
Mobilities

ISSN: 1745-0101 (Print) 1745-011X (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rmob20

Language as agency in international student
mobility

Vera Spangler & Rachel Brooks

To cite this article: Vera Spangler & Rachel Brooks (19 Aug 2026): Language as agency in
international student mobility, Mobilities, DOI: 10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 19 Aug 2026.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmob20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rmob20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmob20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmob20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559&domain=pdf&date_stamp=19%20Aug%202026
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17450101.2026.2713559&domain=pdf&date_stamp=19%20Aug%202026
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmob20


Mobilities

Language as agency in international student mobility

Vera Spanglera*  and Rachel Brooksb 
aDepartment of Science Education, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark; bDepartment of Education, 
University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT
Language in international student mobility is often framed as a matter 
of proficiency, reducing complex experiences to deficits and overlooking 
the structural forces shaping higher education. This paper reframes the 
discussion by focusing on international students’ agency as it is exercised 
through language, examining how linguistic practices mediate their 
engagement with educational and transnational mobility. Drawing on 
qualitative data from an ethnographic study across the UK, Denmark, 
and Germany, we explore how international students navigate language 
in everyday social interactions, and mobility opportunities in context. 
We employ two conceptual lenses – self-formation, highlighting students’ 
reflexive agency and hybrid identity negotiation, and the 
education-migration nexus, situating students’ choices within structural, 
policy, and economic dynamics. Our analysis shows that language func-
tions as both a medium and a resource through which international 
students enact agency, negotiate belonging, and strategically position 
themselves across academic, social, and migratory domains. The study 
challenges reductive deficit framings and emphasises the interplay 
between individual agency and structural constraints in shaping inter-
national student mobility.

Introduction

In many global higher education (HE) settings, English has become the dominant language of 
instruction, research, and academic exchange, particularly within international student mobility 
(ISM). As students move across educational, linguistic, and national contexts, this dominance 
shapes not only participation in HE but also how international students’ experiences and mobil-
ities are researched and understood. A significant strand of the literature on international students 
focuses on English language issues, often reducing experience to questions of proficiency and 
casting language difficulties as the central challenge. Many international students come from 
contexts where English is not used in everyday communication (Sawir et  al. 2008), leading to an 
emphasis on language barriers in academic and social life (Zhang and Mi 2010). Writing in a 
second language (Andrade 2006) and difficulties with listening and oral communication (Anderson 
2014) are frequently framed as individual problems to be overcome, reflecting a deficit orienta-
tion. This focus obscures the structural and historical conditions underpinning English dominance 
in HE, implicitly locating the ‘problem’ in students rather than in the institutional and epistemic 
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structures that reproduce such inequalities across transnational educational spaces. Recognising 
these constraints opens space to consider international students as active agents navigating and 
negotiating transnational experiences (Li and Gong 2022; Mittelmeier, Lomer, and Unkule 2024). 
This aligns with recent calls to move beyond language difficulties and the geographies of inequal-
ity they produce, towards agency and identity negotiation. Tran and Hoang (2024) argue that 
agency is shaped by socioeconomic, cultural, educational, and familial backgrounds rather than 
being an abstract trait, and that mobility should be understood not simply as movement between 
locations, but as a process of becoming (see also Spangler 2025; Tran 2016; Tran and Vu 2018), 
in which identities are continuously (re)shaped through aspirations and experiences across edu-
cational, cultural, geographical and life boundaries. This highlights the dynamic realities of inter-
national students beyond reductive portrayals as uniform or detached mobile subjects.

Building on this, a growing body of work emphasises the complex and multifaceted nature 
of international students’ identities and agency (e.g. Nguyet Nguyen and Robertson 2022; 
Schneider 2025; Tran and Vu 2018). Mobility can be a profoundly transformative process, in 
which experiences abroad are not simply external events that happen to students, but are 
actively interpreted, negotiated, and given meaning through everyday social, linguistic, and 
institutional encounters. Experience is therefore not passive but constituted through practice 
and participation (Deuchar 2022), and is relational and processual, shaped through interactions 
with people, spaces, structures, and shifting forms of belonging. In this sense, experiences 
abroad become opportunities for self-exploration, reflection, and personal growth. International 
students carry multiple identities that are continuously negotiated across home and host com-
munities (Spangler 2025), and often develop strategies to navigate transient environments and 
enhance learning (e.g. Singh 2021). Identity in the host context can thus be temporary and 
strategic, a mode of positioning oriented towards specific goals. Within this, language sociali-
sation is both central and constitutive of identity formation. By language socialisation, we refer 
to the process through which individuals learn, negotiate, and are positioned within linguistic 
practices, norms, and expectations through everyday interaction. Through language as a primary 
medium, students are both socialised into and actively engage with the practices and routines 
of their new sociocultural environment (Soltani and Tran 2023). While widely recognised as 
important, the relationship between language socialisation and identity formation remains 
underexplored within ISM, despite extensive work in applied linguistics (e.g. Norton 1995; 
Ugwuanyi and McKenzie 2026). Further attention is needed to how students navigate everyday 
language practices across academic and social contexts, including how linguistic resources are 
used in context-dependent, relational, and affective ways that are at times strategic but also 
emergent and fluid.

To better understand these processes, we draw on qualitative data from an ethnographic 
field study conducted across the UK, Denmark, and Germany. The analysis shows how interna-
tional students’ linguistic practices emerge across shifting social, academic, and mobility contexts, 
shaping and reshaping their identities and trajectories in relational ways. Agency and identity 
are linked insofar as linguistic practices reflect both students’ capacity to act and the ways they 
are positioned within academic and social spaces. Language is therefore treated as a bridging 
mechanism between identity formation and mobility trajectories; it shapes not only belonging 
and self-understanding but also spatial decisions, including study destinations, opportunities, 
and longer-term settlement possibilities. In this way, the self-formation lens and the 
education-migration nexus are not separate arguments but complementary entry points into 
how students negotiate language, identity, and mobility across different spaces.

Self-formation

Building on this reorientation towards agency and identity, we draw on conceptual perspectives 
widely used in ISM research but less often applied to language, which offer considerable 



Mobilities 3

analytical traction here. The first is self-formation, developed by Marginson (2014, 2024) and 
applied to both domestic and internationally mobile students. Self-formation in HE refers to 
the process through which students become self-determining subjects, shaped by two key 
processes: immersion in knowledge and social-relational activity outside the classroom. It also 
presupposes autonomy, reflexive agency, and the will to self-form through learning (Marginson 
2024). However, self-formation is unevenly distributed, depending on access to linguistic, cul-
tural, and institutional resources structured by intersecting inequalities of class, race, gender 
and prior educational privilege (e.g. Holloway, O’Hara, and Pimlott-Wilson 2012; Iorio and 
Pereira 2018; Spangler, 2026; Waters 2023). Recent scholarship within mobility studies has 
increasingly conceptualised ISM not simply as geographical relocation, but as an ongoing 
process of becoming through which students negotiate identity, belonging, and subjectivity 
across multiple spaces and social worlds (Martin 2023; Spangler 2025; Tran 2016; Tran and Vu 
2018). From this perspective, mobility is not only movement between nation-states or institu-
tions, but a relational and spatial process shaped by shifting expectations, forms of recognition, 
and possibilities for selfhood. As students move across academic, social, linguistic, and insti-
tutional settings, they actively negotiate who they are, how they are positioned, and who they 
might become.

The self-formation of international students happens, Marginson (2014) contends, within the 
‘conditions of disequilibrium’ produced by mobility, as they form a hybrid identity ‘somewhere 
between home country identity (which continues to evolve in the country of education), host 
country identity, and a larger set of cosmopolitan options’ (p.6). This aligns closely with Tran’s 
(2016) understanding of mobility as ‘becoming’. She contends that international education can 
support mobile students in becoming who they aspire to be across personal, professional, social, 
and educational dimensions. Importantly, this process is non-linear, involving ongoing negoti-
ation across spatial, social, and temporal contexts, often marked by ambivalence, experimentation, 
and uneven belonging (Martin 2023). Tran (2016) thus frames international students as 
‘self-forming agents who have the potential capability to pursue the course of life that they 
regard as being worth living and meaningful to them’ (p.1286). Within these mobility processes, 
language plays a central role. Rather than functioning merely as a tool for communication, 
language mediates how mobility is experienced and enacted in everyday life. Unequal linguistic 
repertoires shape how students move through different spaces, access opportunities, establish 
relationships, and experience recognition or exclusion. Linguistic practices therefore mediate 
mobility and becoming, influencing how students navigate transitions across classrooms, cam-
puses, workplaces, and wider social environments. These processes of self-formation are thus 
linguistically mediated and socially stratified, as unequal repertoires and expectations of com-
petence shape belonging, difference and legitimacy (e.g. Li and Gong 2022; Spangler and 
Adriansen 2021; Yeo et  al. 2019).

Although, as noted above, few studies have explicitly connected self-formation to language 
in ISM, there are clear indications that this perspective has considerable resonance. Scholars 
have highlighted the multilingual nature of even ostensibly monolingual universities (e.g. 
Söderlundh 2012), pointing not only to linguistic diversity but also to the uneven valuation of 
linguistic resources that conditions participation in academic life (e.g. Ennser-Kananen, Halonen, 
and Saarinen 2021; Hayes 2019; Zheng and Qiu 2024). Such work also shows how international 
students navigate multiple linguistic and social worlds simultaneously, moving across spaces 
structured by differing expectations of communication, legitimacy, and belonging. Empirical 
studies reinforce this point, showing how multilingual practices are integral to students’ identity 
work. Mazanderani et  al. (2022), for instance, explore the ‘continuous acts of translation’ under-
taken by international doctoral students in the UK, while Arafat and Woodin (2022) illustrate 
how multilingualism among peers supports the development of student voice. Writing with 
respect to China, Dai and Hardy (2024) demonstrate how language is embroiled in the ‘in 
between’ cosmopolitan habitus of international students. Together, these studies suggest that 
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linguistic practices are closely tied to the lived experience of mobility, as students continually 
negotiate participation, recognition, and selfhood across contexts.

Processes of self-formation are also hinted at in this discussion of language as a means of 
‘world making’ from Bhatt, Badwan, and Madiba (2022):

We share the view that the university has potential for ‘world-making’ … and that language remains key 
not only to the world-making processes to which students, staff and management contribute, but also to 
the shaping of university spaces and to connecting or disconnecting people from one another, and from 
histories, roots, legacies and marginalised ‘funds of knowledge’. (p.429)

This spatial dimension matters because multilingualism is unevenly distributed across the uni-
versity, produced through campus organisation, institutional routines, and everyday social 
practices. Classroom layouts, study group formations, and social spaces can create implicit 
linguistic boundaries that shape participation and belonging (Adriansen et  al. 2023; Spangler 
and Adriansen 2021). This aligns with migration scholarship on how spatial arrangements shape 
language use and produce inclusion and exclusion. These uneven linguistic geographies are 
also socially stratified, shaping not only how students can act (agency) but also whose 
self-formation is rendered more or less possible (Spangler, 2026).

Education-migration nexus

While self-formation emphasises identity and agency, the education-migration nexus shows how 
these processes are constrained and structured by mobility infrastructures, policy and labour 
market geographies, situating identity work within uneven spatial and temporal opportunity 
structures. The education–migration nexus also draws attention to how mobility is experienced, 
negotiated, and unevenly shaped across educational, linguistic, and social contexts. The term 
‘education-migration nexus’ has been deployed by many scholars who have written about the 
ways in which processes to do with education and migration are closely intertwined. In her 
book, which focuses specifically on this nexus, Robertson (2013) argues that market-driven 
forces have intertwined the mobilities of globalised flows of students and workers, with signif-
icant social consequences. International student mobility may be driven partially or even pre-
dominantly, in some national contexts, by economic motives (e.g. Alberts and Hazen 2005), 
sometimes with the explicit encouragement of host country governments. In Australia in the 
first decade of the 21st century, for example, would-be immigrants received extra points (in the 
Australian points-based migration system) for holding an Australian educational qualification, 
and special visa categories were introduced to facilitate movement from international student 
to immigrant worker (Robertson 2011). Scholars have also explored the close links between 
educational mobility and the desire to acquire citizenship of another country (which may or 
may not be related to the labour market issues discussed above). Dating back several decades, 
research has documented how ISM has sometimes been pursued as a means of securing citi-
zenship elsewhere – for example, in relation to flows of students from Hong Kong to the US 
(Ong 1999; Waters 2006), and from India to Australia (Baas 2006; Robertson 2011). While some 
countries have been much more open to students staying on after their studies than others 
(Brooks and Waters 2011), ISM can, in some situations, provide a helpful ‘trial run’ for living 
abroad (Favell 2008; King and Ruiz-Gelices 2003).

Although much of this literature has focused on structural and policy dimensions, students 
themselves are not passive actors within the education-migration nexus. They actively weigh 
educational choices, migration routes, and settlement possibilities in relation to their aspirations 
and circumstances (Beech 2019; Holton and Riley 2013). Everyday practices through which 
students seek recognition and belonging may also be understood as part of this nexus, including 
attempts to be read as ‘local’ rather than as mobile subjects (Prazeres 2018). These practices 
are also structured through unequal linguistic and symbolic resources, as language operates as 
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a form of capital through which legitimacy, employability, and belonging are differentially dis-
tributed. From this perspective, the education-migration nexus is itself linguistically and socially 
stratified, in that both educational trajectories and migration pathways are shaped through 
unequal access to linguistic competence, institutional recognition, and socio-economic resources 
(Bilecen 2024; Waters 2012). Despite this, language remains underexplored within this nexus. 
The few exceptions tend to highlight policy disconnects between HE and labour market inte-
gration. Reflecting on the situation in Finland, for example, Saarinen (2020) observes that 
‘students are politically encouraged [by the government] to stay, but the language training of 
the master’s programme does not provide enough the kind of language in the national language 
that the students’ versatile needs would require’ (p.106). Examples such as this suggest that 
students’ agency emerges through ongoing negotiations of the linguistic demands that shape 
their chances of staying, working, or securing long-term settlement. We therefore argue that 
bringing the education-migration nexus into dialogue with questions of language offers a 
valuable analytical perspective. It highlights how language is not only a medium of learning 
but also a decisive factor in whether, and how, international students can transition from edu-
cation to work, settlement, and longer-term mobility trajectories. This provides the framing for 
the second of our two empirical sections below.

Language and internationalisation: shifting policies in the UK, Denmark, and 
Germany

The UK, Denmark, and Germany were chosen for this study as they represent distinct HE con-
texts. While all three countries are prominent destinations for international students, they differ 
in factors such as population size, language, historical developments, and regulatory frameworks 
(e.g. visa and residency policies). Political decisions and policy changes have shaped their 
approaches to internationalisation, influencing their educational landscapes and priorities.

The UK has long been a top destination for international students due to its English-medium 
instruction (EMI), prestigious universities, and historical ties (Waters and Brooks 2021). However, 
Brexit and the withdrawal from the Erasmus programme have disrupted its role in European 
HE. Erasmus fostered European integration and belonging, and the UK’s exit, alongside stricter 
post-study work and residency rules, has created uncertainty for international students. Additional 
restrictions, such as limits on family accompaniment for master’s students, further influence 
study decisions. Home Office figures show a 13% decline in sponsored study visa applications 
in the year ending January 2025, while applications from student dependants fell by 84% fol-
lowing rule changes limiting eligibility to postgraduate researchers and government-funded 
scholars (Home Office 2025). These trends reflect shifting perceptions of the UK as a study 
destination and growing uncertainty around long-term settlement prospects.

Denmark, with its small population and limited global use of Danish, has long used EMI to 
attract international students, with a significant rise in English-taught programmes since the 
1990s (Mortensen 2014). However, tensions over the dominance of English led the government 
in 2018 to instruct six universities to reduce international recruitment. This followed a 2013 
policy capping student grants for EU students and was part of broader efforts to limit interna-
tional enrolments, described as a form of ‘de-internationalisation’ (Wright 2022). Like the UK, 
Denmark has shifted towards a more nationalistic approach to internationalisation, with policies 
aimed at reducing student inflows (Tange and Jæger 2021). More recently, policy has shifted 
again towards rebalancing internationalisation with domestic labour market needs, reflecting 
renewed interest in attracting international talent (see Lundin 2025; Wright 2025)

Germany’s HE system has undergone sustained internationalisation, promoting academic 
mobility and multilingualism to strengthen global competitiveness (European Commission 2008). 
To align with global trends, Germany has integrated EMI into its strategy (Hunter and Lanvers 
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2021). This expansion has been driven largely by top-down federal policy, shaped Driven by 
the Bologna Process and national talent strategies. Universities have expanded EMI provision 
and recruitment of international students and staff, contributing to a significant rise in inter-
national enrolments (Zhang, Lütge, and Zou 2024). English-medium provision has become central 
to internationalisation, but not at the expense of German. Indeed, many international students 
increasingly engage with German, recognising its importance in local labour markets (Deutscher 
Akademischer Auslandsdienst 2020).

Across the UK, Denmark, and Germany, internationalisation strategies reveal distinct national 
responses to globalisation in HE. Language policies such as EMI play a central role in attracting 
international students, yet they remain subject to rapid policy shifts shaped by national prior-
ities. As a result, international students navigate an unstable policy environment that directly 
affects their educational trajectories and post-study opportunities. Political decisions on recruit-
ment, migration, and residency therefore materially shape students’ prospects of remaining after 
graduation.

Research project

This study is based on a 11-month cross-national ethnography conducted between September 
2023 and July 2024 across the UK, Denmark, and Germany. The research followed two cohorts 
of master’s students in each country, totalling approximately 160 students, including 39 inter-
national students who served as key informants1. The broader project examined questions of 
knowledge legitimacy and the role of ISM in the reproduction of global hierarchies within HE. 
Although language was not the primary focus, it emerged as a recurring and analytically sig-
nificant dimension of students’ everyday academic experiences across all three sites.

The key informants represented 28 different nationalities, and all programmes used English 
as the language of instruction (see Table 1). English-taught programmes were selected because 
they are offered across all three countries and more reliably include international students, 
enabling comparison of language practices across contexts. Interviews were conducted in English 
or German, according to participants’ preferences. Participant observation took place both on 
and off campus, focusing classroom dynamics and student-lecturer interactions, while also 
occasionally extending to social gatherings beyond formal university settings. This paper draws 
on the fieldnotes from these observations and two rounds of interviews: timeline interviews, 
which mapped international students’ educational and geographical trajectories, and walking 
interviews, which explored their daily experiences and movements (see also Spangler 2026).

All names were anonymised, and ethical approval was granted by the University of Surrey 
Ethics Committee (reference number FASS 22–23 086 EGA). Data were coded in NVivo and 
analysed thematically. The first author conducted the fieldwork and interviews, while analysis 
was undertaken collaboratively through regular team discussions based on translated extracts 
and summaries.

Participants had varied migration and educational trajectories. While most had moved spe-
cifically for HE, others had previously lived in the country, either after completing earlier degrees 

Table 1. O verview of programmes.

Country Cohort
Total no. of 

students
No. of international 

students
No. of key 
informants Subject area

UK M1 24 12 6 Theatre and performing arts
M2 24 12 5 Economics

Denmark M3 22 6 3 Outdoor education and 
environmental studies

M4 47 23 10 Food systems and society
Germany M5 20 19 8 Neuroscience and modelling

M6 23 18 7 Environmental systems and planning
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or having arrived for other reasons before entering HE. Rather than applying a predefined 
definition of international student, recruitment was based on students’ self-identification (see 
also Eulatth Vidal and Kamp 2025). Students were therefore included if they considered them-
selves international students, regardless of length of stay, prior experience in the country, or 
reasons for relocation. At the start of fieldwork, the ethnographer introduced the project to 
each cohort, and recruitment occurred through students approaching the researcher after these 
presentations or during informal encounters on campus.

Language, self-formation, and the education-migration-nexus

The concept of self-formation frames the first empirical section, which examines how interna-
tional students navigate new linguistic and cultural environments. Focusing on processes of 
becoming, hybrid identity formation, and life in disequilibrium, it explores how agency and 
identities are shaped through multiple linguistic and cultural influences. The second section 
draws on the education-migration nexus to examine how education, mobility, and language 
acquisition shape students’ settlement aspirations and future opportunities. Across both sections, 
we draw on illustrative cases from the UK, Denmark, and Germany to highlight how language 
shapes students’ experiences, from identity negotiation and academic engagement to broader 
socio-structural conditions. Cases were selected for their analytical relevance to language, rich-
ness of data, and diversity of nationalities and study trajectories.

Self-formation and agency: the role of language in shaping hybrid identities

Sofia grew up in Spain and has a Spanish father and a German mother. She studied in Scotland 
for her undergraduate degree and is now pursuing a master’s in Germany. Although she had 
visited Germany before, this is her first extended stay, motivated by a desire to connect with 
her German roots. Initially, her limited proficiency in German made her appear shy and reserved, 
traits she does not recognise in herself. After several months, her language skills improved, 
enabling her to interact more easily with others:

I think differently in different languages, and I think I am a different person. I think in German, like very 
lately, I started being able to react to things a little bit faster and just like interact with people. I think 
I’ve been coming across as like very shy and very quiet because I simply can’t think and speak that fast 
in German. I’ll understand everything, but I just feel like I can’t say what I want to say in every moment, 
or I’ll think of making a joke and I just can’t do that. So, it does feel like a bit of a barrier, and it does 
kind of make me a bit of a different person than who I think I am.

Her reflection shows how language shapes both self-perception and how others perceive her. 
The shyness she describes stems not from personality but from linguistic limits on self-expression, 
producing a sense of being ‘a bit of a different person’. Aware of this gap, Sofia actively reflects 
on its effects on her evolving identity. In doing so, she engages in a process of identity nego-
tiation, working towards a self-presentation that feels more authentic. As Tran (2016) argues, 
mobility is not just about physical movement but an ongoing process of becoming. From a 
mobilities perspective, this involves the continual negotiation of belonging, subjectivity, and 
participation across shifting social and linguistic environments (Cui and Song 2026; Martin 2023; 
Ploner 2017). As international students move across spaces, they establish new networks and 
circuits of identity in response to changing linguistic, cultural, and institutional landscapes 
(Brooks and Waters 2011). Through this process, they shape not only what they know but also 
who they are and who they (aspire to) become. Language is central here, not only as a means 
of communication but as a spatially situated medium through which belonging and positioning 
are enacted (see Soltani, Tran, and Reza 2022).
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Over time, as she immerses herself in the German-speaking environment, Sofia experiences 
an ongoing process of ‘becoming more German’ through language acquisition and social 
interaction:

I’m becoming a bit more German (…) I think there’s some German things about me, but I do definitely 
feel more Spanish. I think when people ask, and you don’t really want to get into a big deep conversation, 
I just say I’m Spanish. I think I often omit that German part of myself which is also just one of the reasons 
why I wanted to come here to acknowledge it a little bit. And I think it’s working because now I introduce 
myself and with a bit of luck people won’t catch that I’m actually a bit uncomfortable with the language. 
So, with a bit of luck people won’t really question whether I’m German or not and then the default is just 
I am German so that is quite nice. I do actually like that, and it does feel like I’m honouring that side of 
me a little bit, but I very much feel more Spanish just because I guess that is the base if anything 
happens.

Her account highlights the tension between her Spanish identity and the emerging German 
identity she is cultivating. This reflects Marginson’s (2014) notion of international students in 
disequilibrium, where hybrid identities form through multiple cultural influences. Though she 
feels some discomfort in German, Sofia consciously embraces aspects of that identity, positioning 
herself as German in some contexts while retaining strong Spanish roots. At times, she omits 
her German identity altogether, demonstrating reflexive agency in managing her self-presentation 
(see Klemenčič 2015; Marginson 2024; Soltani and Tran 2023). Outside the classroom, she has 
taken proactive steps, such as joining a volleyball team to practise German socially, yet in class 
she mainly uses English or Spanish with peers. This selective engagement suggests a spatially 
differentiated approach to language use, where she adopts German in contexts where is feels 
useful or achievable. Her movements across classrooms, sports clubs, and informal social settings 
illustrate how mobility is lived not only through transnational relocation, but also through 
multi-scalar movement across everyday linguistic and social spaces within the host context. 
These movements involve uneven patterns of participation, recognition, and access, shaped by 
the linguistic expectations attached to particular environments, thereby linking everyday mobility 
practices to broader structures of inclusion and exclusion. Rather than uniformly embracing one 
identity, Sofia adapts across settings, demonstrating agency in how she negotiates belonging. 
This flexibility illustrates how she mobilises cultural capital as part of her self-formation, gaining 
recognition in different social spaces (Bourdieu 1997).

Following Sofia’s navigation of linguistic and cultural identity in Germany, Ramone’s journey 
in Denmark offers a different but equally complex perspective. Originally from the UK, Ramone 
moved to Denmark nearly nine years ago with his then-girlfriend. Unlike many international 
students who come specifically for HE, his path combined work and study. Before enrolling at 
university, he spent several years working in cafés, where everyday interactions exposed him 
to Danish society. He later pursued a bachelor’s degree and is now completing his master’s. 
Despite his long stay, Ramone remains self-conscious about his Danish, worrying that others 
judge his skills as inadequate: ‘In my mind, I’ve got this sign hanging over my head: He’s been 
here nine years, and his Danish is not that good’. Yet, he acknowledges that this anxiety is 
largely self-imposed, as most people have no reason to know how long he has been in Denmark 
or what level of proficiency they should expect. Echoing Sofia’s reflections, he notes how lan-
guage shapes not only communication but self-presentation: ‘It’s also that thing of feeling like 
you can’t really express who you are, not just express yourself verbally, but express your per-
sonality’. At one point, Ramone even feared he was ‘forgetting how to speak English’, deliberately 
avoiding Danish and returning to English to reassert a sense of home. Although he now views 
this fear as misplaced, it reveals how linguistic shifts can unsettle belonging and self-perception 
(see Ou and Gu 2020, 2021). His alternating eagerness to integrate through Danish, and later 
withdrawal from it, illustrates the fluidity of identity in transnational spaces (see Kaya 2020; 
Prazeres 2018). It also reflects the temporal and non-linear dimensions of mobility, whereby 
orientations towards language, settlement, and belonging shift in response to changing 
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aspirations and imagined futures (e.g. Harris, Baldassar, and Robertson 2020; Martin 2025). As 
his future plans changed, so too did his relationship with Danish. Initially, Ramone embraced 
it enthusiastically, but this faded once he decided to return to the UK after his master’s:

Sometimes I’ll speak Danish, sometimes I’ll speak English. I’ll see just how I feel and try not to put too 
much pressure on myself (…) I’m not struggling anymore with like, oh, I really need to become Danish 
or learn Danish or fit in and have a long-term life here and settle down here.

His ‘big phases’ with the language – from enthusiasm and active engagement to distance – 
show that self-formation is not linear but shaped by changing contexts and expectations (see 
Schneider 2025). Ramone’s evolving stance demonstrates agency as both action and reflection, 
enabling him to adapt to a shifting socio-cultural environment (see Ly and Gomes 2017). As 
he let go of the pressure to ‘become Danish’, he was able to navigate identity and belonging 
more comfortably, illustrating Klemenčič’s (2015) argument that agency is both a condition for 
and outcome of self-formation.

Akyia and Carol, both from China, explained that their choice to study in the UK was influ-
enced by the relative ease of using English. Studying in a country where English was not widely 
spoken felt daunting, as daily interactions would have been harder to manage. In the UK, 
universities offer clubs, societies, and extracurricular activities largely in English, making it easier 
for international students to participate academically and socially without standing out. Yet, as 
research shows, differences in fluency, accent, and confidence still shape experiences of belong-
ing and positioning (Ennser-Kananen, Halonen, and Saarinen 2021; Park 2022; Yeo et  al. 2019). 
However, this relative ease should not be read as linguistic neutrality, as English proficiency is 
itself unevenly distributed and valued across transnational educational spaces. By contrast, in 
countries like Denmark and Germany, community engagement through clubs, sports, and infor-
mal gatherings often relies on the local language. Because these activities largely take place 
beyond the university, students must actively seek opportunities and engage with local languages 
to varying degrees. These differences highlight how mobility is organised through distinct 
national and linguistic infrastructures that shape possibilities for participation across both trans-
national study choices and everyday local engagement. Across broadly comparable European 
contexts, different linguistic environments produce distinct geographies of participation for 
international students. Mio, a student from Japan, initially assumed English would be sufficient 
in Germany. His expectation quickly changed when he discovered the dominance of German 
in daily interactions:

After coming to [Germany], I stopped playing football (…) I was expecting that, well, it’s Europe, so, 
everyone speaks English. So, I don’t need to learn German at all. That’s what I thought. But now, I realised, 
oh, they don’t speak [English].

He elaborated: ‘I don’t know where to go […] if I speak [German], then I will go everywhere, 
but because I don’t speak a lot, I feel like maybe I will not do it’. Lacking fluency, Mio withdrew 
from social activities such as football and avoided certain spaces. Although his scholarship 
covers German courses, Mio consciously opts to invest his time in furthering his academic work, 
including publications from his previous research assistant position in Australia. This choice 
reflects agency; he actively weighs language learning against professional advancement, focusing 
on what he believes will secure a PhD position. At the same time, this decision is shaped by 
broader linguistic hierarchies in which English functions as a globally privileged academic lan-
guage, enabling continued mobility and accumulation of academic capital without equivalent 
investment in additional European languages.

Like Sofia and Ramone, Mio shows how students navigate competing demands, using agency 
to align identity with evolving aspirations. His decision not to invest heavily in German also 
reflects an awareness of linguistic limitations; he already feels less fluent in English than peers, 
making German seem an even greater challenge. Yet his ability to assess priorities, direct efforts 
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towards academic goals, and allocate time strategically illustrates strong self-regulatory dispo-
sitions (see Klemenčič 2015). Intentional self-development enhances agency. Students who 
mobilise knowledge, skills, and resources are better equipped to interpret their socio-structural 
context and act in pursuit of their goals, with agency functioning as both a condition and a 
product of self-formation (Klemenčič 2015; Marginson 2024).

Language, education, and migration: navigating pathways to long-term 
settlement

Reigan, an Iranian student living in Germany, initially planned to study abroad in Canada or 
the USA, with the goal not only of furthering her education but also of permanently settling 
there. Her aspirations were shaped by a global geography of English-speaking destinations that 
are widely imagined as more accessible sites of long-term settlement. Reflecting on her original 
goals, she said:

I mean foreign people prefer English countries rather than other countries, so for me that makes sense; 
people go to England. I mean I myself never thought someday I’d be here; I mean it was not in my plan, 
not at all! (…) My plan was to go to Canada or either the U.S., but not here, never.

For Reigan, the appeal of English-speaking countries was clear, as she imagined better prospects 
for staying long-term after graduation due to the language. She explained that also many of 
her friends, including her sister who now lives in Canada, left Iran seeking better opportunities 
abroad, often prioritising language compatibility. As she shared:

I prefer English language countries. I mean in terms of the language of course but then also what happens 
after your studies if you want to stay in the country. But like most of my friends they went to England 
just because of the language. Because they felt like they cannot learn new language now. They are too 
old to start new language. So, they didn’t even try.

This reflects the pull of English-speaking countries (Díaz 2018; Waters and Brooks 2021), where 
language barriers are often assumed to be less of a challenge. It also shows how student 
mobility is often shaped by more than education alone. Decisions are embedded within uneven 
global geographies of opportunity, where language aligns with perceived futures of mobility 
and settlement (see Bai, Nam, and English 2024). Reigan’s trajectory shifted when she moved 
to Germany, largely due to her partner’s established life there. In Germany, she faced the chal-
lenge of learning a new language: ‘It’s like a nightmare for lots of people learning new language 
… and German, it’s not an easy language’. For Reigan, language is not just a means for com-
munication but directly tied to her education and long-term settlement prospects, illustrating 
the interconnection between migration and HE (Robertson 2013).

Molly, a student from the USA studying in Denmark, also saw HE as her ‘ticket into the 
country’, treating study as a pathway to migration. Unlike Reigan, who had to adjust her plans 
to include German, Molly actively embraced Danish from the start, considering it essential to 
her future in Denmark. Yet, despite her enthusiasm, she quickly encountered the difficulties of 
language acquisition:

I was really excited. I had to learn Danish. And then I felt really discouraged. Just … it’s just really hard 
(…) that was a big challenge in the beginning. And then just like wondering about the implications. Will 
I ever learn it? And what are the implications of that? I want to stay here long term.

Molly was conscious of the broader implications of language acquisition but found the learning 
process challenging, recognising that attending classes once a week was insufficient for signif-
icant progress. Balancing studies with language learning felt exhausting: ‘I felt like it was like 
pulling teeth every Monday to drag myself to class’. Her determination shows how language 
learning can be less about daily survival than about securing a future in the host country (see 
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Mathies and Karhunen 2021). Like Reigan, Molly saw mastery of the local language as key to 
remaining after graduation.

By contrast, international students in the UK often framed long-term settlement concerns 
around visa rules and job opportunities rather than language. Still, Yana’s case illustrates how 
language requirements can directly shape migration prospects. Moving from India with her 
husband, she initially struggled to enter the labour market and pursued a master’s degree partly 
to meet formal English requirements:

For international student, there is an English criteria. So, every time if you are applying (…) or if any 
company is ready to sponsor you, they need a kind of English test for you. So, if we’re doing an interna-
tional degree that is not applicable to you anymore. So, like if I complete my master degree now, I don’t 
have to prove my English language proficiency to anyone.

Yana’s case shows how HE can function not only as career advancement but as a manes to 
bypass testing regimes and satisfy structural requirements. Language, in this sense, operates 
both as a resource of agency, enabling students to pursue employment and residency, and as 
a structural constraint, entangled with visa regulations and bureaucratic expectations (Bai, Nam, 
and English 2024; Sawir et  al. 2012).

In Denmark, although free language courses are available, many international students 
deprioritised them, citing the ubiquity of English. Peter, who has lived there for nearly a decade, 
acknowledged understanding Danish but never committing to fluency:

I definitely could have learned some Danish or be actually fluent in Danish by this time. But also, the fact 
that every single person speaks perfect English, and all my Danish friends just don’t speak to me in Danish. 
They’re like, at this point, hey, just don’t bother, we speak perfect English, what’s the point?

Peter’s experience highlights how the widespread use of English, reduced the urgency of learning 
the local language. English here operates as an enabling mobility infrastructure that facilitates 
everyday integration while simultaneously weakening incentives for deeper linguistic embedding 
in the host society:

If the society would be like a situation where no one speaks English I would be definitely forced of just 
pure, like sheer necessity but here it’s just not necessary and you easily get by with English. So yeah, I 
guess that’s why it’s very easy to become lazy and not learn Danish.

This produces a distinctive geography of linguistic accommodation, where access to social and 
institutional spaces does not strictly depend on the national language. Such geographies are 
central to contemporary mobilities, as they redistribute the labour of adaptation unevenly across 
linguistic groups. In contrast, in Germany, international students consistently described language 
as a pressing necessity. Tina, a student from South Asia, noted difficulties in both social and 
institutional settings:

I worked a little while in a restaurant as well. There were people from different countries, but they all 
spoke German and then you might not speak English. So, I know it’s my fault. I would say I’m not learning 
German. I mean I am, but I’m not fluent yet. It’s been two years. I’m trying. I’m trying. So, it was hard for 
me there.

She described similar challenges in bureaucratic encounters, where staff often refused to use 
English despite being capable:

When I go to the doctor he speaks in German. And I’m like, please, English (…) He was so rude to me. 
And at some point, I was literally scared to go there (…) When I would request him to speak in English, 
he would look at me really weirdly and rudely say that, why aren’t you speaking German? (…) It has also 
happened on the receptions for doctors. They say that they speak in English because I check the reviews 
every time like do they speak in English. Are they fluent? Will they be able to understand me? And then 
they very rudely say, Nein, Deutsch. And then they actually embarrass me on that. You’re living in Germany. 
Speak German. I know, I’m trying.
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Such experiences left her frustrated and personally accountable (see also Lee and Anderson 
2009), yet also motivated, pushing her to set weekly language-learning goals aimed not only 
at managing daily life but also at realising her long-term plans in Germany.

Following Tina’s reflections on the challenges of navigating daily life without fluency in 
German, broader questions emerge about the role of language in shaping students’ migration 
and citizenship aspirations. For many international students, proficiency in the local language 
is not only a tool for social interaction but also a critical factor in securing employment and 
long-term residency. Jeffrey from Canada, for example, highlighted how language proficiency 
can become a decisive factor in job opportunities:

Looking for work in Germany can be also quite difficult if you don’t speak German. And I’m not sure how 
systematically how that can be approached because when it comes down to if I have the exact same 
credentials and the exact interview strength as another candidate, but they speak German there would 
be generally just immediately taken over a non-German speaker.

Jeffrey observed that in Germany, not speaking the local language could significantly restrict 
job opportunities, with access to German language education also posing a financial burden:

I thought that maybe because there’s always on the news that the EU … Germany is trying to obtain more 
workers and trying to lower their requirements, but then the system to give you German speaking skills isn’t 
all there yet because you also have to pay for German language and it’s not cheap as students here (…) 
And if you’re a new immigrant or something, that’s a lot of money depending on what work you have.

Here, linguistic competence is unevenly distributed through economic and institutional geog-
raphies, shaping who can convert education into settlement. For others, language also carried 
legal weight. Michelle, from the US, framed her studies as part of a strategy to secure German 
citizenship, which she saw as a gateway to Europe:

Well, my family is very European. So, most of my family is still in Europe (…) And so, I’ve explored more 
of Europe than I have of America (…) I also like traveling, and I want to have a European passport because 
I’m here all the time.

The recent changes to German citizenship laws2 (see Bundesministerium des Innern und für Heimat 
2024) made language learning an even more strategic investment for Michelle. She planned to take 
German courses alongside her studies, ensuring she would reach C13 proficiency within three years. 
The ability to retain her American passport while gaining German citizenship added to the appeal:

That’s one of the things that they changed with the law this year that you don’t have to give up other citizen-
ships. I would not give up my American one. If I had to, then I would just stay as a permanent resident or 
something … But I like it here.

Together, these accounts illustrate how language functions differently across contexts. In Denmark, 
English reduces the pressure to learn the local language, while in Germany, German proficiency is 
essential for navigating daily life, securing jobs, and even attaining citizenship. In the UK, English offers 
a shared medium that facilitates social and academic participation, yet regulatory requirements mean 
that some students, depending often on nationality, must still demonstrate language proficiency to 
access certain employment opportunities or visas. Across all three settings, language is thus both a 
barrier and an enabler. It structures social and academic engagement, mediates professional and migra-
tion opportunities, and intersects with legal frameworks governing settlement, work, and citizenship.

Conclusion

In this article, we have advanced an account of language as a central and spatially situated 
dimension of ISM, shaping educational trajectories as well as everyday negotiations of identity, 
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belonging, and participation across different contexts. The concept of ‘self-formation’ as devel-
oped by Marginson (2014, 2024), and the related emphasis on ‘becoming’ as theorised by Tran 
(2016), help alert us to the ways in which agency can play out in how mobile students engage 
with language during their time abroad. Through the empirical material, we have shown how 
students made their own decisions to use a particular language in some specific spaces but 
not others. In other cases, they actively embraced the language of the host country as part of 
an emerging hybrid identity. These practices highlight how language is embedded within mul-
tiple forms of mobility, as students move across classrooms, campuses, workplaces, social arenas, 
and national contexts that afford different possibilities for participation, belonging, and future 
movement. We are not, however, arguing that international students are ‘free floating’ individuals, 
unaffected by the particular social and national contexts in which they are located. Rather, our 
analysis demonstrates how processes of self-formation through language are always mediated 
by broader geographical and structural conditions, including institutional norms, language 
expectations and requirements in different national contexts, and uneven access to linguistic 
resources. Attending to students’ everyday negotiations of language allows us to capture the 
emotional, embodied, and temporal dimensions of these processes, including ambivalence, 
frustration, experimentation, and moments of resistance. Such an approach challenges linear 
accounts of adaptation and integration, instead recognising that identity formation is uneven, 
context-dependent, and shaped by multiple spatial and temporal horizons. In doing so, it con-
tributes to a more nuanced understanding of social reproduction, illustrating both the possibilities 
for transformation and the limits imposed by enduring structural constraints. At the same time, 
our analysis highlights that the widespread use of English as a lingua franca is not a neutral 
condition of internationalisation. While English can facilitate participation and mobility, it also 
shapes unequal linguistic hierarchies, influencing which linguistic resources are recognised, 
rewarded, or rendered less necessary across different educational and social contexts.

Situating these processes of language use and self-formation more explicitly, we have also 
drawn on the concept of the ‘education-migration nexus’ (Robertson 2013). This perspective 
locates students’ linguistic practices and aspirations within wider geographies of mobility, labour 
markets, and citizenship. While not all international students pursue education abroad with the 
intention of long-term settlement, our analysis shows that language frequently becomes a deci-
sive factor in shaping post-study opportunities and imagined futures. National contexts differ 
markedly in how language mediates access to work, residency, and citizenship, and these dif-
ferences continue to shape students’ experiences in powerful ways. By bringing the education–
migration nexus into dialogue with questions of language and identity, we show how students’ 
agentic practices are structured by uneven policy landscapes and mobility infrastructures. This 
also highlights that the widespread use of English as a lingua franca is not a neutral feature of 
internationalisation but one that can reproduce unequal linguistic hierarchies and shape which 
linguistic resources are recognised and rewarded. The framework further enables stronger con-
nections between research in education and scholarship in sociology and human geography, 
which has long examined the broader forces underpinning ISM (e.g. Ong 1999; Waters 2006).

To conclude, we emphasise the importance of understanding language as a constitutive 
element of international student experiences, rather than as a narrow question of individual 
proficiency. While institutional support for language development remains crucial, an exclusive 
focus on skills and deficits risks obscuring the broader social, geographical and political condi-
tions within which language use takes place. The novelty of the perspective we have advanced 
in this article – i.e. viewing language through the lens of self-formation and situating these 
processes within the education–migration nexus – provides, we contend, a more integrated 
account of the place of language within ISM that foregrounds agency without losing sight of 
structural constraints. It also draws attention to how linguistic opportunities and barriers are 
unevenly distributed across different contexts, shaping students’ identities, senses of belonging, 
mobility trajectories, and future possibilities.
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Notes

	 1.	 In this study, “key informants” refers to international students who participated in interviews. Other cohort 
members were observed but did not take part in interviews.

	 2.	 Germany’s updated nationality law, which came into effect in June 2024, allows multiple citizenship. 
Foreigners can now apply for citizenship after five years of legal residence instead of the previous eight. 
Those who demonstrate a high level of integration, such as strong German language skills, professional 
achievements, or active in volunteering, may qualify for naturalisation in just three years.

	 3.	 Levels can be broadly defined as A1 (Elementary), A2 (Pre-intermediate), B1 (Intermediate), B2 (Upper 
intermediate), C1 (Advanced), and C2 (Proficiency), following the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages.

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to all the research participants who gave up their time to be involved in this project. In addition, 
Vera would like to thank the University of Surrey for the award of a PhD studentship that enabled her to conduct 
the empirical research discussed in this article.

Disclosure statement

The authors declare no competing interests.

Funding

This project was funded by the Department of Sociology, University of Surrey. The empirical research discussed 
in this article was funded by a PhD studentship from the University of Surrey awarded to Vera Spangler

Research ethics and consent

All participants in this study provided informed consent prior to taking part. Written consent covered participation 
in the research and the use of anonymised quotations in publications arising from the study. Participants were 
informed about the aims of the research, their right to withdraw at any time, and how their data would be used 
and stored. No identifiable information is included in the published material.

ORCID

Vera Spangler  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5761-8421
Rachel Brooks  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8692-1673

Data availability statement

Due to the nature of the research, supporting data are not available for ethical reasons.

References

Adriansen, H. K., T. Juul-Wiese, L. M. Madsen, T. Saarinen, V. Spangler, and J. L. Waters. 2023. “Emplacing English 
as Lingua Franca in International Higher Education: A Spatial Perspective on Linguistic Diversity.” Population, 
Space and Place 29 (2): 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2619.

Alberts, H. C., and H. D. Hazen. 2005. “There are Always Two Voices…”: International Students’ Intentions to Stay 
in the United States or Return to Their Home Countries.” International Migration 43 (3): 131–154. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2005.00328.x.

Anderson, V. 2014. “World-Travelling’: A Framework for Re-Thinking Teaching and Learning in Internationalised 
Higher Education.” Higher Education 68 (5): 637–652. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-014-9736-y.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5761-8421
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8692-1673
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2619
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2005.00328.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2005.00328.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-014-9736-y


Mobilities 15

Andrade, M. S. 2006. “International Students in English-Speaking Universities.” Journal of Research in International 
Education 5 (2): 131–154. https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589.

Arafat, N., and J. Woodin. 2022. “Opening Up Spaces for Researching Multilingually in Higher Education.” Teaching 
in Higher Education 27 (4): 593–600. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2037545.

Baas, M. 2006. “Students of Migration – Indian Overseas Students and the Question of Permanent Residency.” 
People and Place 14 (1): 9–24.

Bai, Q., B. H. Nam, and A. S. English. 2024. “Acculturation and Linguistic Ideology in the Context of Global Student 
Mobility: A Cross-Cultural Ethnography of Anglophone International Students in China.” Educational Review 76 
(6): 1620–1647. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2285253.

Beech, S. 2019. The Geographies of International Student Mobility. Spaces, Places and Decision-Making. Singapore: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Bhatt, I., K. Badwan, and M. Madiba. 2022. “Critical Perspectives on Teaching in the Multilingual University.” Teaching 
in Higher Education 27 (4): 425–436. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2058295.

Bilecen, B. 2024. “Linguistic Capital and Social Inequalities: Experiences of International Chinese Students in 
Germany.” Population, Space and Place 30 (1): 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2725.

Bourdieu, P. 1997. “The Forms of Capital.” In Education: Culture, Economy, and Society, edited by A. H. Halsey, H. 
Lauder, P. Brown, and A. Stuart Wells, 46–58. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Brooks, R., and J. Waters. 2011. Student Mobilities, Migration and the Internationalization of Higher Education. 
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230305588.

Bundesministerium des Innern und für Heimat. 2024. “Neues Staatsangehörigkeitsrecht Tritt in Kraft.” https://www.
bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2024/06/mod-staatsangehoerigkeitsrecht.html

Cui, L., and L. Song. 2026. “The Im/Possibility of Home: Chinese Queer International Students’ Homing Experiences 
in New Zealand.” Mobilities 21 (2): 468–480. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2543459.

Dai, K., and I. Hardy. 2024. “Language for Learning? International Students’ Doctoral Writing Practices in China.” Journal 
of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 45 (8): 3174–3187. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2089154.

Deuchar, A. 2022. “The Problem with International Students’ ‘Experiences’ and the Promise of Their Practices: 
Reanimating Research About International Students in Higher Education.” British Educational Research Journal 
48 (3): 504–518. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3779.

Deutscher Akademischer Auslandsdienst 2020. “DAAD Strategy 2025.”
Díaz, A. 2018. “Challenging Dominant Epistemologies in Higher Education: The Role of Language in the Geopolitics 

of Knowledge (re)Production.” In Multilingual Education Yearbook 2018, 21–36. Cham, Switzerland. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-77655-2_2.

Ennser-Kananen, J., M. Halonen, and T. Saarinen. 2021. “Come Join Us, and Lose Your Accent!.” Journal of International 
Students 11 (2): 322–340. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.1640.

Eulatth Vidal, W. E., and A. Kamp. 2025. “Exploring International Students’ Perspectives on Being International.” 
Higher Education Quarterly 79 (1): 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12565.

European Commission. 2008. “Multilingualism: An Asset for Europe and a Shared Commitment.” https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0566:FIN:EN:PDF

Favell, A. 2008. Eurostars and Eurocities. Free Movement and Mobility in an Integrating Europe. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing.

Harris, A., L. Baldassar, and S. Robertson. 2020. “Settling Down in Time and Place? Changing Intimacies in Mobile 
Young People’s Migration and Life Courses.” Population, Space and Place 26 (8): 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1002/
psp.2357.

Hayes, A. 2019. “We Loved It Because We Felt That We Existed There in the Classroom!”: International Students 
as Epistemic Equals Versus Double-Country Oppression.” Journal of Studies in International Education 23 (5): 
554–571. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319826304.

Holloway, S. L., S. L. O’Hara, and H. Pimlott-Wilson. 2012. “Educational Mobility and the Gendered Geography of 
Cultural Capital: The Case of International Student Flows between Central Asia and the UK.” Environment and 
Planning A: Economy and Space 44 (9): 2278–2294. https://doi.org/10.1068/a44655.

Holton, M., and M. Riley. 2013. “Student Geographies: Exploring the Diverse Geographies of Students and Higher 
Education.” Geography Compass 7 (1): 61–74. https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12013.

Home Office. 2025. “Official Statistics: Monthly Monitoring of Entry Clearance Visa Applications.” https://www.gov.
uk/government/statistics/monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications/monthly-monitoring-of-entry-clearance-visa-
applications

Hunter, M., and U. Lanvers. 2021. “Affect in EMI at a German University. Comparing Insights from Teachers, Home, 
and International Students.” In The Englishization of Higher Education in Europe, edited by R. Wilkinson and R. 
Gabriëls, 327–354. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

Iorio, J., and S. Pereira. 2018. “Social Class Inequalities and International Student Mobility: The Case of Brazilian 
Students in the Portugues Higher Education System.” Belego 3: 1–17.

Kaya, J. 2020. “Inside the International Student World.” Journal of International Students 10 (1): 124–144. https://
doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i1.1031.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2037545
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2285253
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2058295
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2725
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230305588
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2024/06/mod-staatsangehoerigkeitsrecht.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2024/06/mod-staatsangehoerigkeitsrecht.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2543459
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2089154
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3779
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-77655-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-77655-2_2
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.1640
https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12565
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0566:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0566:FIN:EN:PDF
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2357
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2357
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319826304
https://doi.org/10.1068/a44655
https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12013
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications/monthly-monitoring-of-entry-clearance-visa-applications
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications/monthly-monitoring-of-entry-clearance-visa-applications
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications/monthly-monitoring-of-entry-clearance-visa-applications
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i1.1031
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i1.1031


16 V. SPANGLER AND R. BROOKS

King, R., and E. Ruiz-Gelices. 2003. “International Student Migration and the European ‘Year Abroad’: Effects on 
European Identity and Subsequent Migration Behaviour.” International Journal of Population Geography 9 (3): 
229–252. https://doi.org/10.1002/ijpg.280.

Klemenčič, M. 2015. “What is Student Agency? An Ontological Exploration in the Context of Research on Student 
Engagement.” In EuropeStudent Engagement: Society, Higher Education and Student Governance, edited by M. 
Klemenčič, S. Bergan, and R. Primožič, 11–29. Cham: Council of Europe Publishing.

Lee, J. S., and K. T. Anderson. 2009. “Negotiating Linguistic and Cultural Identities: Theorizing and Constructing 
Opportunities and Risks in Education.” Review of Research in Education 33 (1): 181–211. https://doi.org/10.3102
/0091732X08327090.

Li, W., and Y. Gong. 2022. “Agency in the Nexus of Identity and Social Network: Understanding the Second 
Language Socialization Experiences of International Students in China.” Journal of Language, Identity & Education 
24 (2): 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2022.2092484.

Lundin, H. 2025. “Tuition Fees for International Students: A Policy Instrument of Cost Sharing and Control or 
Simply Income Generation.” European Journal of Higher Education 15 (3): 446–466. https://doi.org/10.1080/215
68235.2024.2353757.

Ly, T., and C. Gomes. 2017. “Student Mobility, Connectedness and Identity.” In International Student Connectedness 
and Identity, edited by T. Ly and C. Gomes, 1–11. Singapore: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2601-
0_1.

Marginson, S. 2014. “Student Self-Formation in International Education.” Journal of Studies in International Education 
18 (1): 6–22. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315313513036.

Marginson, S. 2024. “Student Self-Formation: An Emerging Paradigm in Higher Education.” Studies in Higher Education 
49 (4): 748–762. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2023.2252826.

Martin, F. 2023. “Enterprising Self and Bohemian Nomad: Emerging Subjectivities in Chinese Education Mobilities.” 
Mobilities 18 (2): 312–327. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2022.2096413.

Martin, F. 2025. “Unsettling: Chinese International Graduate Women Navigating Compulsory Flexibility and Gendered 
Chrononormativity.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 51 (11): 2854–2872. https://doi.org/10.1080/136918
3X.2025.2479568.

Mathies, C., and H. Karhunen. 2021. “Do They Stay or Go? Analysis of International Students in Finland.” Globalisation, 
Societies and Education 19 (3): 298–310. https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2020.1816926.

Mazanderani, F. H., E. Danvers, T. Hinton-Smith, and R. Webb. 2022. “Contortion, Loss and Moments for Joy: Insights 
into Writing Groups for International Doctoral Students.” Teaching in Higher Education 27 (4): 577–592. https://
doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034146.

Mittelmeier, J., S. Lomer, and K. Unkule. 2024. Research with International Students. Critical Conceptual and 
Methodological Considerations. London: Routledge.

Mortensen, J. 2014. “Language Policy from Below: Language Choice in Student Project Groups in a Multilingual 
University Setting.” Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 35 (4): 425–442. https://doi.org/10.10
80/01434632.2013.874438.

Nguyet Nguyen, M., and M. J. Robertson. 2022. “International Students Enacting Agency in Their PhD Journey.” 
Teaching in Higher Education 27 (6): 814–830. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2020.1747423.

Norton, B. P. 1995. “Social Identity, Investment, and Language Learning.” TESOL Quarterly 29 (1): 9–31.
Ong, A. 1999. Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality. Durham: Duke University Press.
Ou, W. A., and M. M. Gu. 2020. “Negotiating Language Use and Norms in Intercultural Communication: Multilingual 

University Students’ Scaling Practices in Translocal Space.” Linguistics and Education 57: 100818. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.linged.2020.100818.

Ou, W. A., and M. M. Gu. 2021. “Language Socialization and Identity in Intercultural Communication: Experience 
of Chinese Students in a Transnational University in China.” International Journal of Bilingual Education and 
Bilingualism 24 (3): 419–434. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1472207.

Park, E. 2022. “Coping with Diverse Accented English: Comprehension Strategies Deployed by East Asian International 
Students at an Australian University.” International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives 21 (1): 1–19.

Ploner, J. 2017. “Resilience, Moorings and International Student Mobilities – Exploring Biographical Narratives of 
Social Science Students in the UK.” Mobilities 12 (3): 425–444. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2015.1087761.

Prazeres, L. 2018. “At Home in the City: Everyday Practices and Distinction in International Student Mobility.” Social 
& Cultural Geography 19 (7): 914–934. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2017.1323343.

Robertson, S. 2011. “Student Switchers and the Regulation of Residency: The Interface of the Individual and 
Australia’s Immigration Regime.” Population, Space and Place 17 (1): 103–115. https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.598.

Robertson, S. 2013. Transnational Student-Migrants and the State. The Education-Migration Nexus. Houndmills, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

Saarinen, T. 2020. Higher Education, Language and New Nationalism in Finland. Recycled Histories. Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Sawir, E., S. Marginson, A. Deumert, C. Nyland, and G. Ramia. 2008. “Loneliness and International Students: An Australian 
Study.” Journal of Studies in International Education 12 (2): 148–180. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315307299699.

https://doi.org/10.1002/ijpg.280
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X08327090
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X08327090
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2022.2092484
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2024.2353757
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2024.2353757
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2601-0_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2601-0_1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315313513036
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2023.2252826
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2022.2096413
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2479568
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2479568
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2020.1816926
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034146
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034146
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2013.874438
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2013.874438
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2020.1747423
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2020.100818
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2020.100818
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1472207
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2015.1087761
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2017.1323343
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.598
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315307299699


Mobilities 17

Sawir, E., S. Marginson, H. Forbes-Mewett, C. Nyland, and G. Ramia. 2012. “International Student Security and 
English Language Proficiency.” Journal of Studies in International Education 16 (5): 434–454. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/1028315311435418.

Schneider, J. C. 2025. “International Student Identities: Between Self and Performance.” In International Student 
Mobility in Higher Education. Case Studies in Agency, edited by J. C. Schneider, 99–126. Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Singh, J. K. N. 2021. “Academic Resilience among International Students: Lived Experiences of Postgraduate 
International Students in Malaysia.” Asia Pacific Education Review 22 (1): 129–138. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s12564-020-09657-7.

Söderlundh, H. 2012. “Global Policies and Local Norms: Sociolinguistic Awareness and Language Choice at an 
International University.” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 2012 (216): 87–109. https://doi.
org/10.1515/ijsl-2012-0041.

Soltani, B., and L. Tran. 2023. “Examining Space, Silence, and Agency in Language Socialization of an International 
Student in the EAP and Mainstream Courses.” TESOL Quarterly 57 (2): 480–510. https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.3164.

Soltani, B., L. Tran, and A. Reza. 2022. “Being and Becoming an International Student: The Inter-Relation Between 
Language Socialization and Identities.” Educational Linguistics 1 (2): 238–266. https://doi.org/10.1515/
eduling-2022-0004.

Spangler, V. 2025. “Negotiating Worlds, Composing Selves: An Ethnographic Study of International Student 
Becomings.” Mobilities 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2585017.

Spangler, V. 2026. “Doing Research with International Students: Methodological Considerations for Participatory 
Research Designs.” Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education 56 (5): 685–702. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03057925.2024.2429833.

Spangler, V. forthcoming. “Engagement in Knowledge: Unpacking Dynamics of Self-Formation among International 
Students Compare.” A Journal of Comparative and International Education. 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/030579
25.2026.2689471.

Spangler, V., and H. K. Adriansen. 2021. “Space, Place and Internationalisation of Higher Education: Exploring 
Everyday Social Practices in the ‘International’ Classroom.” Population, Space and Place 27 (8): 1–11. https://doi.
org/10.1002/psp.2458.

Tange, H., and K. Jæger. 2021. “From Bologna to Welfare Nationalism: International Higher Education in Denmark, 
2000–2020.” Language and Intercultural Communication, 21 (2): 223–236. https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2020. 
1865392.

Tran, L. T. 2016. “Mobility as ‘Becoming’: A Bourdieuian Analysis of the Factors Shaping International Student 
Mobility.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 37 (8): 1268–1289. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.10
44070.

Tran, L. T., and T. Hoang. 2024. “Unpacking the Devaluation of International Students and Moving towards the 
Humanisation of International Student Experiences.” In Research with International Students. Critical Conceptual 
and Methdological Considerations, edited by J. Mittelmeier, S. Lomer and K. Unkule, 35–43. London: Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003290803-6.

Tran, L. T., and T. T. P. Vu. 2018. “Agency in Mobility’: Towards a Conceptualisation of International Student Agency 
in Transnational Mobility.” Educational Review 70 (2): 167–187. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1293615.

Ugwuanyi, K. O., and R. M. McKenzie. 2026. “National Identity and the Ownership of English in Nigeria.” World 
Englishes 45 (1): 111–124. https://doi.org/10.1111/weng.12723.

Waters, J. L. 2006. “Geographies of Cultural Capital: Education, International Migration and Family Strategies between 
Hong Kong and Canada.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 31 (2): 179–192. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/j.1475-5661.2006.00202.x.

Waters, J. L. 2012. “Geographies of International Education: Mobilities and the Reproduction of Social (Dis)advan-
tage.” Geography Compass 6 (3): 123–136. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2011.00473.x.

Waters, J. L. 2023. “Time Well Spent? Temporal Dimensions of Study Abroad and Implications for Student Experiences 
and Outcomes under the UK Turing Scheme.” British Educational Research Journal 49 (2): 314–328. https://doi.
org/10.1002/berj.3844.

Waters, J., and R. Brooks. 2021. Student Migrants and Contemporary Educational Mobilities. Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Wright, S. 2022. “Danish University Governance Reforms: Internationalisation and De-internationalisation.” European 
Journal of Education 57 (1): 96–108. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12487.

Wright, S. 2025. “Changes in University ‘Autonomy’ with Successive Visions of Denmark’s Future.” Higher Education 
89 (2): 331–348. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01224-y.

Yeo, H. T., R. Mendenhall, S. A. Harwood, and M. B. Huntt. 2019. “Asian International Student and Asian American 
Student: Mistaken Identity and Racial Microaggressions.” Journal of International Students 9 (1): 39–65. https://
doi.org/10.32674/jis.v9i1.278.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315311435418
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315311435418
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-020-09657-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-020-09657-7
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2012-0041
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2012-0041
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.3164
https://doi.org/10.1515/eduling-2022-0004
https://doi.org/10.1515/eduling-2022-0004
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2585017
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2024.2429833
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2024.2429833
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2026.2689471
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2026.2689471
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2458
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2458
https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2020.1865392
https://doi.org/10.1080/14708477.2020.1865392
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.1044070
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.1044070
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003290803-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1293615
https://doi.org/10.1111/weng.12723
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2006.00202.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2006.00202.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2011.00473.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3844
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3844
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12487
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01224-y
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v9i1.278
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v9i1.278


18 V. SPANGLER AND R. BROOKS

Zhang, X., C. Lütge, and L. Zou. 2024. “Investigating International Students’ Attitudes Toward Local Teachers’ L1 
Use and Learning Practices in English-Medium Instruction in Germany: A Chinese Case Study.” Journal of 
Multilingual and Multicultural Development 45 (5): 1509–1523. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2021.1986053.

Zhang, Y., and Y. Mi. 2010. “Another Look at the Language Difficulties of International Students.” Journal of Studies 
in International Education 14 (4): 371–388. https://doi.org/10.1177/102831530933603.

Zheng, Y., and Y. Qiu. 2024. “Epistemic (In)Justice in English Medium Instruction: Transnational Teachers’ and 
Students’ Negotiation of Knowledge Participation Through Translanguaging.” Language and Education 38 (1): 
97–117. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2023.2248968.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2021.1986053
https://doi.org/10.1177/102831530933603
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2023.2248968

	Language as agency in international student mobility
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Self-formation
	Education-migration nexus
	Language and internationalisation: shifting policies in the UK, Denmark, and Germany
	Research project
	Language, self-formation, and the education-migration-nexus
	Self-formation and agency: the role of language in shaping hybrid identities
	Language, education, and migration: navigating pathways to long-term settlement
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Research ethics and consent
	ORCID
	Data availability statement
	References


