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Abstract 

This article synthesises and analyses the existing research and literature that has 

discussed the challenges and possibilities of providing intercultural learning 

environments for diverse students in the context of higher education.  A genuinely 

intercultural learning community provides equitable learning possibilities for all, is 

characterised by social justice, and allows all participants to feel a strong sense of 

belonging. Based on this review, the main challenges in creating equitable learning 

communities in higher education relate to institutional barriers, such as institutional 

racism and discrimination, monolingual higher education policies, and neoliberal 

educational agendas that contradict the principles of social justice. Interpersonal 

challenges (such as lack of intercultural competence) also exist, as do challenges 

related to acknowledging intercultural perspectives in curricula and pedagogy. The 

conditions that the existing literature suggests will create genuinely intercultural 

learning communities include rethinking the strategies, policies, and curricula of 

higher education institutions; supporting students’ and staff’s intercultural 

competences; and developing pedagogical approaches for acknowledging social 

justice and diverse learners. Based on the literature reviewed for this article, it is 

obvious that there are no easy tricks that can ‘fix’ the situation and create genuinely 

intercultural learning communities, but intercultural approaches and aspects should 

be widely incorporated into higher education institutions’ ethics, cultures, policies, 

and practices.  
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Introduction 

 

As higher education institutions worldwide attempt to become increasingly 

international and intercultural (Enders, 2004; Knight, 2011, 2014), they should 
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prioritise support for all diverse learners in the best possible way and make higher 

education learning communities inclusive and fair for all. However, too often 

interculturality in higher education denotes an elitist approach to gaining 

intercultural experiences that emphasise global travel or profit motives for 

employability and intercultural capabilities to meet the demands of the labour 

market (Haapakoski, 2020). 

This article aims at synthesising the existing scattered literature that has 

discussed the challenges and possibilities of providing intercultural learning 

environments for diverse students in the context of higher education and elaborating 

it from a critical perspective that acknowledges social justice and equity. 

Furthermore, the article aims at providing a framework that can help all actors 

(students, teachers, and other staff) in higher education institutions to reflect on and 

evaluate the current ‘intercultural’ situation or to develop more just policies and 

practices. In the discussion and conclusion section, the article presents a series of 

questions that can be used for such reflections.    

The writing of this review began by searching for academic articles and 

books that were published between 2000–2021 and included the term intercultural* 

OR multicultural* OR international* OR decolonial* OR antiracist* OR social 

justice* OR multilingual* OR equality* OR equity* AND higher education* OR 

university* OR tertiary education* in the title, abstract, or keywords. By using these 

theoretically differing concepts I tried to ensure that I found as many studies as 

possible related to the intercultural aspects of higher education. I used EBSCO, 

ERIC and ARTO databases for searching the articles. Based on these searches, I 

found different types of texts such as journal articles, academic books, book 

chapters, and doctoral dissertations. I examined the abstracts of these texts to decide 

whether the literature is suitable for this review. After this examination, I excluded 

the texts that did not fit within the scope of my research questions.     

Next, I analysed the chosen texts from the perspective of my research 

questions by identifying the possibilities and challenges related to intercultural 

higher education communities. I combined the texts with similar topics under sub-

themes (such as institutional racism and discrimination) and next I combined these 

sub-themes under broader main themes (such as institutional barriers). Both sub-

themes and main themes were specified and reformulated during the process of 

analysis. The main themes will be presented as results of this review.  

The context of this article is ‘Western’ higher education. Although higher 

education institutions around the world are different in many ways, it has been 

argued that a Western model of education has dominated higher education practice 

worldwide suppressing local knowledge systems and dignity (Alvares, 2011; 

Bhambra, Gebrial, & Nişancıoğlu, 2018). Thus, the Western context of higher 

education in this article does not refer to geographical area but more to Western 
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hegemony in higher education systems around the world. Another central 

assumption of this article is that all higher education communities are diverse and 

thus ‘intercultural’ is considering differences related not only to nationality and 

language but also to gender and sexuality, socioeconomic background, religions, 

worldviews, and so on.  So, it is important to highlight that creating intercultural 

learning communities does not only mean organising education for ‘international’ 

students, but that creating such communities is essential for all. Nieto (2000) has 

argued that including critical reflection of intercultural issues in the curriculum and 

educational practices is even more important for those who are privileged in relation 

to ethnicity, gender, race, sexuality, and socioeconomic background.   

The present article will first conceptualise a ‘genuinely intercultural 

learning community in higher education’ and then present the results of the review.  

It will focus on the challenges of creating genuinely intercultural learning 

communities in higher education by discussing the institutional, interpersonal, and 

pedagogical problems that earlier studies have identified in relation to providing 

fair learning possibilities for all in the context of higher education. It will then 

continue by discussing the conditions that have been presented in the literature as 

possible solutions to these problems. 

 

 

Defining and conceptualising a genuinely intercultural higher education 

community 

 

Especially in the European context, the word ‘intercultural’ has largely replaced 

other similar terms such as ‘multicultural’ (Coulby, 2006). It has been argued that 

‘intercultural’ is a term that suggests actual interaction among people and 

emphasises mutual learning (e.g., Räsänen, 2007). However, the term 

‘intercultural’ also warrants criticism as it may be used in an essentialist way to 

refer to interaction between us and ‘different’ (often foreign) others (Dervin, 2015). 

The notion of ‘culture’ in ‘intercultural’ can be especially problematic.  If we put 

culture at the centre of interaction, we may ignore the notion of intersectionality, 

which implies that many identities are in interplay in social situations, not just 

‘culture’ (Banks, 2008; Dervin, 2015).  Furthermore, historical realities of 

intercultural interactions, such as slave trade, imperialism, racism, genocide, and 

conquest, often seem to be ignored in the studies and literature that focus on 

intercultural relations, competences, and communication (Hoskins & Sallah, 2011). 

Intercultural relations are often not equal.    

In the context of higher education, the term ‘intercultural’ can also be 

conceived in different ways. It may describe projects and approaches that ‘celebrate 

diversity’ (Guo & Guo, 2017). Intercultural education can be understood to be 
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intended for international students seeking to adapt to their host countries and to 

benefit from the knowledge and wisdom that their host universities offer (Ryan, 

2013). Furthermore, interculturalism can denote an elitist approach to gaining 

intercultural experiences that emphasise global travel or profit motives for 

employability and intercultural capabilities to meet the demands of the labour 

market (Haapakoski, 2020). All the above-mentioned approaches to 

interculturalism in the context of higher education ignore the social justice and 

equity aspects.  

Despite the critics, I have chosen the term ‘intercultural’ for this study 

because I see mutual and dialogical learning and interaction as important in 

intercultural contexts. However, it is important to emphasise that especially in the 

context of education the term ‘intercultural’ needs to be accompanied by a deep 

commitment to social justice and equal access to educational resources (cf., Nieto, 

2017).  In this article, ‘genuinely intercultural’ refers to equity between diverse 

participants, fair learning resources, and inclusion of all. Furthermore, in the 

context of higher education, it also means acknowledging diversity, social justice, 

and equity in the contents and methods of teaching.  

In this article, the intercultural learning community refers to any group of 

diverse people (with multiple identities) learning together and from each other. 

Diversity is understood from the intersectional perspective: different and multiple 

identities and characteristics (such as class, gender, and race) ‘intersect’ with one 

another and overlap in various intercultural situations in complex ways (e.g., Cho, 

Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013). Even if the terms such as ‘international students’ and 

‘host students’ are used in this article when this division is made in existing 

literature, it is clear that both groups are extremely heterogenous. This article does 

not focus especially on ‘international students’ but on how higher education 

institutions may become more inclusive and intercultural learning environments for 

all students. 

Higher education institutions in their entirety can be considered to be 

learning communities that encompass many diverse smaller learning communities.  

A learning community’s purpose is to engage in and promote activities and 

interaction that facilitate equitable and meaningful learning experiences and 

support for all its members (cf., Lave & Wenger, 1991). Strong social communities 

have been demonstrated to be valuable for personal welfare and well-being and for 

academic success (Rienties et al., 2012). According to Vasquez (2005), community, 

which concerns relationships, forms the basis of human existence, bringing 

individuals together in united awareness and feeling. Relationships occur through 

conversation, dialogue, and participation (Vasquez, 2005). 

For genuinely intercultural learning communities, equity between 

participants and inclusivity become the central characteristics (e.g., Pettigrew & 
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Tropp, 2008). However, it is important to acknowledge that power issues are 

inevitably present in any learning community. Arguably, no perfectly fair or safe 

learning communities exist, as the conditions of power and privilege always operate 

within them (Boler & Zembylas, 2003). However, Boler and Zembylas (2003) also 

emphasise that despite these power imbalances, it is possible to foster a degree of 

safety and equality (including commitment, responsibility, and compassion from 

students and teachers alike), even under discomforting conditions. It is not only 

interpersonal relationships that must be considered when analysing intercultural 

learning communities, but institutional structures, policies, cultures, and practices 

also play a significant role and are intertwined with human relationships in complex 

ways. 

 

 

Challenges for creating genuinely intercultural higher education learning 

communities 

 

Institutional barriers  

As mentioned above, for a learning community to be truly intercultural, all students 

must be provided with equitable conditions and support for learning. However, the 

existing literature reveals many systemic barriers in higher education that challenge 

this requirement.  

Based on the previous research, the educational norms, (implicit) rules, and 

traditions (such as ‘proper’ intellectual standards, ways of knowing, 

communicating, and behaving) of the (host) institution can be confusing and even 

discriminating especially for international students and may lead to feelings of 

inferiority (Turner, 2009). Higher education institutions often prioritise dominant 

host ideas regarding intellectual norms and group dynamics that can be 

exclusionary for some students (Turner, 2009). However, it is not only international 

students who may suffer from these norms and face discrimination in a higher 

education institution: studies have shown that higher education institutions in many 

countries fail to provide their domestic students from across diverse minority 

groups (e.g., ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation, specific learning needs, etc.) 

with relevant and inclusive learning experiences (Bourke, 2010; Gilardi & 

Guglielmetti, 2011), thereby denying them equitable academic and employability 

outcomes (Berry & Loke, 2011; Stevenson, 2012; Turner, 2013).  

As Boyer and Davis (2013) state, institutional racism persists on our 

campuses (see also Long, 2016). Allison et al. (2020) remind us that white people 

dominate staff positions in higher education, and racist mindsets, whether conscious 

or unconscious, are prominent both among students and staff. This manifests as 

white dominance and supremacy, making higher education environments 

unwelcoming and intolerant towards students of colour who often feel that they do 
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not belong (Allison et al., 2020). The same may be said of faculty of colour, who 

may encounter frequent and disparaging issues such as salary disparities, workplace 

discrimination with respect to hiring, and denial of tenure and promotion (Boyer & 

Davis, 2013). It has further been observed that different ‘diversity initiatives’ in 

higher education have focused on merely changing individuals rather than 

dismantling the structural inequalities that perpetuate systemic racism in higher 

education institutions (Case, 2007). The initiatives focusing on individuals may 

strengthen the deficit mindset, which frames students of colour as ‘lacking some of 

the academic and cultural resources necessary to succeed in what is presumed to be 

a fair and open society’ (Smit, 2012, p. 369) and constructs ‘images of people of 

color as outsiders, at-risk victims, commodities, and change agents’ (Iverson, 2007, 

p. 586). 

Systemic discrimination in educational institutions affects gender and 

sexual minorities in particular (Alanko, 2014; Tereskinas, 2010). For example, 

heteronormative and sexualised modes of expression and representation as well the 

physical spaces of educational institutions can be exclusionary and distressing for 

some students (Formby, 2017). A strong gender bias is still evident in many fields 

of higher education, such as engineering, technology, and maths (Schiebinger, 

2008). Women’s presence in the highest academic and decision-making positions 

in scientific institutions and universities is also strikingly low, despite the fact that 

most students in higher education in many countries are women (Müller et al., 

2011). 

The language policies of higher education can become an institutional 

barrier for equitable and inclusive learning for some students. For example, the 

expansion of English-medium teaching in higher education in non-English 

speaking countries has been rapid especially in Europe and Asia (Evans & 

Morrison, 2011).  English is also increasingly more the only language of ‘high-

quality’ academic research and literature since many academic publishers do not 

accept any other languages, making English the measure of academic capability 

(King Choi, 2010). Thus, the dominance of English language not only concerns 

‘international’ programmes, but also ‘domestic’ programmes in higher education. 

English hegemony in higher education can easily lead to situations in which native 

and fluent English speakers are given undue advantages, while other students (and 

staff members) are positioned as linguistically and culturally deficient (Lee, 2013; 

Preece & Martin, 2010). This deficit orientation may reinforce cultural essentialism 

and structural disadvantage (Young, Handford, & Schartner, 2017). Furthermore, 

higher education institutions usually adhere to monolingual language policies, 

which can be restrictive with respect to learning and teaching. Multilingual students 

and staff are often perceived as problems that must be fixed rather than as a resource 

(Skutnab-Kangas et al., 2009). As van der Walt (2013) mentions, education’s 
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prioritisation of one particular language (and often very specific forms and registers 

of that language) constitutes a violation of social justice and impedes effective 

learning and access to knowledge.  

A complex relationship exists between language and identity (e.g., Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2005).  Whether language is understood as an identity or more as a learning 

tool, it can enable or prevent the development of an academic (even pre-

professional) identity, for example, where students are or are not proficient in the 

language of learning and teaching (Mazak, 2017). When students are discouraged 

from using the languages at their disposal for learning, either actively or merely by 

ignoring other languages, they are deprived of practices and tools that they can 

access and mobilise with relative ease (Mazak, 2017). 

Finally, the prevalence of neoliberal philosophy and practices in higher 

education can be considered a systemic, institutional barrier for creating a genuinely 

intercultural learning community. The neoliberal agenda narrows down the 

meaning of interculturalism and internationalisation to emphasise profit motives for 

employability and capabilities to meet the demands of the labour market at the 

expense of education for social justice and equity: capabilities to contribute to the 

development of a more equitable global higher education and society (Haapakoski, 

2020; Sperduti, 2017). From an intercultural and diversity perspective, the 

neoliberal agenda favours projects and programmes (especially related to mobility) 

designed to train small numbers of students as future international affairs specialists 

(Sperduti, 2017), completely ignoring the need to prepare all graduates to work in 

an interconnected world regardless of their profession. The neoliberal focus on 

‘impacts’ or ‘standards’ also inevitably diminishes the significance of diversity 

(Jokikokko & Uitto, 2017). Market-driven educational policies diminish the 

equality of opportunities (including access) in higher education for different racial, 

ethnic, socio-economic, religious, or gender groupings (Lazin, Evans, & Jayaram, 

2010). Neoliberal education policy emphasising competition and economics has 

also been connected to significant increases in students’ mental health problems 

(Bambra & Schrecker, 2015). Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

may be particularly at risk of experiencing mental illness, as high tuition fees, debt, 

financial insecurity, and low standards of living are strongly associated with 

depression and anxiety (Bambra & Schrecker, 2015). 

 

Interpersonal barriers  

In addition to institutional barriers, previous research has also acknowledged 

problems related to interpersonal relationships that challenge the idea of a 

genuinely intercultural learning community in higher education. Interpersonal 

relationships are often intertwined with the previously described institutional 

barriers in complex ways. 
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Interpersonal relationships are instrumental in building genuine 

intercultural learning communities, and meaningful and equality-based 

interpersonal relationships reportedly reduce stress and improve self-esteem and 

psychological well-being in general (Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2019). 

Furthermore, a sense of belonging and integration may also be associated with 

improved academic achievement (Rienties et al., 2012). Stress and loneliness have 

been recognised as particularly problematic for international students, but are 

increasingly affecting all students (Sawir et al., 2008). 

Research has shown that especially international students can encounter 

discrimination based on national citizenship and race (as discussed in the previous 

section) and that domestic students are often unwilling to socially or academically 

engage with international students (Harvey, McCormick, & Vanden, 2019). It has 

been argued that the majority of domestic students appear resistant to finding their 

‘international’ or ‘multicultural’ course-mates sufficiently interesting to make the 

efforts needed to interact with them or learn from them (Fozdar & Volet, 2016). 

Students seem to be reluctant to move beyond the comforts of their ingroups, their 

established communities of similitude (Bourke, 2010). Furthermore, Bourke (2010) 

states that within the internationalisation of higher education policies, the greatest 

focus appears to be on the potential learning gain for domestic students: the benefits 

of diversity are more generally focused on the experiences of mainstream—often 

white—students and their experiences with minority group students and any 

subsequent impact on leaning, which gives so-called multicultural students an 

instrumental value (Bourke, 2010). Some students in minority groups (such as 

students of colour) have expressed discontent with the expectation that they should 

be ‘the’ authority on matters related to their particular race or ethnicity, as it 

inevitably positions them as others (Bourke, 2010). Taking the above discussions 

and existing research into account, it is unsurprising that international students as 

well as students of colour and students belonging to different minorities may 

experience feelings of isolation, frustration, and despair in higher education 

contexts (Bodycott, Mak, & Ramburut, 2014).   

Both higher education students and staff may lack the intercultural 

competences required to create and support equitable intercultural learning 

communities. Higher education teachers may lack competences to adapt their 

teaching approaches to support culturally diverse learners or include intercultural 

contents in their teaching (Renfors, 2019). Students and teachers may have a narrow 

and problematic understanding of intercultural competence, which is still often 

understood as the ability to understand cultural differences, communicate 

effectively in cross-cultural situations, and to behave appropriately in a variety of 

cultural contexts (e.g., Bennett & Bennett, 2004). This kind of approach to 

intercultural competence can be ethnocentric and essentialist, and lack reflexivity 
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(Dervin & Gross, 2016). From the perspective of social justice and equity, 

intercultural competence (in education) should focus on recognising, critically 

reflecting on, and addressing unequal attitudes, procedures, and practices 

(Jokikokko, 2016). Furthermore, intercultural competence should help us to 

question and reflect on our own assumptions and beliefs about the world and the 

other (Dervin & Gross, 2016). Both students and staff may have limited 

understanding of specific intersecting structural inequalities (such as ethnicity plus 

sexuality plus gender plus language), which may advantage or disadvantage 

individual students in a learning community (Nichols & Stahl, 2019). If these 

inequalities are not recognised or addressed, the provision of equitable and 

empowering learning experiences for certain student groups becomes increasingly 

difficult.  

Furthermore, students (particularly white middle-class students) may be 

resistant to discussing and reflecting on the issues of power, social justice, privilege, 

and race, which are topics that should not be avoided if the aim is to support 

students’ intercultural competence and, through that, the creation of an intercultural 

learning community (Taylor, 2011). Staff can also question the relevance of 

discussing and reflecting on these topics to their given fields; a common belief that 

intercultural issues do not belong to ‘me’ but to ‘someone else’ appears to be 

widespread in higher education (Räsänen, Jokikokko, & Lampinen, 2018).  

 

Lack of intercultural perspectives in the curriculum and pedagogy 

Central to genuinely intercultural learning communities is acknowledgement of 

students’ diverse backgrounds, skills, and needs in teaching and learning as well as 

integrating social justice issues in the contents and methods of teaching. 

Recognition of prior (cultural) understandings is known to facilitate learning and 

comprehension of new concepts and contents (Owens, 2011). The provision of fair 

learning possibilities for all students requires that students be acknowledged as 

unique individuals with different skills and knowledge. However, existing research 

clearly shows that students’ (cultural) backgrounds, prior knowledge, and skills are 

not generally recognised in higher education curricula or pedagogy (Chen & 

Bennett, 2012).  

Curricula in higher education usually give precedence to Western cultural 

views, methods, and contents (Bell, 2008; Connell, Collyer, Maia, & Morrell, 2016; 

Fahey & Kenway, 2006). Western views, together with neoliberal ideologies based 

on economic standards, dominate over others, and seem to be granted 

epistemological privilege that facilitates the suppression of other knowledge 

systems by defining what knowledge is and who is qualified to understand and 

apply it (de Sousa Santos, 2007; Haapakoski, 2020). Different modes of knowing 

typically go unacknowledged or are framed through ‘abyssal thinking’ as non-
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scientific or unrealistic, and alternative cultural academic expressions are not 

considered to be legitimate ways to complete studies (de Sousa Santos, 2007; Fahey 

& Kenway, 2006). The prevalence of Western views in higher education also 

highlights the tensions between the local and the global and between the less 

developed South and the more developed North in today’s world. These tensions 

(including the problematisation of how we think and teach about development, 

progress, others, poverty, coloniality, and so on) are frequently overlooked but are 

nonetheless extremely important if we genuinely want to internationalise and 

‘interculturalise’ the curriculum (e.g., Alasuutari, 2015).  

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) have identified dominant pedagogical 

practices in higher education that also reflect the previously described Western 

neoliberal educational ideology and thus form a barrier to the development of an 

intercultural learning community that requires the acknowledgement of different 

learning styles and approaches. The dominant practices include emotional 

detachment, rhetorical neutrality, formal writing styles, technical terminology, and 

time- and context-free generalisations. Instruction in these abilities, combined with 

continuous assessment requirements, provides little or no time to either discuss 

prior learning or current opinions, or to actually become involved in social issues 

individually, in groups, or as a class (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  The above-

mentioned pedagogical practices offer few opportunities for reflection on personal 

experience and expression of personal views, including on unit content, despite the 

fact that such opportunities would be beneficial in terms of intercultural learning 

and learning from others (Owens, 2011). 

 

 

Conditions for creating genuinely intercultural learning communities in 

higher education 

 

Restructuring policies, strategies, and curricula  

Mission statements and strategies in higher education institutions worldwide 

emphasise internationalisation and the importance of intercultural competence, but 

these terms can be narrowly understood or poorly integrated into higher education 

curricula (e.g., van Gaalen, 2010).  Thus, higher education institutions should 

engage in critical examination of their own functions, including whether they serve 

all students equally (Haapakoski, 2020). A broader higher education level strategy 

and long-term planning related to interculturality, rather than a series of isolated 

and ad hoc activities, could help to introduce more sustainable changes (Brewer & 

Leask, 2012). The implementation of such a strategy would ensure that the actors 

in higher education institutions are given opportunities to reflect on what the 
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intercultural aspects of internationalisation mean for different faculties, different 

disciplines, teaching, and students’ learning (Brewer & Leask, 2012).  

It is obviously not enough that intercultural aspects of higher education 

would be emphasised in the strategies and mission statements of higher education, 

but these statements should result in curriculum planning and enactment (van 

Gaalen, 2010). Faculty members should be given the space and time to discuss and 

plan how intercultural aspects may be meaningfully incorporated into the 

curriculum. Students from different cultural, ethnic, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds should also be included in these discussions (cf., Brewer & Leask, 

2021) as the curriculum development process should not be the work of an 

individual or a single office or group but rather should be a collaborative and 

iterative process involving faculty, students, administrators, and institutional 

leaders (Deardorff, De Wit, & Heyel, 2012). Extensive research is available to 

support the development of learning contents and approaches that respond to the 

institutions’ missions (Deardorff, De Wit, & Heyel, 2012).  

 Rather than exclusively emphasising Western ontologies, epistemologies, 

and ideologies in teaching contents and methods, different ways of thinking and 

knowing, such as indigenous knowledge, anti-colonial knowledge, and southern 

critical engagement with northern theories, should be more visible in higher 

education curricula as legitimate academic resources (Connell, 2007). The 

integration of alternative knowledge, with a preference for student knowledge, can 

provide for greater awareness of the constructed nature of power positions and 

return ownership of agency to subverted actors (Takayama et al., 2016). 

Monolingual language policies in higher education should be reconsidered 

to support the creation of genuinely intercultural learning communities. It has been 

suggested that different languages could be appreciated and used more flexibly also 

in higher education and that multilingual practices, such as translanguaging, should 

be encouraged more. Translanguaging has been suggested as a practice that may 

potentially disrupt monolingual ideologies and provide more meaningful and 

inclusive instruction, especially to linguistic minorities (Mazak, 2017). It has been 

argued that translanguaging is a naturally occurring phenomenon for multilingual 

students (Canagarajah, 2011). According to Mazak (2017), translanguaging in the 

context of higher education could mean that both students and staff use their entire 

linguistic repertoire and semiotic resources strategically to teach and learn and 

acknowledge the consequences that linguistic performance can have for identity. 

Translanguaging is not limited to what is known as ‘code-switching’ but rather 

seeks to include any practices that draw on an individual’s linguistic and semiotic 

repertoires (including reading in one language and discussing the reading in another 

language). Translanguaging is a new field; its set of practices is still being 

researched and described, and its full potential has yet to be fully acknowledged 
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(Mazak, 2017). Translanguaging is usually discussed in the context of 

‘international’ or ‘bilingual/multilingual’ higher education communities, but the 

definitions of bilingualism or multilingualism are controversial. According to the 

broadest definition, everyone is bilingual: all know at least a few words in 

languages other than the maternal variety (Edwards, 2006). Edwards (2006) goes 

as far as stating that monolingualism is an aberration and a disease that should be 

cured.   

Recruitment strategies in higher education also deserve critical reflection 

and change. Recruitment of staff from diverse national, cultural, racial, and 

linguistic backgrounds could help to change monocultural and monolingual 

practices in higher education (Brewer & Cunningham, 2010). On the other hand, as 

Allison et al. (2020) point out, people of colour (and other discriminated groups) 

should not be burdened with yet further responsibility for fixing a system that has 

historically disadvantaged them. Thus, the diversification of staff is not only a 

recruitment issue but requires the acknowledgement and removal of systemic 

barriers to higher education (Allison et al., 2020). Allison et al. (2020) highlight the 

need for critical consciousness, particularly among those in dominant positions at 

higher educational institutions, and the sharing of power across racial lines for the 

equity and empowerment of all campus community members. 

 

Supporting the intercultural competence of staff and students 

To renew the strategies, curricula, and practices, higher education students and staff 

should be provided with possibilities for personal intercultural learning, particularly 

self-reflection. Faculty members are key to implementing intercultural aspects in 

practice (Leask, 2009). They should be provided with support for critical reflection 

on their own values, practices, beliefs, and ideals in relation to diversity and social 

justice in the context of higher education (Jokikokko & Uitto, 2017). Intercultural 

theorists (e.g., Jokikokko & Uitto, 2017; Zembylas, 2012) have long argued that 

intercultural learning starts with leaving the comfort zone, thinking critically about 

oneself and others, and engaging beyond one’s immediate circle. For both staff and 

students, it is of the utmost importance that they become aware of their implicit 

biases in relation to diversity and different groups and identities. It must be 

acknowledged that misinformation has been disseminated about many groups, even 

our own (Ferber, Herrera, & Samuels, 2007). Reflection on one’s emotions and 

emotional states is important in intercultural learning (Jokikokko & Uitto, 2017). 

Ferber et al. (2007) points out that our cultures teach us how we should feel about 

various groups (such as people with disabilities or transgender individuals). For this 

reason, it is important to critically reflect on our own feelings that emerge when we 

consider the different groups that we encounter as higher education staff and 

students.  
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To be able to recognise and address the systemic nature of oppression and 

racism, students, faculty, and staff should be more thoroughly educated about 

institutional and systemic inequalities and racism (Allison et al., 2020). Allison et 

al. (2020) highlight that to be fully aware of systemic racism, critical self-reflection 

is required on the systematic privilege inherent in whiteness and the development 

of an awareness of how whiteness shapes both conscious and unconscious thinking 

processes in relation to race.   

Long-term (compulsory) in-service training and mentoring programmes 

may help to strengthen higher education staff’s competence in the field of 

intercultural issues. Seminars or workshops aimed at enabling faculty to ‘re-vision’ 

what they know (Winston, 2001, p. 69), gain new content knowledge, and ‘test new 

pedagogical approaches encouraging experiential and intercultural learning’ 

(Brewer & Cunningham, 2010, p. 215) are needed. Faculty members themselves 

could also be encouraged to gain intercultural experiences (e.g., teaching exchanges 

in different institutions and academic cultures) and to be open to learning from their 

diverse students (Peterson, 2000). Teaching exchanges should not merely amount 

to elitist ‘academic tourism’, as intercultural learning necessitates interpersonal 

encounters with others from diverse backgrounds and possibilities to challenge 

one’s own beliefs, worldview, and values (e.g., Prechtl & Davidson Lund, 2009). 

Faculty members could also learn from those colleagues who have 

successfully incorporated social justice aspects in their teaching: they could be 

invited and provided with resources to lead or collaborate on the establishment of 

an interdisciplinary practitioners’ community to support course design and socially 

just practices in higher education (Woodruff, Martin, & O’Brien, 2015). 

   

Pedagogical means for acknowledging diverse learners 

Intercultural pedagogy aims at utilising student diversity and the comparative 

perspectives that it offers as a positive stimulus for learning. The exploration of a 

subject among students of diverse ethnicities, genders, nationalities, socioeconomic 

backgrounds, and so on creates opportunities for engagement with alternative 

perspectives and can develop critical thinking, civic mindedness, openness, and 

other learning gains (Cole & Zhou, 2014; Denson & Bowman, 2013).  Intercultural 

education embraces a multiplicity of perspectives, of imagined ‘actualities’, and 

through such acceptance of difference affords each individual respectful and equal 

recognition, which is imperative for students to feel that their cultural identities are 

acknowledged (Allen, 2018, p. 267). As Liddicoat et al. (2003) observe, 

interculturality is dependent on interactive dialogue, whereby different opinions can 

be respectfully shared and discussed in a safe environment (p. 43). 

Although a wholly safe and just learning community may be impossible to 

attain (Zembylas & McGlynn, 2012), it is important to aim for learning 
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environments that are as supportive, safe, and just as possible, in which staff and 

students can feel free to make their representations, negotiate meanings, and move 

forward their state of knowledge. McKinley et al. (2019) refer to comfortable 

intercultural spaces when referring to a learning environment that acknowledges 

diverse learners.  As McKinley et al. (2019) point out, a ‘comfortable’ space here 

is not one in which people can feel relaxed, as that does not sit well with the 

dynamic nature of intercultural interactions. However, the ability to negotiate the 

conflict of values and interests—a necessary catalyst for creativity and 

development—develops more effectively in a safe space where participants can feel 

free to negotiate and address the conflict (Whitchurch, 2008).  It has been suggested 

that higher education staff should also accept the tensions and conflicts that they 

themselves experience as potentially valuable learning opportunities for self-

reflection, and that they should embrace rather than avoid the tensions they 

experience as a means of informing their practices and contributing to the 

establishment of a comfortable third space (McKinley et al., 2019).  

In a genuinely intercultural learning community, people believe that they 

have responsibilities towards one another, and mutuality and sharing represent the 

recognition of our ultimate interdependence, which is the ultimate substance of 

social peace (Graeber, 2011). Social harmony and cohesion are often regarded as 

core goals for communities. However, Gorski (2008) reminds us that, too often, 

intercultural educators conflate conflict resolution and peace with justice. In the 

absence of equity and social justice, peace and conflict resolution merely reify the 

existing social order. Intercultural education should not become yet another vehicle 

for the maintenance of order through conflict resolution while injustices are left 

unresolved (Gorski, 2008).  

Different ways of knowing and divergent learning habits and dispositions 

should be supported in the interest of creating genuinely intercultural higher 

education learning communities (Biggs, 2001; Doherty & Singh, 2005). 

Furthermore, not only cognitive but also affective and social aspects of learning 

should be afforded greater acknowledgement (Turner, 2009). A more pluralistic 

ontology that rejects binarism would facilitate the adoption of a perspective that is 

open to multiplicity and to investigating how various cultural discourses intersect; 

multiplicity can occur in relation to ways of voicing, ways of seeing, ways of acting, 

and ways of knowing (Allen, 2018). It can mean the utilisation of different language 

styles and multilingualism, creating greater space for the expression of personal and 

alternative views, integrating different learning modes, and promoting student 

agency by disseminating clear information regarding power positions (Allen, 

2018). The above-described approaches can reinforce each student’s sense of 

belonging within diversified contexts, thereby promoting interculturality and social 

justice (Allen, 2018). 
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Higher education staff should be encouraged to confront ‘difficult’ topics 

(such as racism and privilege) with their students, even if discussing these topics is 

difficult for students and may cause resistance, fears, and discomfort (Taylor, 

2011). Discomforting emotions play a constitutive role in challenging dominant 

beliefs, normative practices, and social habits that sustain social inequities and in 

creating possibilities for individual and social transformation (Jokikokko & Uitto, 

2017; Zembylas 2012).   

It has also been suggested that ‘listening’ and ‘slowness’ (such as different 

art activities) should be integrated into higher education curricula to support 

students’ abilities to learn from themselves and each other and to resist narrow 

neoliberal educational agendas (Goldberg, 2001). As Goldberg (2001) argues, 

artistic activities, personal expression, and creativity immediately reject 

Eurocentric and neoliberal influences on education, the emphasis on market gain, 

and testing on a final outcome, which depletes teaching’s social dimension and 

diminishes the space for relationships of trust between teacher and student.   

As noted above, students are often reluctant to venture beyond the comforts 

of their ingroups and their established communities of similitude. Thus, they also 

require support from staff to form intercultural relationships (Kazuhiro, Volet, & 

Whitsed, 2019). For example, teachers can aim to form groups for group work that 

are as diverse as possible to facilitate feelings of inclusion, intercultural interaction, 

and learning from others; however, these groups should be carefully instructed and 

followed to monitor potentially unequal power relations, particularly if the group 

work is assessed and students’ academic success is bound to the efforts of others 

(Kazuhiro et al., 2019). It should also be acknowledged that interpersonal 

relationships alone are insufficient to dismantle systemic racism and privilege 

(Sullivan, 2014). 

 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

 

This article has elaborated on the challenges and conditions of genuinely intercultural 

learning communities based on a review of relatively recent existing studies. 

Literature considered in this article is published in English (with the exception of a 

few Finnish sources) which definitely is a limitation. Non-English literature could 

have added some divergent and more nuanced views to discuss the topic of this 

article.    

 A genuinely intercultural learning community is a learning community that 

is characterised by socially just learning possibilities; it is a community in which all 

participants feel a strong sense of belonging and where intercultural aspects are 

integrated into curriculum and educational practices in a meaningful way. Based on 
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a broad and intersectional approach to diversity, this article argues that all higher 

education institutions, whether they consider themselves ‘international’ or not, 

should aim at creating genuinely intercultural learning communities and 

acknowledge their roles in supporting different learners and promoting social justice. 

Based on the research reviewed for this article, the main challenges of creating 

socially just intercultural learning communities relate to institutional barriers, such as 

institutional racism and discrimination, monolingual higher education policies, and 

neoliberal educational agendas that contradict the principles of social justice. 

Interpersonal challenges (such as lack of intercultural competence) also exist in 

addition to challenges associated with the acknowledgement of intercultural 

perspectives in curricula and pedagogy. The conditions that earlier research has 

recommended for creating genuinely intercultural learning communities include 

rethinking higher education institutions’ strategies and policies, supporting students’ 

and staff’s intercultural competences, and developing pedagogical approaches that 

acknowledge social justice and diverse learners. Based on the literature reviewed for 

this article, it is clear that to create genuinely intercultural learning communities, 

there are no easy tricks to ‘fix’ the situation, but intercultural approaches and aspects 

should be widely addressed in the ethos, culture, policies, and practices of higher 

education institutions.  

Thus, based on the analysis of the previous literature and research discussed 

in this article, genuinely intercultural higher education learning communities may 

seem to be an unrealistic utopia, as it would require holistic changes to policies and 

practices of higher education. However, as a considerable amount of research is 

available about the challenges and conditions, there is also a good basis for planning 

and implementing the change. It is important to acknowledge that intercultural and 

social justice issues are directly connected not only to people’s wellbeing and futures 

but also to sustainability and the planet’s future. As Busch (2016) states, fair and 

constructive intercultural relations can be seen as a very basic pre-condition for the 

sustainable development of any other social fields. Conflicts in intercultural relations 

on a global scale may have serious harmful consequences to political, economic, and 

ecological sustainable development (Busch, 2016). It has been argued that the 

survival of humankind depends on its ability to achieve greater social equity and 

economic security in ways that reflect the biophysical reality (Rees, 2014, p. 193). 

Higher education institutions should acknowledge their responsibility in supporting 

our planet to sustain future generations by focusing much more on addressing the 

injustices and growing inequalities that are evident also in the structures and practices 

of higher education.  

Drawing on the literature discussed in this article, I have devised several 

questions that we could ask ourselves as actors in higher education. These questions 
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could help to reflect on and evaluate the current ‘intercultural’ situation in the 

institution and to develop fairer and socially just practices in higher education. 

 

Questions related to evaluating institutional attitudes, structures, and policies: 

 How are interculturality and internationalism understood in my institution? 

 How is student diversity understood in my institution? Is intersectionality 

(and what identities produce advantage and disadvantage) acknowledged? 

 How do social justice and equity guide the policies and practices of my 

institution? 

 What kind of norms and rules (also implicit and non-written) are there in my 

institution that can be unjust for some students/staff members? 

 What kind of practices in my institution may be unjust for some students/staff 

members? 

 How do systemic racism and discrimination operate in my own work/in my 

institution? 

 How are discrimination and racism discussed and addressed in my 

institution? 

 What kind of language policy is implemented at my institution? How is 

multilingualism supported in my institution? 

 

Questions related to personal values, interpersonal relations, and pedagogical 

thinking and action: 

 How do I understand the concepts of social justice, diversity, and 

interculturality? 

 What kind of assumptions and beliefs do I have about ‘others’? 

 Whose interests am I serving in my work? 

 How do my own values, beliefs, and attitudes affect my work? 

 How do social justice and equity guide my work? 

 How (much) do I discuss the issues related to social justice in my work/How 

can I include these contents into my work? 

 How can I create safe spaces to also discuss controversial issues?  

 How can I support multilingualism in my work?  

 How diverse are the knowledge bases and learning and evaluation methods 

in my work? 

 What can I do differently in my work to better support diverse students/staff 

members and social justice? 

 What can I do differently to change unequal practices in my work/in my 

institution? 
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