or undermined — in classroom interaction remain insufficiently explored.
Methodologically, the research responds to calls for fine-grained, contextually bounded inquiry capable of illuminating the discursive mechanisms through which inclusion is enacted (Heng, 2021). Rather than positioning inclusive pedagogy solely as a normative commitment (Hockings, 2010), the study conceptualises inclusive language as an observable pedagogical practice that can be examined through students’ and tutors’ lived experiences. In doing so, it bridges the gap between policy rhetoric and pedagogical enactment, contributing qualitative evidence that complements, rather than replaces, macro-level scholarship (Strayhorn, 2019; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
Professionally, the study is situated within the evolving Welsh tertiary education landscape, where regulatory frameworks emphasise learner experience, equality and inclusion (Medr, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024). However, sector-level commitments require contextually grounded evidence to inform everyday teaching practice. By focusing on Welsh international foundation seminars, the research generates insight that is locally meaningful while also resonating with broader internationalised higher education contexts. In this sense, its contribution lies not in statistical generalisability, but in theoretical transferability and practical relevance.
Taken together, the study positions inclusive language not merely as a pedagogical strategy, but as a discursive mechanism through which belonging is actively constructed. By integrating sociocultural perspectives on language and identity (Norton, 2013; Gee, 2014; Bourdieu, 1991) with contemporary belonging scholarship, it establishes a coherent foundation for the development of a detailed methodological framework in the subsequent component of the doctoral inquiry.
Within the Welsh tertiary education landscape, where regulatory frameworks increasingly foreground learner experience, equality and inclusion (Medr, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024), understanding how these commitments are realised in practice becomes an urgent scholarly and professional concern. While sector policy signals strong normative commitment to inclusive education, the translation of such commitments into everyday pedagogical interaction remains uneven and under-examined. By situating inclusive language within the lived realities of Welsh international foundation seminars, this study provides a lens through which institutional aspiration can be examined alongside classroom enactment. In doing so, it contributes to a growing body of scholarship that seeks to bridge macro-level policy priorities with micro-level pedagogical practice.
More broadly, the study responds to international debates concerning the internationalisation of higher education and the conditions under which diverse student cohorts experience recognition and legitimacy within academic communities. By foregrounding discourse as a constitutive element of belonging, rather than a neutral medium of communication, the research positions inclusive language as central to how participation and identity are negotiated in transitional academic spaces. Its contribution therefore lies not in offering universal prescriptions, but in providing theoretically informed, contextually grounded insight capable of informing both future research and pedagogical reflection. In this sense, the study establishes a coherent platform for the development of a detailed methodological framework in the subsequent stage of the doctoral inquiry.
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