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Starting question



A Western researcher-
EAP teacher…
McKinley (2005)

• A need for cultural sensitivity
+ a Western researcher observing Japanese university 

students in their own classrooms in Japan being 
taught critical English writing by Western and 
educated Japanese teachers

• How to achieve it?
+ Situated qualitative research, to understand the 

phenomenon from the students’ point of view?
+ Remove myself from prior knowledge and prejudices?

• My subjectivity is pivotal in my own research since it 
ultimately defines the boundaries of any observational 
study I do. But is this a limitation? 



The internationalizing university…
• The internationalizing 

university as a 
‘super-diverse’, ‘post-
colonial’, ‘post-multicultural’, 
‘post-intercultural’, 
‘transnational’ social space

• (viz. Vertovec, 2007, 2009, 
2010; Blommaert & Rampton, 2011; 
Moje, et al 2004, Pries, 1999; 
Dervin, 2012; Risager, 2007)



Professional and 
community contexts
Professional context:

• ‘international cultural awareness’ is a key 
employability skill (Confederation for 
British Industry [CBI], 2015)

• 39% of employer respondents were dissatisfied 
with the international cultural awareness of 
their graduate employees (ibid.)

Community context:

• Transcultural competence is a key element in 
the creation of a ‘transnational civil 
society’ (Byram, 2008)



EAP: conflict in crossing 
cultures – a catalyst for 
creative change
Conflict in EAP may be found between:

• Teaching approaches and student expectations 

+ Student-centered learning (Wei & Cao, 2021)

+ Pedagogical translanguaging (Liu, Deng, & 
Wimpenny, 2022; Liu, Lo, & Lin, 2020)

+ Reflection-based learning (e.g., on social 
justice – Mortensen, 2022)

• Teachers and materials (Bond, 2020; Liu, Lo, & 
Lin, 2020; Tardy, 2022)

• Teachers’ identities (Atai, Nazari, & Hamid, 
2022; Gao, Cui, & De Costa, 2022)

• Students’ knowledge and skills transfer (Jeon, 
2022)



Transcultural competence 
through conflict in the third space
• Third space (Bhabha, 1994 – tension & conflict) 

• Sphere of interculturality (Kramsch, 1993 – places
culture at the centre of pedagogy)

• Transcultural competence – culturally-constructed

• Sensitivity (Bhatia, 1998, needed for dynamic 
complexity of EAP)

• Conflict theory: 
+ The conflict theory of education allows 

researchers to recognize and attempt to dismantle 
the systems that may prevent students from 
receiving fair educational opportunities.

+ Leaving conflicts unresolved leads to pent-up 
frustration and a greater sense of loneliness that 
can build up over time.



Vote



On the ‘incoherence’ of comfort & 
conflict in transcultural EAP
• “While recognising an apparent ‘incoherence’ between 
the dynamic nature of intercultural interactions and 
the idea of a relaxed, ‘comfortable’ space, McKinley et 
al. [2019] contend that the ability to negotiate and 
learn from conflicting values and interests, ‘a 
necessary catalyst to creativity and development’, 
occurs more effectively where there is a safe space in 
which participants feel protected and respected to 
address alternative and conflicting views…” (Zhou & 
Pilcher, 2019: 5)



Students from US, Argentina, Indonesia,
and Japan engaged in performed debate



The role of the EAP teacher in the 
third space
• “There is some degree of ambiguity from students, the 

university community, and sometimes EAP teachers themselves 
as to their role and status within the university ... Not all 
university EAP teachers are in a position to spearhead 
institutional initiatives, but those who can should “use ... 
ambiguity to advantage” (Whitchurch, 2008: 388), and draw on 
the third space as space to innovate projects born not 
necessarily from an institutional man-date, but from the 
“commitment to altruistic service” (Runte & Taylor, 1995) and 
“active care” (Goodson & Hargreaves, 1996: 20) that figures 
prominently in a postmodern definition of professionalism.” 
(MacDonald, 2016: 112-113)

+ MacDonald, J. (2016). The margins as third space: EAP teacher 
professionalism in Canadian universities. TESL Canada 
Journal, 34(1), 106-116.

• See also Hadley, G. (2014). EAP in the Third Space of Neoliberal 
Universities. Springer.



Internationalization & 
intercultural 
communication

• Intercultural communication literature is part 
of the problem (Piller, 2017)

• Commodified intercultural training courses 
often reproduce cultural myths and negative 
stereotypes.

• i.e., They often perpetuate the problems that 
they purport to solve!



What this means for EAP & 
transcultural communicative 
competence

• Research gap: Successful inter-/transcultural 
communication is seen as a prerequisite to 
effective learning in internationalized HE… 

+ Bringing together students from a range of 
different cultural backgrounds in UK EAP 
classes allows for lingua franca encounters, 
posited as new spaces for communication, where 
‘language and culture are created in each 
instance of communication, and are fluid and 
unfixed’ (Galloway & Rose, 2015, p. 229).

+ But “it is not good enough for a university to 
simply rely on the organic nature of 
participation in various communities, and … 
engagement should be actively promoted at 
programme design level” (McKinley et al., 
2019, p. 16)



Developing intercultural competence in a 'comfortable’ third space

McKinley et al. (2019)

• RQ1:  What are students’ and tutors’ perceptions of transcultural competence?  
[tensions/issues?]

• RQ2:  Which current teaching and learning practices inhibit the development of transcultural 
competence?

• RQ3:  Which current teaching and learning practices enhance the development of transcultural 
competence?  [resolve tensions/issues?]



Highlights from the 
‘top tips’
• Emphasise tension in a space that 

everyone is comfortable to address.

+ Do not attempt to eliminate tensions

+ Students and teachers can learn how to deal 
with tensions so that solutions can be found

+ Tensions are in themselves a productive way 
of learning

+ Tensions are expected, but disappointment 
arises with the expectation that there would 
be facilities and strategies in place that 
would address them



Highlights from the 
‘top tips’
• Reduce choice.

+ Lack of choice in 
classes (e.g., in 
forming groups) may be 
positive as a variety 
of practices within the 
classroom is 
beneficial.



Highlights from the ‘top 
tips’

• Make content relevant to students’ 
real lives.

+ Shift from concept-heavy to ‘real 
life’ content

+ Draw on students’ expertise

+ Relate ‘academic’ content to 
professional requirements

+ Openly identify and consciously 
address tensions



Highlights from 
the ‘top tips’
• Acknowledge stereotypes and 

discuss them.

+ Stereotypes and 
generalisations are 
unavoidable 

+ How they are managed and 
treated illustrates and 
strengthens inter-
transcultural communicative 
competence 



Highlights from the 
‘top tips’
• Engage directly with culture and inter-

/transcultural communication.

+ Projects are helpful in raising awareness of 
and simply engaging with the topic of 
cultures and inter-/transcultural competence

+ Increase focus across the campus within the 
university structures to promote discussion, 
debate, pedagogy and curriculum

+ Inter-Transcultural competence should be 
discussed in forums that include:

• Professional development courses 

• Policy documents

• Committee structure

• Institutional promotional material
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