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ABSTRACT 

American higher education has employed an increasing number of international faculty 

over the past several decades to diversify its campus culture, foster its scientific development, 

and maintain its leadership academic position throughout the world. East Asian faculty occupy a 

special and critical niche within the international faculty group. In spite of Asian faculty’s 

increasing presence in the American academy, research on their career experiences or stories has 

been scant. This qualitative study, rooted in multiple theoretical foundations, investigates the 

lived professional experiences of 12 East Asian international faculty at a large public research 

university in the southeast of the United States. Specifically, this study explores the reasons for 

their decisions to stay in America to pursue an academic career instead of returning to their home 

countries, the challenges they encounter, the support they receive, and the ways they navigate 

their paths to career success through enacting agency. Analysis of data from in-depth interviews, 

observations, and documents indicates that East Asian faculty go through a complex and unique 

professional career development process due to English language barriers, cultural differences, 

and Asian racial identity. Institutional culture, conditions, and policies also facilitate or hinder 

their career development. In such a context, East Asian faculty exercise their agency to take 

charge of their career trajectories and achieve success. Several techniques are utilized to ensure 

the trustworthiness of this study. Based on the findings, recommendations are provided for 

researchers, institutional administrators and policy makers, international and U.S.-born faculty 

members, and students. This study intends to empower this historically underrepresented group 
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in both American higher education and research, promote mutual understanding, appreciation, 

and tolerance, and contribute to the institution’s further development. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction to the Study 

Because of the high quality of collegiate education, good academic research environment, 

and the internationalization of the U.S. higher education, in the last two decades, an increasing 

number of international students have earned doctoral degrees from U.S. institutions of higher 

education. The number of international students who received doctoral degrees occupied 31% in 

2005, while in 1974 the proportion of these students was only 11% (Hoffer, Welch, Webber, 

Williams, Lisek, Hess, Loew, & Guzman-Barron, 2005). In 1996 and 1997, 10.6% of doctoral 

degrees were conferred to Asians (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). After 

graduation, some international students returned to their home countries, but some chose to stay 

in the U.S. to pursue academic careers (Altbach, 2004; Finn, 2003; Johnson & Regets, 1998; 

MacLennan, 2002). The number of foreign-born full-time faculty members in the U.S. was 

28,200 in 1969; however, the number increased to 74,200 in 1998 (Schuster & Finkelstein, 

2006). In 1995, about 13% of U. S. faculty in higher education were minorities. Asian faculty 

members make up the highest percentage of tenure-track positions in the entire minority faculty 

workforce, which is followed by Black, Hispanic, and Native American in order (Chuang, 1996; 

Lee, 2011; Lin, Pearce, & Wang, 2009). In 1999, the proportion of foreign-born faculty in four-

year colleges was 15.4%, with foreign-born Asian faculty making up five percentage of the 

faculty in higher education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002); whereas in 2004 

Asian/Pacific Islanders occupied 39.2%, preceded by White faculty who occupied 46.2%. Thus, 
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in the context of U.S. higher education, the Asian group represents a growing portion of the 

faculty population.  

Many scholars have recognized the importance and educational benefits of a diverse 

faculty for individuals, institutions, and society (e.g., Cole & Barber, 2003; Smith, 1989; 

Umbach, 2006). The diversification of college faculty prepares students for citizenship in a 

multicultural and pluralistic society (Hurtado, 2001; Taylor, Apprey, Hill, McGrann, & Wang, 

2010). U.S. institutions of higher education are directing more attention to recruiting and 

retaining international faculty for achieving various missions of the university (Kim, Wolf-

Wendel, & Twombly, 2011). The employment of international faculty not only facilitates the 

globalization of U.S. higher education, but also brings racial and ethnic diversity to the college 

campuses and classrooms in the United States. Furthermore, with international expertise, solid 

knowledge background, diligence, and perseverance, international faculty members foster the 

scientific development of the U.S. and greatly contribute to the advanced academic position of 

U.S. higher education in the world. When controlling Carnegie Institutional Classifications, Lin, 

Pearce, and Wang (2009) find that over 71% of the foreign-born faculty work at doctorial 

institutions rather than four year non-doctorial institutions. Many studies have revealed that 

foreign-born scientists have higher productivity in research than U.S.-born counterparts, based 

on the number of published articles, books, book reviews, chapters, papers presented at regional, 

national, and international conferences, as well as the sum of applied grants (Corley & 

Sabharwal, 2007; Lin, Pearce, & Wang, 2009; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2010; McDowell & 

Singell, 2000).  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite their increasing presence and significance on U.S. university and college 
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campuses, international faculty have been underrepresented in educational research fields when 

compared with U.S. faculty. Previous studies show that international faculty face specific 

obstacles in their professional paths (e.g., Corley & Sabharwal, 2007; Lin, Pearce, & Wang, 

2009; McCroskey, 2002; Theobald, 2007; Wells, Seifert, Park, Reed, & Umbach, 2007). Most of 

these studies are quantitative in nature, providing only statistical results about their career 

experiences, but qualitative research that describes their lived professional experiences is scant. 

Furthermore, among these studies, research specifically on Asian faculty’s professional 

experiences is rather limited. Given the lack of research on Asian faculty, this qualitative study 

intends to address the phenomenon of East Asian international faculty’s professional experiences 

in the case of a large public research university in the United States. 

Historical Review: Asian Americans in the United States 

A historical review of Asian Americans in the United States informs this study about the 

stereotypes that East Asian faculty may encounter in the American academy.  

The term “Asian American” was coded in the late 1960s as an alternative to the derogatory 

and colonial term “Oriental” (Kang, 2002). Since the early 1970s, this term has been accepted as 

the formal usage to refer to Americans of Asian descent. Asian is now usually used as the 

shortened form for Asian American. 

Asian Americans represent one of the fastest growing ethnic groups in the United States 

(Blank & Slipp, 1994; Hune, 1998). In 1990, there were more than seven million Asian 

Americans (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990). In 2009, the estimated number of Asian 

Americans was 16 million. According to the 2010 census, approximately 17.3 million Asian 

Americans lived in the United States and comprised 5.6 percent of the total U.S. population, 

including those who were both Asian alone (14.7 million) and Asian in combination with one or 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oriental
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more additional races (2.6 million) (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011). Between the 2000 

and 2010 censuses, the percentage growth of Asian Americans was more than any other major 

race groups (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011). 

Race does matter in the lives of Asian Americans. Asian Americans experience racial 

discrimination in employment opportunities, salaries, promotions, education admissions, 

housing, anti-Asia activities, and immigration laws. Based on obviously different physical 

“oriental” features, they have stereotyped images in occidental eyes. Asians are described as 

feminine, submissive, and subservient, while the West is regarded as masculine (Prasso, 2005). 

Asian men are regarded as asexual, and Asian women are categorized as petite, passive, exotic, 

demure, and docile (Arisaka, 2000; Shrake, 2006). They become racialized and gendered images 

(Ang, 2001; Mayuzumi, 2008). 

Asian Americans have been racially constructed as a “model minority” for their hard work, 

perseverance, intelligence, academic and career achievement, as well as for their 

overrepresentation than other minority groups in colleges and universities (Ancheta, 2006; 

Osajima, 1988). On the surface, the label model minority seems like a praise. However, this 

myth has negative consequences for Asian Americans. Many scholars have discussed the 

political purpose hidden behind this superficially complimentary facade and argued its 

pernicious effects on Asian Americans (Chang, 1993; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Suzuki, 2002). The 

model minority myth functions as a tool of political control and oppression by denying the 

existence of historical violence, systemic disfranchisement, “present-day discrimination against 

Asian Americans and the present-day effects of past discrimination” (Chang, 1993, p. 1260), as 

well as by rendering their contemporary problems invisible to the public and governmental 

officials. It intends to ignore or marginalize their needs and to maintain the dominant structure of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Model_minority
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race and power relations in the United States (Buenavista, 2007; Yu, 2006). Although today’s 

media are less likely to promote this stereotype, it still exists and may be “more insidious 

because it has become an almost unconscious image embedded in the minds of the public, 

subliminally influencing their perceptions” (Suzuki, 2002, p. 25).  

Asian Americans are portrayed as a model minority when they perform better than other 

minority groups. However, when they outdo White Americans, White Americans may think that 

the existence of Asians becomes a threat to their Western domination, civilization, and living 

standards. Thus, Asians become the “yellow peril” (Kawai, 2005; Kelley & Trebilcock, 1998; 

Mayuzumi, 2008). This term describes Westerners’ xenophobic fear of Asians. Western fear of 

Asians has led to the implementation of the Page Act of 1875, the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, 

and the 1994 Immigration Act. Kawai (2005) asserts that “it is possible to think that the 

construction of the model minority stereotype is tied to creating a less threatening face of the 

yellow peril” (p. 115). However, no matter model minority or yellow peril, the purpose is to 

maintain the Western power rooted in imperialism and colonialism. 

In a word, Asian stereotypes have negative impacts on Americans’ perceptions of Asian 

Americans and Asian faculty in U.S. higher education. Examining Asian Americans historically 

allows this study to see what might occur to Asian international faculty by virtue of the unequal 

race and power dynamics between them and U.S.-born faculty members. 

Purpose of the Study 

A review of literature reveals that there is a lack of qualitative research on the specific 

professional experiences of international faculty, especially the experiences of Asian 

international faculty, in the context of U.S. higher education. Besides, Asian faculty’s career 

experiences have been largely represented by others, rather than from their own perspectives. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Page_Act_of_1875
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Exclusion_Act_%28United_States%29
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Thus, the purpose of this phenomenological study is to gain an in-depth insight into the lived 

career experiences of 12 East Asian international faculty in the case of a large public research 

university in a Southeastern city of the United States, as well as the meanings they attribute to 

their experiences through the lens of qualitative research. Specifically, the phenomenon this 

study attempts to address is East Asian international faculty’s professional development and 

experiences in U.S. higher education. Since faculty’s career experiences associate closely with 

the culture and policies of an institution, this study regards this large public research university 

as the case from which all the 12 participants come. Additionally, with Asian characteristics, 

East Asian faculty are supposed to go through a different academic career process from U.S.-

born professors and other minority ethnic groups. This study intends to empower East Asian 

faculty by bringing the voices of this historically and socially marginalized and underrepresented 

group in the U.S. academia to the forefront of the social justice movement. Moreover, it attempts 

to provide constructive recommendations for multiple groups of people, including current or 

prospective Asian faculty, U.S.-born faculty and students, institutional administrators, and policy 

makers. 

Research Questions 

More specifically, this study addresses two guiding research questions.  

1. Why do East Asian faculty choose to stay in the U.S. to pursue academic careers after 

earning doctoral degrees from U.S. universities rather than returning to their Asian home 

countries? 

2. How do East Asian international faculty understand their professional experiences in 

U.S. higher education? 

a. What challenges do East Asian faculty encounter in their professional lives? 
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b. What support do they understand as helpful during their career processes?  

c. How do they exercise agency to navigate their career paths and achieve success?  

Through attending to these research questions, this study aims to foreground the collective voice 

of the participants and look for common patterns in the lived experiences that the participants 

share individually. 

Overview of Theoretical Framework 

The theory of communicative competence and socialization, acculturation theory, critical 

race theory (CRT) and its derivative, Asian critical race theory, and Foucault’s (1979 & 1980) 

concept of power/knowledge serve as the theoretical frameworks to contextualize this study to 

see how language, culture, race, and power interact together to affect East Asian faculty’s 

professional career processes in American academia. 

Socialization occurs through the use of language. Language plays a critical role in forming 

social discourse, identity, relations, and power dynamics, as well as in integrating an individual 

into the society (Bourdieu, 1991). Canale and Swain (1980) define communicative competence 

as consisting of three components: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, and 

strategic competence. The conceptualization of communicative competence provides an analytic 

lens for this study to understand how language barriers hinder East Asian faculty’s effective 

communications and interactions with students, colleagues, and work structure.  

Acculturation theory enables this study to see how East Asian faculty struggle between 

adhering to their traditional cultural values and adjusting to the dominant culture when fulfilling 

their academic responsibilities and communicating with American students and colleagues.  

CRT contends that racism and racial hierarchy which are engrained in the system of the 

large U.S. society have been fabricated into people’s daily lives. It exposes the ways in which the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racism
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law is designed to maintain the White privilege and the subordination of people of color, and 

strives for challenging White cultural hegemony, racial inequality, and oppression. Asian CRT 

facilitates this study to view that East Asian faculty with socially constructed racial identity may 

encounter racial bias, such as stereotypical perceptions and marginalization, due to the existing 

unequal power relationships and the social purpose of maintaining the dominant discourse within 

a White-centered space. It informs this study to empower the participants through the counter 

storytelling inquiry approach.  

Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge expands our understanding of how race, power, and 

knowledge are experienced in the U.S. academy. For Foucault, knowledge and power are bound 

together. The production of knowledge is embedded in power relations, and knowledge becomes 

a mode of surveillance, regulation, and discipline. Human bodies and meanings of social 

categories, such as race, class, and gender, are created by power relations. In U.S. higher 

education, White faculty and students who stand in the central position have dominant authority 

over ethnic minority groups of faculty members. The presence of Asian faculty may challenge 

the power relations within a White-dominated space. Asian faculty’s intelligence, perseverance, 

and hard work may enhance the competition for resources, positions, and opportunities, as well 

as pose threats to U.S.-born faculty’s working and living conditions. To maintain their privilege, 

U.S.-born faculty may use the model minority myth and stereotypes of Asians to racialize, 

isolate, and marginalize Asian faculty. Based on unequal power relations in the classroom, U.S. 

students may use stereotypical images of Asians to challenge Asian faculty’s professional 

competency and teaching effectiveness (e.g., Mayuzumi, 2008). Furthermore, Foucault’s theory 

provides a useful analytic framework to see why and how East Asian faculty use scholarship 

performance to gain power, social status, and recognition, counter racism, and legitimate their 
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existence in the U.S. academia.  

To sum up, guided by these theoretical frameworks, this study attempts to explore how 

East Asian faculty understand their professional experiences in the U.S. academy through a 

critical phenomenological lens. 

Overview of Research Design 

Guided by research purpose and questions, this study employs a qualitative inquiry 

approach to investigate the lived professional experiences of 12 East Asian international faculty 

and the meanings they make of their experiences. A large public research university in the 

southeast of the U.S. is chosen as the research site where the participants are recruited through 

purposeful sampling. 

Specifically, this study is situated at the intersection of phenomenological, counter 

storytelling, and case study research approaches. Phenomenology as a research method relies on 

participants’ accounts of their experiences with a particular phenomenon and researchers’ 

interpretations (Moustakas, 1994). Researcher should bracket out his/her presuppositions and 

hypotheses, look at the collected information openly, and seek meanings and structures by 

allowing his/her consciousness to interact with the findings (Moustakas, 1994; Rossman & Raliis, 

1998). Counter storytelling has been used as a useful approach for critical race research in 

sociological and educational studies. As a means of exposing and challenging deeply entrenched 

racism in American society, counter storytelling brings power to the people of color whose 

voices have been largely marginalized from the historical records or the dominant discourse, 

allows them to contradict normalized discourse that perpetuates racial stereotypes, and helps 

promote social change and justice (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). For the most part, East Asian 

faculty’s professional experiences and meaning making are closely related to the policies and 



                                                                               

10 
 

culture of a specific context where they work. With all the participants selected from one 

predominantly white institution, this study utilizes the case study approach to examine how the 

conditions or policies of the institution hinder or facilitate their professional career advancement 

from their own perspectives, and then provides suggestions for institutional construction. 

Oriented by the inquiry methods, in-depth interviewing serves as the main method of 

understanding the participants’ common professional experiences. In addition, data are collected 

from observations of the participants’ classes, working environment, and behaviors during the 

interviews, as well as from documents.  

Data analysis relies on Creswell’s (2003) six generic steps to qualitative data analysis, 

Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) open coding and axial coding, inductive analysis method (Creswell, 

2003), and the principles of Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis. 

Method triangulation, theory triangulation, member checking, thick description, and 

reflective journal are utilized to ensure the trustworthiness of this study. 

Limitations 

There are four limitations to this study. 

The first limitation involves the representativeness of the sample. In this study, the 

participants are selected from one public research university, so they cannot represent all the East 

Asian faculty members in the United States. The chosen institution has its own history, culture, 

and management policies. Therefore, the results of this study should be cautiously generalized to 

other situations.  

Second, due to the dispersity of the participants across various departments or colleges, as 

well as the characteristics of the phenomenon under investigation, it is difficult for me to observe 

their daily professional experiences. Therefore, observations are limited to the participants’ 

http://dict.cn/dispersity
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classroom, working environment, as well as their facial expressions, behaviors, and emotional 

changes during the interviews. 

Third, there may be a limitation on junior faculty members’ descriptions of their career 

experiences. Senior faculty members who have been employed longer would have more 

experiences and stories to share than junior faculty members. Nonetheless, due to the limited 

resources, this study accepts junior faculty members as part of the sample.  

Fourth, to avoid identity disclosure and any sensitive information, such as country of birth, 

professional rank, discipline, and educational background, is purposefully removed from each 

participant. Only the demographic statistics of the sample is provided. Therefore, there is a 

concern about the generalization of the research findings to East Asian faculty in other U.S. 

institutions of higher education. 

In spite of these limitations, this study is worthwhile due to its important implications for 

educational researchers, institutional administrators, East Asian or other ethnic groups of 

international faculty members, as well as U.S.-born faculty and students. 

Researcher Positionality 

The researcher serves as the primary data gathering instrument in qualitative inquiry, so it 

is imperative to discuss his/her personal connection to the phenomenon being investigated. 

Specifically, it is important for the researcher to discuss his/her personal or professional 

information that may affect data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Patton, 1990). In this 

section, I discuss my own as well as other Asian international students’ learning processes in 

America, my previous interactions with East Asian faculty before conducting this study, my 

professional knowledge of Asian faculty, and my assumptions about East Asian faculty’s career 

experiences in American higher education. 
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The greatest motivation for doing this qualitative study stems from my learning 

experiences as a Chinese international graduate student at a U.S. public university for more than 

three and a half years. Studying abroad has offered me good opportunities to learn advanced 

knowledge and educational patterns and to communicate with people from different ethnic 

groups or cultural backgrounds. However, like many international students, I have encountered a 

variety of challenges during the learning process. First, language barriers and cultural differences 

have negative impacts on my academic progress. English is my second language, so I have to 

spend more time and effort than my peers who are native speakers of English in reading assigned 

materials and writing papers. Due to my insufficiency in English listening, I often miss some 

important information that teachers convey in the class. With limited English spoken ability, I 

cannot effectively communicate with professors and others. I often feel embarrassed when 

participating in group presentations or conversations with native English speakers. Second, 

besides language barriers, my lack of American culture further hinders my communications with 

professors as well as with my students when I served as a teaching assistant. I am aware of the 

fact that my ability may be under-evaluated due to my insufficient communicative competence.  

Over my doctoral study, I have come to know many Asian international graduate students. 

We share experiences and support each other to overcome the challenges and relieve life 

pressures. I have witnessed the struggle that many Asian international doctoral students who 

aspire to pursue academic careers have undergone as they attempt to socialize to the U.S. 

academic culture. 

In addition, through attending various campus activities and many national or international 

academic conferences, I have come to know some Asian international faculty and scholars. My 

informal observations and conversations with them lead me to see that Asian international 
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faculty may experience the academy very differently from U.S.-born faculty members. I have 

also witnessed some of the Asian faculty’s struggle and efforts in attempting to survive and 

realize their career goals in U.S. higher education.  

With what I have experienced, heard, and observed since the beginning of my doctoral 

study in the U.S., I have developed great interest in Asian faculty’s professional experiences. 

Specifically speaking, I have been curious about what hurdles they may face in every facet of 

faculty work? Do they get enough and effective help from campus-wide supporting programs? 

What else do they need? What strategies do they use to negotiate the process towards tenure or 

promotion? All these questions have often occurred to me. With these questions, I have reviewed 

existing literature and learned that Asian faculty who are underrepresented in educational 

research are less likely to be tenured or promoted although they are more productive in research 

when compared with U.S.-born faculty. Additionally, my literature review gives me an insight 

into the unique professional development process that Asian faculty may go through due to 

language, culture, and race issues. Furthermore, my literature review tells that research on Asian 

faculty’s lived professional experiences is scant. Thus, I strongly feel that I have a mission to 

create a narrative space for this group of faculty members. 

In brief, both my personal academic experiences, my understanding of some Asian 

international students and faculty’s experiences through personal contact, and my knowledge of 

Asian faculty obtained from literature review prompt me to conduct this qualitative study.  

Definition of Key Terms 

The key terms are defined as follows to contextualize this study. 

International Faculty - In previous research, the definitions of international faculty are 

inconsistent, which may produce misleading results. Researchers (e.g., Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 

http://dict.cn/inconsistent
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2008) using citizenship in faculty classification may exclude those faculty who were born and 

educated in their home countries, then took on professional careers after obtaining their graduate 

degrees in the U.S, and then became U.S. citizens. This group of faculty should be regarded as 

international faculty. Using citizenship as the criteria may underreport the number of 

international faculty (Kim, Wolf-Wendel, & Twombly, 2011). Researchers using birth place as a 

distinctive criterion may over report the number of international faculty. For example, Wells 

(2007) refers to international faculty as “all faculty members other than American born U.S. 

citizens” (p.77). This definition may include those foreign-born faculty members who came to 

the U.S. at an early age, grew up here, and then became U.S. citizens. This group of foreign-born 

faculty is supposed to have different cultural, social, and educational experiences from those who 

do not remain in home countries until they receive their bachelor or master degrees. Thus, this 

group of foreign-born faculty should not be regarded as international faculty (Kim, Wolf-Wendel, 

& Twombly, 2011). To make for the deficiencies of previous classifications between 

international faculty and American faculty, in this study, international faculty refer to those 

individuals who were born, grew up, and completed at least their bachelor degrees in their home 

countries, earned doctoral degrees in the U.S., and are currently faculty members in U.S. 

institutions of higher education.  

East Asian International Faculty - Specifically speaking, for this study, East Asian 

international faculty refer to those who were born, grew up, had completed at least their bachelor 

degrees in their home countries, then received their doctoral degrees in the U.S., and are 

currently full-time tenure-track faculty members in U.S. institutions of higher education. Those 

who satisfy these criteria but have U.S. citizenship are still regarded as international faculty in 

this study.  

http://dict.cn/distinctive%20criteria
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Teaching - Faculty are expected to perform a variety of instructional roles and responsibilities in 

order to fulfill the academic positions. Their basic responsibilities include course design, giving 

lecture, assessing students’ learning, and providing feedback. This study focuses on examining 

East Asian faculty’s cross-cultural teaching experiences. 

Research - Over the past several decades, research has clearly become the principal faculty role 

and the most important criterion for tenure, promotion, and salary increase, especially at research 

universities (e.g., Diamond, 1993; Fairweather, 1993). Research activities this study investigates 

include paper writing, academic conference presentation, grant application, and scholarly service. 

Service - Service plays an important role in faculty’s professional lives. Faculty service consists 

of internal and external service (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; Neumann & Terosky, 2007). 

Internal service supports the institution’s missions, normal operations, and cultural life, including 

committee service and governance or administrative service, whereas external service involves 

outreach/public service (e.g., Fear & Sandmann, 1995, Neumann & Terosky, 2007) or 

contributions to professional associations and disciplines (e.g., serving as editors, reviewers, or 

program chairs) (Becher, 1989; Centra, 1979). In this study, internal service also refers to 

institutional service. This study only focuses on investigating East Asian faculty’s experiences 

with and their perceptions of institutional service. 

Constraint - In this study, constraint means the difficulties and barriers that East Asian faculty 

may encounter due to individual or contextual factors when they seek tenure, promotion, and 

recognition in U.S. institutions of higher education.  

Enablement - Enablement refers to the support or opportunities that the institution provides to 

facilitate or maximize East Asian faculty’s professional advancement.  

Agency - Agency refers to the capacity of individuals to act independently, make their own 
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choices, garner power in transforming society, construct their life trajectories (Archer, 2002; 

Elder, 1994; Marshall, 2000; Terosky & O’Meara, 2011), and to realize their specific goals when 

they interact with a given social structure. Agency is usually discussed “in relation to contexts 

which might be enabling or constraining, depending on the socio-political and material 

conditions which influence them” (Leibowitz, Schalkwyk, Ruiters, Farmer, & Adendorff, 2012, 

p. 354). According to Bandura (1997), “people are proactive, aspiring organisms who have a 

hand in shaping their own lives and the social systems that organize, guide, and regulate the 

affairs of their society” (p. vii). This study borrows the concept of human agency from 

sociological studies to interpret the strategies employed by East Asian faculty to interact with 

personal as well as structural constraints and enablements for the purpose of achieving survival 

and career success in U.S. higher education.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized into five chapters.  

Chapter one presents a brief background introduction of Asian international faculty and 

Asian Americans in the United States, research purpose and questions, an overview of theoretical 

frameworks, research design, the significance and limitations of the study. Then, the researcher 

positionality is illuminated. Finally, definitions of key terms that are used throughout the study 

are provided. 

Chapter two begins with an explanation of the four conceptual frameworks that guide the 

study.  Due to language, culture, and racial issues, East Asian faculty might go through a unique 

professional career development process. Then, this chapter synthesizes the literature that 

informs the study from three bodies: faculty socialization, the career experiences of international 

faculty in American higher education, as well as the career experiences of Asian faculty in 
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American higher education.  

After the broad context is established, chapter three describes in depth the methodological 

approach, the site, sample selection and recruitment, methods of data collection and analysis, and 

the techniques that are utilized to ensure the trustworthiness of the study.  

Chapter four serves as the results chapter. It first presents a general profile of each 

participant and then expounds the reasons for their choices of staying in the U.S. to pursue 

academic careers upon doctoral graduation. Then, it respectively describes the participants’ 

experiences with teaching, research, and service. Afterwards, both the positive and negative 

impacts of East Asian faculty’s racial identity on their professional growth are discussed. Finally, 

this chapter explains how East Asian faculty exercise their agency to deal with individual as well 

as structural constraints and enablements in order to achieve career development. 

Chapter five, as the last chapter, provides an in-depth discussion of the research findings 

and offers recommendations for methodology, research, practice, and policy.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This chapter first presents the conceptual frameworks that are used to guide this study and 

then explores available and relevant literature to contextualize this study. Since little research has 

been done to investigate the career experiences of Asian international faculty, this study is 

informed by a wide variety of literature, including faculty socialization, career experiences of 

international faculty, and issues about Asian international faculty in U.S. higher education. This 

chapter concludes by explaining how this study is situated within and contributes to the currently 

existing body of work on this issue. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

In this study, the four conceptual frameworks that are used to theoretically ground the 

professional experiences of East Asian faculty in the U.S. academy are: the theory of 

communicative competence and socialization, acculturation theory, CRT, and the theory of 

power/knowledge. This section offers an account of the theoretical frameworks and explains how 

they are applied to this study. 

Communicative Competence and Socialization 

Sociolinguists (Halliday, 1978; Hymes, 1972) argue the social roles of language. 

Schieffelin and Ochs (1986) propose that socialization occurs through the use of language and 

highlight “the interdependence of language and sociocultural structures and processes” (p. 163). 

Language plays a critical role in forming social discourse, life, identity, relations, and power 
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dynamics and in integrating an individual into the society (Bourdieu, 1991; Foucault, 1980). 

Ochs (1988) states that language as symbol not only “encodes local social and cultural 

structures”, but also serves as “a tool for establishing (i.e. maintain, creating) social and 

psychological realities” (p. 210). Specifically, Canale and Swain’s (1980) conceptualization of 

communicative competence provides an analytic lens for this study to understand how language 

barriers hinder East Asian faculty’s effective communications and interactions with students, 

colleagues, and work structure. Canale and Swain (1980) define communicative competence as 

consisting of three components: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, and 

strategic competence. Grammatical competence can “be understood to include knowledge of 

lexical items and of rules of morphology, syntax, sentence-grammatical semantics, and 

phonology” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 29). Sociolinguistic competence consists of two sets of 

rules: sociocultural rules and rules of discourse (Canale & Swain, 1980). Sociocultural rules 

specify the ways in which speakers’ utterances are produced and understood appropriately in a 

specific sociocultural context, and rules of discourse are about “the extent to which appropriate 

attitude and register or style are conveyed by a particular grammatical form within a given 

sociocultural context” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). Strategic competence is “made up of 

verbal and non-verbal communication strategies that may be called into action to compensate for 

breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or to insufficient competence” 

(Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). Sufficient communicative competence serves as an essential 

basis for an individual’s assimilation and socialization into the dominant culture.  

The theory that language and communicative competence as a tool for socialization 

informs this study to explore how limited English proficiency affects East Asian faculty’s teaching 

ability, academic activities, involvement in service, communications with students and colleagues, 
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and socialization to the dominant culture. This theory also informs this study to investigate what 

communication strategies they employ to repair communication breakdowns and achieve 

communication purposes. 

Acculturation: Adaptation and Maintenance 

Acculturation is a process in which an individual who is exposed to a new different culture 

gradually changes his/her original cultural patterns and adopts the beliefs, habits, attitudes, 

values, and behaviors of the new culture (Berry, 1997). It is understood as the continuous 

interaction of different cultural elements and norms. The dominant group and the acculturating 

group mutually influence each other during the process of acculturation. When individuals adapt 

to different cultural environments, their personal, social, and cultural identities, as well as their 

conceptions of the world are challenged (Arthur, 2000). During the acculturation process, 

original culture tends to influence people’s cultural adaptation to the dominant culture. Cultural 

transfer occurs when the acculturating members subconsciously use their original culture values 

to guide their behaviors and judge others’ behaviors in the target cultural context. It refers to 

cultural interference resulted from cultural gaps.  

Researchers describe acculturation as involving two distinct dimensions: adaptation to the 

host culture and maintenance of the original culture (e.g., Berry, 1997; Marín & Gamba, 1996; 

Rogler, Cortés, & Malgady, 1991). Cultural adaptation means that members of the acculturating 

group gradually adopt values of a new culture and shift their behaviors accordingly, while 

cultural maintenance involves retaining the norms of an individual’s native cultural identity and 

characteristics. Both dimensions are important as they reflect the development of a bicultural 

orientation where individuals can move both ways in relation to their adaption to both old and 

new culture (Berry, 2002). Based on a combination of levels of adaptation and maintenance, four 
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types of acculturation outcomes are identified: assimilation, integration, separation, and 

marginalization (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992). Berry (1997) notes that during the 

acculturation process, an individual or a group may encounter confusion, distress, and resistance 

due to the cross-cultural conflicts. The acculturating individual or group can use strategies to 

cope with problems happening in the process. Acculturation is viewed as a multi-linear 

phenomenon giving rise to different outcomes (Berry, 2002). Levels of acculturation to a 

dominant culture relate to individual factors, such as ethnicity, age, gender, generational status, 

English proficiency, educational background, and attitudes. 

The dimensions of acculturation provide this study with insight into exploring how East 

Asian faculty within the U.S. higher education cultural context, where values and norms are 

largely different from their original cultural traditions, experience the cross-cultural professional 

process. Specifically, acculturation theory provides an analytic tool for understanding and 

interpreting how cultural disjunction affect East Asian faculty’s perceptions and experiences 

with regard to teaching, research, service, and interactions with students and colleagues in U.S. 

higher education, how cultural orientation affects their integration to the U.S. socio-cultural 

environment, what strategies they use to facilitate their socialization and job performance, and 

the extent to which East Asian faculty maintain the values and habits of their home cultures. 

Critical Race Theory 

This study is also grounded in critical race theory. CRT, as an emerging transdisciplinary 

methodological, conceptual, and theoretical construct sprang up in the mid-1970s in response to 

the traditional civil rights litigation and critical legal studies. It is to “produce meaningful and 

lasting cultural reform, and challenge orthodox ideologies around meritocracy, color blindness, 

race neutrality, political action, and equal opportunity” (Anderson & McCormack, 2010, p. 953). 
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Focusing on the intersection of race, law, and power, CRT has analyzed the ways in which 

a regime of white supremacy, the subordination of people of color, and racial power have been 

socially constructed and maintained in the United States, and in particular, the role that law plays 

in this process. CRT is used “not merely to understand the vexed bond between law and racial 

power but to change it” (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995, xiii). It intends to 

investigate the possibility of transforming the relationship between law and racial power, and 

more broadly, the possibility of achieving racial emancipation and anti-subordination (Crenshaw, 

Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). With key characteristics of “race consciousness, emphases on 

contemporary societal dynamics, socially marginalized groups, and praxis between research and 

practice” (Ford & Airhihenbuwa, 2010, p. 30), CRT argues for a “potent theory and praxis 

through a critical and self-critical melding of identity-conscious analysis, anti-essentialist politics 

and anti-subordination principles” (Valdes, McCristal, & Harris, 2002, p. 3). By advancing the 

subjective perspectives and lived experiences of people of color, CRT scholars and activists aim 

to counter negative stereotypes, White cultural hegemony, racial inequality, and oppression (Liu, 

2009). 

CRT has been widely used to study issues about racial dynamics in educational practices 

and research fields (e.g., Bernal, 2002; Powers, 2007; Teranishi, 2002). According to Solórzano 

and Yosso (2002), CRT is “a framework or set of basic insights, perspectives, methods, and 

pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform those structural and cultural aspects of 

education that maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions” (p. 25). Solórzano and Yosso 

(2002) propose five primary elements of the educational structure through the CRT lens. First, 

race and racism interact with other forms of oppression in education. According to CRT scholars, 

race and racism are endemic and central factors in defining and explaining the experiences of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Race_%28classification_of_humans%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Power_%28philosophy%29
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people of color (Delgado, 1989; Han, 2008; Russell, 1992; Taylor, 1998). The intercentricity of 

race and racism with other social constructs such as class, gender, immigration status, and 

sexuality yields a complex subordination of people of color. The second element of CRT in 

higher education involves challenging dominant ideology and claims of objectivity, fairness, 

meritocracy, color-blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity in education. CRT scholars 

assert that these traditional claims are used to obscure White privilege, self-interest, and power. 

Third, CRT research is committed to social justice through critical educational research and 

transforming institutional practices that perpetuate or reconfirm the existing inequalities in 

education. CRT scholars work toward eliminating racism, sexism, and poverty and toward 

empowering oppressed minority groups. Fourthly, focusing on the voices and lived experiences 

of people of color, critical race theorists view their experiential knowledge as a legitimate source 

of information and critical tool in understanding and analyzing racism. CRT scholars expose the 

exclusion of the voices of people of color from dominant narratives and argue to enable their 

voices to be heard through methods such as counter-storytelling, family history, narratives, and 

etc. The fifth element of CRT applied in education is its interdisciplinay nature. CRT scholars 

insist on not only understanding race and racism in both historical and contemporary contexts, 

but also drawing from transdisciplinary knowledge base of ethnic studies, gender studies, 

sociology, history, law, and other fields to get a better understanding of race and racism in 

education. 

However, traditional civil rights work and CRT seem to focus on the black/white binary. 

Recognizing the inadequacy of traditional civil rights work and CRT in accounting for the 

specific problems and needs of other racial groups, Chang (1993) advances a framework for 

Asian critical race theory: Asian American legal scholarship. Asian American legal scholarship 
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which includes writing law review articles, writing briefs in the civil rights context, and teaching 

law school courses can address the coverage problem presented by both traditional civil rights 

work and critical race theory and can break the silence that surrounds oppression. Chang 

examines two informal mechanisms of oppression, nativistic racism and discrimination against 

Asian Americans and the racial hierarchy reinforced by the model minority stereotype, to 

demonstrate the social needs for Asian critical race theory. Chang suggests that the creation of 

the narrative space and the use of personal narrative or counter stories (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) 

will allow Asians to speak their oppression into and out of existence, counter the dominant 

discourse, and make the problems of Asian Americans visible. According to Chang (1993), 

narratives can perform three overlapping functions: revealing the real-life effects of 

discriminatory and governmental laws on Asian American community development, shattering 

the mistaken beliefs about Asian Americans, challenging unjust laws, and bringing about social 

change.  

CRT and Asian CRT highlight this study to explore how race operates within the 

privileged white-centered academic space to affect East Asian faculty’s career process. East 

Asian faculty’s existence disrupts the white hegemonic authority and changes raced power 

relations in the organization, which will result in students and colleagues’ resistance and 

challenges in Asian faculty’s academic competency and scholarship in order to maintain the 

white hegemony. Specifically, CRT guides this study to explore the specific ways in which 

institutional administrators use power and policies to maintain the white privilege, perpetuate the 

model minority paradigm, and discriminate East Asian faculty. It enlightens this study to use 

counter story-telling as an inquiry approach to afford an opportunity or space for East Asian 

faculty who have encountered racial bias or discrimination but have been historically silenced to 



                                                                               

25 
 

speak out their lives and experiences in the academy so that their individual realities can be heard 

and understood by the public. It also facilitates this study to see how Asian faculty enact agency 

by employing a multiplicity of survival tactics to resist racism and institutional subordination, 

legitimize their existence, and challenge the status quo. Finally, in alignment with the social 

goals of CRT, this study aims to empower East Asian faculty to counter educational discourse 

that perpetuates the notions of racial inequality and negative stereotypes and to promote social 

justice. 

Knowledge and Power 

Foucault’s (1979 & 1980) concept of knowledge/power is also applied to this study. 

Foucault uncovers socially constructed hierarchies and unequal power relations embedded in the 

process of knowledge production. For Foucault, knowledge and power are bound together. The 

production of knowledge is embedded in power relations, and knowledge becomes a mode of 

surveillance, regulation, discipline. Foucault (1980) states,  

          The exercise of power itself creates and causes to emerge new objects of knowledge and 
accumulates new bodies of information … the exercise of power perpetually creates 
knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power. … It is not 
possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for knowledge not 
to engender power (p. 52).  

 
Therefore, knowledge is not independent, neutral, and objective, but is integral to the operation 

of power. The so-called truth is the production of power. For Foucault, various power relations 

and hierarchies work within a huge network, and power exists in relation to other power sources.  

Foucault further explores how human subjects are invented, defined, regulated, and 

normalized through the system of discourse, power, and knowledge. Discourse involving power 

and knowledge is created and perpetuated by those who have the power and media for 

communication. What we are is decided by those who are in dominant controlling positions. The 
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human body is not natural and fixed, but is a culturally, historically, and politically constructed 

and contextualized entity (Brook, 1999; Gorely, Holroyd, & Kirk, 2003).  

Foucault’s insightful analysis of the nature, function, and operation of power from a micro 

perspective has great influence on fields of study such as philosophy, politics, laws, and 

sociology. Foucault also recognizes that the power, control, labeling, and different treatment 

would bring about people’s resistance. His power/knowledge analysis provides the theoretical 

basis for postcolonialism that intends to deconstruct the power/knowledge system that is built on 

western colonial hegemony and dominancy.  

Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge provides this study with insights into analyzing 

how and why East Asian faculty as active agents utilize knowledge production, scientific 

contribution, and hard working to counter racial inequality, reconstruct their social identities, 

positions, and powers, and gain the initiative in determining their career trajectories. 

In brief, these four theoretical frameworks guide this study to explore the professional 

experiences of East Asian faculty in American higher education through a critical 

phenomenological lens. This study attempts to make the unseen visible by providing an 

opportunity for East Asian faculty to speak out their experiences and complexities in 

professional development.  

Faculty Socialization 

Tierney and Rhoads’ (1993) theory of faculty socialization has become the prevailing 

framework through which to view how faculty members become enmeshed within and change 

the institutional culture in higher education. This section provides the definition of the faculty 

socialization theory, discusses the five socio-cultural forces involved in faculty socialization, and 

then summarizes the factors which influence faculty’s career experiences based on existing 
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literature.  

Socialization as a concept has concerned social scientists during the past several decades. 

Traditional notions of socialization have emphasized it as a one-directional and ongoing process, 

whereby individuals conform to the norms and roles required for assimilation into a social group 

or community by acquiring the values, knowledge, attitudes, and social skills appropriate to the 

dominant culture (Baldwin & Blackburn, 1981; Bourdieu, 1977; Merton, 1957; Van Maanen, 

1976; Weidman, Twale, & Stain, 2002). Brim and Wheeler (1966) define socialization as “the 

process by which persons acquire the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that make them more or 

less able members of society” (p. 3). In response to the exclusion of individuals’ influence on the 

organizational culture from traditional understandings of socialization, Tierney and Rhoads 

(1993) define it as “a ritualized process that involves the transmission of culture” (p. 21) and a 

“bidirectional” (p. 2) process that produces “change in individuals as well as organizations” (p. 

2). Their interpretation of socialization emphasizes “webs of significance” (Geertz, 1973, p. 5), 

where organizational mainstream culture and codes shape members’ behaviors, whereas at the 

same time, members contribute to the reshaping of the organizational culture through dynamic 

social negotiations and interactions. 

As an ongoing cultural process, faculty socialization consists of two stages: anticipatory 

socialization and organizational socialization (Corcoran & Clark, 1984; Tierney & Rhoads, 

1993). Anticipatory socialization largely occurs during graduate school, where graduate students 

internalize the attitudes, roles, and norms of behavior necessary to succeed as faculty members in 

their disciplines as well as the professions at large through observing, participating, and 

interacting with professors (Anderson & Seashore, 1991; Rosser, 2004), peers (González, 2004; 

Weidman & Stein, 2003), and mentors (Johnsrud, 1990; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Phillips, 1979). 
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Organization socialization occurs as faculty members embark on their academic journeys 

towards gaining membership into the profession. It is viewed as a dynamic, interactive, and 

“cultural process that involves the exchange of patterns of thought and action” (Tierney & 

Rhoads, 1993, p. 21). Anticipatory socialization influences organizational socialization, 

especially during faculty’s early period of employment. As Van Maanen (1983) indicates, 

individuals learn about what it means to be a faculty member, tasks to be performed, evaluation 

standards, and the requirements for this role at an organization during their graduate training. If 

the cultures, structures, norms, and career orientation brought by an individual are consistent 

with those of the entering setting, the organizational socialization process might reaffirm the 

recruiter’s perceptions; otherwise, the employing organization will try to modify the new faculty 

member’s qualities and transformative process will occur (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). This 

modification can also be called re-socialization, “where the formal purpose is to make up for or 

correct some deficiency in earlier socialization” (Wheeler, 1966, p. 68). 

This study focuses on East Asian faculty’s career navigations at the stage of organizational 

socialization. However, it intends to contextualize their professional experiences at this stage by 

providing a brief introduction to each participant’s anticipatory socialization experiences in the 

first section of chapter 4. 

Socio-cultural Forces Involved in Faculty Socialization 

Culture shapes and is shaped by social interactions (Geertz, 1973). Faculty socialization as 

a complex process occurs within five socio-cultural contexts: national, professional, disciplinary, 

individual, and institutional (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). These cultural forces coexist and interact 

to create a unique socialization process for each individual. 

First, faculty socialization happens under a specific large national social and cultural 
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context. Different nations have different cultures, values, customs, and ways of behavior, so 

concepts such as tenure, academic freedom, and faculty roles and responsibility in America are 

dramatically different from those in other nations. The overall culture of the American society 

plays a primary role in affecting faculty socialization. Therefore, an individual who becomes a 

faculty member in America, no matter what his/her nationality is, is generally socialized to the 

American cultural system. This theory enables me to see how the differences in academic culture 

between America and East Asian countries result in East Asian faculty’s career decisions as well 

as create challenges for this socialization.    

Second, a profession consists of “a group of people who engage in similar types of work, 

shared common values and beliefs, and derive a similar sense of identity from their work” 

(Tierney & Rhoads, 1993, p. 11). Although obvious cultural differences exist among nations, 

individuals who decide to join in the academic profession share commonalities. Clark (1987) 

identifies three prevailing professional ideologies: service of knowledge, academic honesty, and 

academic freedom. Kuh and Whitt (1986) also list a set of common professional values across 

disciplines: “academic freedom, the community of scholars, scrutiny of accepted wisdom, truth 

seeking, collegial governance, individual autonomy, and service to society through the 

production of knowledge, the transmission of culture, and education of the young” (p. 76). This 

theory highlights this study to examine how East Asian faculty interact with the three core 

responsibilities of faculty work to achieve career success.  

Next, disciplinary culture affects faculty socialization in specific ways. A discipline is a 

subgroup of people within the profession. Ladd and Lipset (1975) describe a discipline as “a unit 

of association in which faculty members spend large portions of their professional lives” (p. 56). 

They also state that a professor is more familiar with members of his/her field at universities 
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across the country than with those in other departments at his/her own university. Socialization 

to the discipline normally starts from graduate study when students learn to master language, 

attitudes, and behaviors specific to their fields of study. In addition, holding membership in 

professional organizations, attending regional, national, or international conferences, or 

producing publications in refereed journals pertinent to their disciplines demonstrate graduate 

students or faculty members’ efforts towards disciplinary socialization. 

Additionally, individual differences as to race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and etc. 

are also involved in faculty socialization. This theory facilitates this study to explore how 

language inadequacy, cultural gap, and race affect East Asian faculty’s professional experiences.   

The fifth influence comes from the institution. The above four cultural forces shaping 

faculty life are enacted within the context of the institution. The organizational culture is highly 

heterogeneous, representing different values, assessment criteria, and expectations. Tierney and 

Rhoads (1993) propose that “the culture of an organization is determined by the manner in which 

the institution communicates meaning, the purpose of that meaning, and how that meaning is to 

be interpreted” (p. 15). For example, teaching institutions and research institutions have different 

requirements for faculty members. Newcomers need to acquire the values, mores, and standards 

of performance of the institution, and attempt to define an accepted role for themselves within 

the organization. This theory enables me to see how the institutional history, traditions, and 

policies affect East Asian faculty’s career development.   

To sum up, faculty socialization as a bi-directional process occurs in a very complex 

environment with the interaction of five socio-cultural contexts. This study puts a focus on East 

Asian faculty’s interaction with the American educational culture, the nature of the academic 

profession, Asian characteristics including English communicative competence, cultural gap, and 
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racial identity, and organizational conditions and policies. 

Factors Influencing Organizational Socialization 

Review of the existing literature shows that faculty socialization is influenced by both 

internal and external factors. Many researchers indicate that faculty socialization depends on 

individuals’ initiative and motivation (Bogler & Somech, 2002; Bush & Simmons, 1981). 

Besides, socialization tactics such as interaction (Jones, 1986; Weidman, 1989), social network 

development (Dobrow & Higgins, 2005), and organizational supporting mechanisms including 

training (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993), advisors, peers (Green & Bauer, 1995; Lund, 2010), and 

mentoring (Gibson, 2004) are also critical for successful socialization. 

Motivation as a psychological factor involved in the socialization process determines the 

socialization outcomes (e.g., Geraniou, 2010; Reissman, Platou, Sledge, & Malone, 1960). The 

qualitative case study of Grbich (1998) shows that the primary factors facilitating novice 

researchers’ entry into research include curiosity, motivation, and enthusiasm for research. In 

line with Grbich (1998), González (2004) argues that faculty socialization is closely associated 

with the level of investment of interest, motivation, or energy in the program in her quantitative 

and qualitative study. Besides, many researchers (e.g., Bogler & Somech, 2002; Bush & 

Simmons, 1981; Snyder & Cantor, 1998) have argued that the congruence between one’s 

motives and socialization tactics may play a key role in explaining one’s improvement and 

success in achieving his/her preset goals. 

Mentoring as an external factor has been proposed as an avenue to improve faculty’s 

socialization and career outcomes (Gibson, 2006; Smith, Smith, & Markham, 2000). Kram (1985) 

defines mentoring as a “relationship between a young adult and an older, more experienced adult 

that helps the younger individual learn to navigate the adult world and the world of work” (p. 3). 
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The mentor acquaints new faculty members with departmental structures, culture, requirements, 

and expectations for progress towards tenure or promotion. Using an instrumental case-study 

approach, Cawyer, Simonds, and Davis (2002) explore the role of mentoring during a protégée’s 

organizational entry at a Midwestern university. This study finds that mentoring may facilitate 

socialization through allowing faculty to establish interpersonal bonds and receive support and 

advice from experienced colleagues. Schrodt et al. (2003) conduct a quantitative study with 259 

faculty members from the National Communication Association. Results indicate that mentoring 

enhances the socialization processes experienced by new faculty members. Mentors’ tendencies 

to provide encouragement, assistance in research and teaching, information about tenure, and 

collegiality are related to newcomers’ feelings of connectedness and ownership of the work 

environment. Besides, Girves and Wemmerus’ (1998) quantitative study indicate that the advisor 

plays a critical role in doctoral socialization by establishing the standards of performance, norms, 

and expectations for his/her doctoral students.  

Moving beyond mentoring, some scholars have suggested that the development of a social 

network as a strategy facilitates faculty’s academic improvement, professional advancement, and 

identity development (Austin, Sorcinelli, & McDaniels, 2007; Solem & Foote, 2004; Sweitzer, 

2009). Higgins and Kram (2001) propose the notion of a developmental network and define it as 

a “set of people a protégé names as taking an active interest in and action to advance the 

protégé’s career by providing developmental assistance” (p. 268). Social network researchers 

hold that socialization happens through personal interactions with other members of a given 

community (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003; Weidman, 1989). Through interviews and observations, 

Terosky and O’Meara (2011) find that faculty members commonly seek out and nurture 

supportive relationships to foster their professional growth and goals. Baker and Lattuca (2010) 

http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/search/simpleSearch.jsp?_pageLabel=ERICSearchResult&_urlType=action&newSearch=true&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=au&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=%22Sweitzer+Vicki+L.%22
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/search/simpleSearch.jsp?_pageLabel=ERICSearchResult&_urlType=action&newSearch=true&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=au&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=%22Sweitzer+Vicki+L.%22
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suggest that an individual with a diverse set of relationships is likely to get more support and 

information from both within or outside of the organizational context.  

However, some studies reveal that junior faculty members do not receive sufficient 

support from the organization or senior colleagues and face difficulties in socialization (Baldwin, 

1979; Mager & Myers, 1982; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). Boice (2000) reveals that faculty not 

only complain about the lack of collegiality, but also about the negative and sometimes hostile 

interactions with senior faculty members. Moreover, Austin (2003) states that “aspiring and 

early-career faculty members do not always receive sufficiently explicit statements of the 

expectations or regular feedback” (p. 130) from their colleagues, chairs, or deans.  

In a word, faculty socialization as an ongoing and complex process is influenced by many 

factors. Review of literature on faculty socialization is helpful in understanding the career 

experiences of East Asian faculty. Specifically, it provides this study with insight into analyzing 

the support they receive from the institution, the challenges they face, and the strategies they use 

to advance career development.  

International Faculty in U.S. Higher Education 

The introduction of affirmative action and the Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972 

have spurred American higher education institutions to employ an increasing number of racial 

minority and women faculty members to diversify the faculty body (Lee, 2011). Though 

international faculty make up a significant portion of the American higher education, their career 

experiences have been paid less attention when compared with those of U.S.-born faculty. The 

bulk of the existing research on international faculty is quantitative, presenting the results 

obtained from statistical analysis. Findings of those studies can be categorized into the following 

themes: teaching, research, service, salary, career development, job satisfaction, cultural issues, 
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and racial issues. Among these themes, teaching, research, and service construct the primary 

structure of faculty work and compete for faculty’s time and commitment (e.g., Fairweather & 

Beach, 2002; Fox, 1992; Hattie & Marsh, 1996). 

Teaching 

The teaching role of faculty members reflects their central aim in addressing the primary 

educational missions of U.S. institutions of higher education. Despite the fact that teaching 

excellence rarely brings any recognition beyond the immediate campus, teaching still remains a 

fundamental facet of faculty work and reward structure in most colleges and universities today 

(Boice, 2000; Fletcher & Patrick, 1999). International faculty’s experience in teaching has 

triggered debate. Findings that fall within this theme can be grouped into two sub-themes: 

teaching effects and teaching quantity. 

First, students vary in their attitudes towards foreign-born instructors. Students show more 

negative than positive attitudes towards international faculty’s teaching quality. Most of the 

articles addressing this theme tend to be qualitative. Some students react negatively to 

international faculty’s foreign accents and insufficient communicative competence (Marvasti, 

2005; Skachkova, 2007). Chuang (1996) proposes that language is really a barrier that has 

troubled Asian faculty members. Students and parents often question and complain about 

international faculty’s teaching competency and perceive international faculty as less effective in 

teaching than domestic faculty (e.g., McCroskey, 2002; Neves & Sanyal, 1991). Some students 

cannot adjust themselves to international faculty’s teaching styles. Alberts’ (2008) study finds 

that American students would like to avoid taking foreign-born faculty’s courses because of 

serious grading and high expectations. Some researchers argue that non-linguistic factors may be 

at work in students’ evaluations (e.g., Alberts, 2008; Rubin, 1992). Students may sometimes use 
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the language issue as a means of expressing prejudices and stereotypes. Alberts (2008) states that 

American students’ attitudes towards foreign-born instructors, to a certain extent, determines 

how successful classroom interactions are. 

However, Collins (2008) and Alberts (2008) argue that some students regard a foreign 

accent as a benefit to their learning experiences because it requires them to pay more attention in 

class. A few studies suggest that the students who see the benefits of having a foreign-born 

professor and regard “foreignness” as a teaching resource show positive attitudes (e.g., Collins, 

2008; Neves & Sanyal, 1991). Alberts (2008) argues that international faculty can provide 

students “with more than regular classroom education by exposing them to different points of 

view, helping them to overcome stereotypes, and giving them first-hand insights into other 

places and people” (p. 201). To date, prior research has considered this issue mainly from 

students’ perspectives, but with international faculty’s perceptions and voices being ignored.  

The second sub-theme is about international faculty’s teaching quantity. Studies on this 

topic usually tend to make a comparison of teaching quantity between international and U.S.-

born faculty members. Nearly all the studies addressing this issue are quantitative and the results 

indicate that international faculty are less engaged in undergraduate teaching than U.S.-born 

faculty members and no significant differences in graduate teaching between international and 

U.S.-born faculty are found. Mamiseishvili and Rosser (2010) state that international faculty 

generate 2.84 classroom credit hours per week, whereas U.S. faculty generate 3.72 credit hours. 

The also assert that international assistants and associate professors are more engaged in 

graduate teaching than their international colleagues at the full professor rank, and that female 

international faculty are significantly more engaged in undergraduate teaching than male 

international faculty. Marvasti (2005) suggests that foreign-born faculty preferred teaching 
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graduate students to undergraduates. Also, in a quantitative study, Mamiseishvili (2010) finds 

that U.S. female faculty spend 4.86 hours on teaching per week, while international female 

faculty spend 4.24 hours in teaching per week.  

Research  

Over the past several decades, scholarly productivity has become the main task for faculty 

and the central criterion for appointment, tenure, promotion, and salary decisions (e.g., 

Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; Diamond, 1993; Fairweather, 1993 & 2002; Green, 1998; Kasten, 

1984). This is particularly manifest at research universities. Nearly all previous studies on 

international faculty’s research employ a quantitative approach and concentrate on a comparison 

of research quantity across various variables. The results indicate that international faculty are 

more engaged and productive in research than U.S.-born faculty (Kim, Wolf-Wendel, & 

Twombly, 2011; Mamiseishvili, 2010; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2010; Sabharwal, 2008). Corley 

and Sabharwal (2007) find that international faculty publish an average of 2.09 articles per year 

compared with an annual average of 1.64 articles published by U.S. faculty members. When the 

number of books and conference papers are used as measures for productivity, the trend 

continues. Lin, Pearce, and Wang (2009) note that “on average, foreign-born faculty have 28 

referred journal articles published during their career while native born faculty have 17 articles 

published” (p. 712). Besides, international faculty are found to be slightly more likely to obtain 

grants and patents than U.S.-born faculty. Corley and Sabharwal (2007) state that there are “58 

percent of the foreign-born scientists being awarded governmental grants compared with 55.5 

percent of U.S.-born scientists” (p. 930) and that foreign-born scientists are more likely to have 

applied for a U.S. patent, be granted a U.S. patent, or generate a patent that turns into a 

commercialized product. Foreign-born faculty’s success in the academy is proportional to the 
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efforts they put. Marvasti (2005) asserts that “the success of the foreign-born faculty in research 

is partly due to a much higher percentage of time spent on research than that spent by native 

faculty” (p. 160). Thus, there is sufficient evidence indicating that international faculty 

contribute uniquely to scholarship advancement of U.S higher education institutions. 

Service  

Service is another important aspect of faculty work structure. Service work is often 

measured in three ways: time spent on unpaid tasks that faculty members perform within the 

institution, time spent on unpaid professional activities outside the institution, and time spent on 

administrative committee work (Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011). Service, as a commitment to the 

institution and the profession, is an important strategy for faculty socialization despite the fact 

that service often goes less rewarded and recognized (Fairweather, 2005; Mamiseishvili & 

Rosser, 2010; Stanley, 2006). Studies on this topic tend to compare international faculty’s 

service activities with those of American faculty. Nearly all the studies addressing this issue are 

quantitative and the results indicate that international faculty are significantly less engaged in 

service activities than American faculty. The amount of service activities are counted by the 

number of hours spent on unpaid tasks at or out of the institutions per week and the number of 

hours spent on administrative committee work per week. Mamiseishvili and Rosser (2010) find 

that international academics are less significantly productive in service than U.S-born faculty. 

International faculty generally spend 7.24 hours on service, while native faculty spend 8.20 hours 

on it. Mamiseishvili (2010) states that foreign-born female faculty are less involved in 

undergraduate teaching than U.S.-born female faculty. Additionally, in Skachkova’s (2007) 

study, the interview results show that immigrant female faculty are not actively involved in 

administrative service. However, Mamiseishvili and Rosser (2010) propose that international 
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tenured professors are significantly more engaged in service than their untenured international 

colleagues. 

Salary  

A number of studies have examined whether or not a significant salary gap exists between 

foreign-born and U.S.-born faculty members. Some researchers report that international faculty’s 

salaries are lower than those of U.S-born faculty. Corley and Sabharwal (2007) note that foreign-

born scientists earn significantly lower salaries than their U.S.-born counterparts when 

controlling some demographic and work related variables. Foreign-born scientists earn about 

$607 less than the U.S.-born scientists after controlling for gender, Carnegie classification of 

institution, earned highest degree, disciplinary field, faculty rank, and primary work activity. 

When research productivity is added, the salary gap increases, with foreign-born scientists 

earning about $1,188 less than U.S.-born scientists. However, using the 2004 National Study of 

Postsecondary Faculty (NSOPF:04) dataset, Lin, Pearce, and Wang (2009) find that foreign-born 

faculty’s salaries are slightly over $2,600 higher than those of U.S.-born faculty in the same 

institution. 

Career Development 

Previous literature suggests that international faculty are less likely to be tenured, hold full 

professorships, or take leading positions (Lee, 2005; Sabharwal, 2008; Theobald, 2007) although 

they are more engaged and productive in research when compared with U.S.-born counterparts. 

Corley and Sabharwal (2007) propose that U.S.-born scientists are more likely to hold high-level 

academic positions than foreign-born scientists. Forty eight percent of foreign-born scientists 

hold associate or full professorships, while 59.2% of U.S.-born scientists hold those positions. 

Lin, Pearce, and Wang (2009) state that “some 50.3% of native born faculty are tenured, in 
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contrast to 43.6% of the foreign born faculty” (p. 712) and that more foreign-born faculty than 

U.S-born faculty are in tenure-track positions but have not yet been granted tenure. Sabharwal 

(2008) notes that foreign-born faculty take fewer positions of higher authority such as dean or 

department heads than U.S.-born faculty. Campus-wide professional development opportunities 

and resources targeted towards new faculty are rarely tailored to the needs of foreign-born 

faculty (Collins, 2008; Foote, Li, Monk, & Theobald, 2008) due to the perpetuation of the model 

minority myth and glass ceiling.  

Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction reflects faculty’s affective response to the working environment. Many 

factors such as field of teaching, tenure, rank, and salaries are related to a faculty member’s job 

satisfaction. Early research has shown that international faculty have lower levels of job 

satisfaction than their U.S.-born counterparts do while being more productive (Mamiseishvili & 

Rosser, 2008; Kim, Wolf-Wendel, & Twombly, 2011; Wells et al., 2007). Corley and Sabharwal 

(2007) propose that foreign-born scientists are significantly less satisfied with all dimensions of 

the work environment, including opportunities for advancement, benefits, intellectual challenge, 

degree of independence, location, level of responsibility, salary, job security, and contribution to 

society when compared with U.S.-born scientists. Wells et al. (2007) state that international 

faculty members of Middle Eastern or Asian origins are significantly less satisfied with job 

autonomy than U.S.-born faculty. Laden and Hagedorn (2000) perform quantitative analysis of 

the 1993 National Study of Postsecondary Faculty and conclude that white faculty are more 

satisfied than Asian Pacific faculty members in the test of global job satisfaction. Utilizing 

structural equation modeling technique, Mamiseishvili and Rosser (2011) find that Asian faculty 

are significantly less satisfied than their white faculty counterparts.  
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However, Marvasti (2005) suggests that there are minor differences in the satisfaction with 

workload, time available for class participation, advancement opportunities, and instruction 

duties between foreign-born and U.S.-born faculty. Lin, Pearce, and Wang’s (2009) study 

suggests that foreign-born faculty are more satisfied with their jobs than U.S.-born counterparts. 

Overall, the weight of the evidence indicates that international faculty are less satisfied with their 

jobs overall than native-born faculty members. 

Cultural Issues 

Researchers find that international faculty experience cross-cultural challenges. Without 

completely changing their behavioral repertoire to better fit the new context, they show a 

complex pattern of continuity and change in going about their work in a new educational 

environment. Debates about their “transnational hybridized identity” (Foote, Li, Monk, & 

Theobald, 2008, p.172) are current in research on international scholars and immigrants. On the 

one hand, international faculty are influenced by their original culture. Chuang (1996) states that 

Asian faculty have a stronger cultural identity as a member of an ethnic minority group than 

European faculty. This, to a certain extent, causes them to separate themselves from others and 

feel lonely. Using the results of a survey, Collins (2008) notes that original educational 

backgrounds affect the experiences of foreign-born faculty. Collins proposes that foreign-born 

professors experience stress related to cultural differences in familial relationships, religious 

beliefs, expectations, social and cultural conventions, and social relations. Foreign-born 

professors report “feelings of isolation and of loss relating to friends, family and their former 

ways of life” (Collins, 2008, p. 183). After interviewing 14 pre-tenure international faculty 

members, Thomas and Johnson (2004) argue that their cultural background influence their 

socializations and interactions with students and colleagues. On the other hand, they have to 
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adapt to American pedagogical culture. The fact that foreign-born female faculty members 

sympathize more with students (Skachkova, 2007) reveals their efforts to adjust to the new 

culture. Collins (2008) conducts a survey with foreign-born faculty and students and concludes 

that foreign-born faculty have considerable concerns about cultural differences, including 

relations with students. 

Racial Issues 

Many studies indicate that race has a negative influence on international faculty’s 

professional experiences and development. Manrique and Manrique (1993) propose that at least 

one-third of non-European immigrant faculty have encountered racial prejudice on campus. Lee 

(2002) states that Asian faculty are negatively affected or experience few benefits due to the 

variable of race. Marvasti (2005) reports that fewer foreign-born than U.S.-born faculty believe 

that minority faculty are treated fairly. Also, using data from a national survey of 2,400 

immigrant faculty members and from interviews with 62 respondents, Manrique and Manrique 

(1999) find that 38% of the respondents report that they have been discriminated against by 

either students, colleagues, or administrators in the workplace. Besides, foreign-born faculty 

have various levels of stress related to their legal status as they work towards tenure (Collins, 

2008; Foote, Li, Monk, & Theobald, 2008). For example, the Green Card application process 

adds to the pressure on them both psychologically and financially during their early career period 

(Collins, 2008). However, there are also a few studies suggesting that race has not greatly 

negatively affected foreign-born faculty’s professional and teaching effectiveness. Lee’s (2002) 

study indicates that Asian faculty who are tenured and in business or health major get more 

benefits than white faculty. In addition, Theobald (2007) states that over half of early-career 

foreign-born faculty agree or slightly agree that their international perspectives are respected by 
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their institutions. Overall, the weight of the evidence indicates that race would negatively 

influence international faculty’s professional socialization process and outcomes. 

Asian Faculty in U.S. Higher Education 

Although there is a growing body of literature on international faculty in U.S. institutions 

of higher education, Asian faculty’s professional experiences are relatively understudied in 

educational research. At some institutions, Asian faculty members make up the highest 

percentage of tenure-track positions within the entire minority faculty workforce, followed by 

Black, Hispanic, and Native American faculty members in order (Chuang, 1996). The 

distribution of Asian faculty across academic disciplines is not even. Asian faculty are 

underrepresented in fields of study such as arts, humanities, education, and social sciences, and 

most of them work in science and engineering fields and are underrepresented in fields of study 

such as arts, humanities, education, and social sciences. 

Previous research on this issue suggests that Asian faculty in higher education face various 

challenges due to their English proficiency, cultural difference, and social status as racial 

minorities. Asian faculty’s English accent and physical features may undermine their 

instructional and academic authority, credibility, and competency. Chuang (1996) stresses that 

language is really a barrier that has troubled Asian faculty members.  

Applying a qualitative study approach, Chuang (1996) finds that Asian faculty are 

constantly embroiled in the struggle between maintaining their cultural identity and adaptation to 

the mainstream culture. Using the marginal man theory (Park, 1928), Seagren and Wang (1994) 

explore the work experiences of five Chinese professors at a Midwestern university. Four 

cultural themes emerge from the analysis of these Chinese professors’ work experiences with 

regard to marginality. First, the conservative Midwestern culture and the lack of multiculturalism 
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in undergraduate education result in Chinese professors’ perceptions of widespread albeit subtle 

racism among students. Second, there are differences in instructional culture between the two 

nations. Third, Chinese professors’ lack of knowledge and understanding of the socialization 

norms and strategies in American culture causes their marginality. Fourth, Chinese professors’ 

inadequate English capacity creates a marginal situation for them. 

In addition, the images of Asian American educators as passive and permissive have 

invited intimidation and aggression from students, colleagues, and administration, which results 

in a difficult classroom situation for many Asian American faculty (Rong, 2002). Across racial 

groups, Whites and Asians earn more than African-Americans and Hispanics (Lee, 2011; 

Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). Using a regression analysis of earnings based on the data set of 

1993 National Study of Post-Secondary Faculty, Lee (2002) finds evidence both for and against 

the existence of a glass ceiling for Asian American faculty. Lee states that “Asian Americans do 

not derive comparable benefits from several characteristics associated with higher salaries for 

Whites and appear to have more limited pathways to higher salaries” (p. 695).  

Literature indicates that Asian faculty members are less productive in undergraduate 

teaching, but more productive in research than U.S-born faculty members (Mamiseishvili & 

Rosser, 2011). After making a statistical analysis of a national database, Laden and Hagedorn 

(2000) conclude that Asian faculty spend more time in research than any other ethnic groups. 

Across ethnicities, Asian American faculty are less likely to be tenured than White faculty 

(Bradburn, Sikora, & Zimbler, 2002; Lee, 2011). Asian faculty are less likely to receive 

administrative appointments or executive positions (Shintaku, 1996). Foreign-born faculty from 

Asia and the Middle East are significantly less satisfied with their jobs than their white 

colleagues (Folwell, 2013; Wells et al., 2007).  
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To sum up, scholarly research has put its emphasis on the interests of dominant culture 

groups of white and black, whereas ignored the experiences of other ethnographic groups. When 

compared with U.S-born faculty, research on international faculty’s professional experiences, 

especially Asian faculty’s career experiences and perspectives, is limited despite the fact that 

there is an increasing research on international faculty in U.S. higher education in the past 

decades. Furthermore, current research on international faculty has primarily been quantitative, 

but has rarely explored their lived career experiences on U.S. campuses from their own 

perspectives. Therefore, this study seeks to let Asian faculty raise their voices. They can 

represent themselves, rather than being represented by Westerners. They can use language to 

contradict the prevailing discourse. Moreover, as an Asian international student standing in the 

same power position as those Asian faculty, I do not study Asian faculty’s experiences and 

voices from a patronizing and authoritative perspective like Western scholars. Consequently, I 

can offer a more accurate analysis and interpretation of those participants’ behaviors and words. 

Summary 

Conceptual frameworks and literature review suggest that Asian faculty with obviously 

unfamiliar and different speech patterns, cultural values, behavioral attributes, and images are 

likely to go through a complex and unique career development process, so it is necessary to use a 

qualitative approach to explore their lived professional experiences in U.S. higher education. 

Thus, both my philosophical paradigms and a review of existing literature drive me to conduct 

this qualitative study. Chapter 3 describes the methodology utilized in this study in detail.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This study attempts to explore how 12 East Asian international faculty understand their 

professional experiences with respect to teaching, research, and service in American higher 

education. This chapter highlights the methodology that is used in this study, including inquiry 

methods, the site where the study is conducted, participant recruitment, data collection and 

analysis methods, as well as the strategies that are utilized to ensure the trustworthiness of this 

study. Finally, this chapter discusses my roles as a researcher when I work with the participants.  

Inquiry Methods 

Oriented by the research questions, this study is positioned at the intersection of 

phenomenological, counter storytelling, and case study research to empower the participants to 

speak out about their experiences and encounters as international faculty members at a U.S 

public research university. 

Phenomenological Approach 

Qualitative phenomenological inquiry approach is suitable for exploring East Asian 

international faculty’s lived professional experiences and the meanings they construct about their 

experiences in American higher education. Phenomenology as a research method “aims to get ‘to 

the things themselves’ through creating written descriptions of personal experience as the source 

of all claims to knowledge” (Conklin, 2007, p. 276). The focus of phenomenological research is 
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to understand “what people experience and how it is that they experience what they experience” 

(Patton, 1990, p. 71) from their own perspectives. It requires the researcher to bracket out his/her 

presuppositions and hypotheses, look at things openly, and seek meanings and structures by 

allowing his/her consciousness to interact with the things (Moustakas, 1994; Rossman & Raliis, 

1998). The goal of phenomenology is to identify and describe, as accurately as possible, how 

members of a particular group experience a particular social phenomenon, and perceive their 

world and reality within a social context (e.g., Creswell, 2007; Kruger, 1988; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2006). The researcher describes the commonalities 

or the underlying structures of the shared human experiences based on reflective analysis and 

interpretation of research participants’ stories (Giorgi, 1985; Moustakas, 1994). 

The phenomenon this study attempts to address is East Asian international faculty’s 

professional development and experiences in U.S. higher education. Following primarily the 

phenomenological approach, the current study takes three rounds of individual semi-structured 

in-depth interviews (Seidman, 2006) as the main data collection method, intending to provide a 

holistic and detailed insight into the nature of East Asian faculty’s professional lives.  

Counter Storytelling Approach 

Storytelling as “a way of knowing” (Seidman, 2006, p.7) has been widely used in 

sociological studies. When people tell stories about themselves, they are reflecting on and 

making sense of their lives by selecting details of their experience from their stream of 

consciousness, and it is this consciousness that gives access to the complicated social phenomena 

(Seidman, 2006).  

Stemming from the CRT, counter storytelling has always been used as a means of 

empowerment for marginalized voices within a society or community. Counter storytelling is 
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defined as “a method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told” 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 26), and invites the reader into a new or unfamiliar world 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It stands in opposition to the majoritarian stories of the dominant 

group. Scholars of the CRT contend that racism and racial hierarchy, which are engrained in the 

system of the large American society, have been fabricated into people’s daily lives. As a means 

of exposing and challenging deeply entrenched racism in American society, counter stories give 

power and voice to the people of color, allow them to contradict normalized discourse that 

perpetuates racial stereotypes, and help promote social change and justice by bringing their 

social realities to the open (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). 

Little attention has been paid to the career experiences of East Asian faculty. This study, 

via counter storytelling, attempts to construct how East Asian faculty “cast themselves as 

protagonists in the stories they tell to explain their lives and make meaning of their own thoughts, 

feelings, desires, and behaviors” (McAdams, 2006, p. 114) during their engagement with the U.S. 

academic community. It also intends to reveal how white privilege operates within an ideological 

framework to reinforce and support unequal societal relations (Merriweather-Hunn, Manglitz, & 

Guy, 2006) and bring the perspectives and voices of this historically marginalized group to the 

forefront.  

Case Study Approach 

A case study is a descriptive, exploratory, or explanatory analysis of a person, group, event, 

program, policy, institution or other system (Simons, 2009; Yin, 2003). As an empirical inquiry 

method, it investigates a social phenomenon within its natural context to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the situation (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). For the most part, East Asian faculty’s 

professional experiences and meaning making are closely related to the policies and culture of a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racism


                                                                               

48 
 

specific context where they work. With all the participants in this study selected from one large 

public research and predominantly white institution, this study utilizes the case study approach to 

examine the phenomenon of how these East Asian faculty navigate their professional career 

advancement in the case of this institution. Based on the research findings, this study aims to 

provide useful suggestions for the administrators and policy makers of the institution. 

This study seeks to develop a collective voice and depict common life experiences among 

East Asian faculty at a U.S. public research university by interpreting 12 individuals’ shared 

stories and thoughts. A combination of these three inquiry approaches offers an appropriate 

methodological and analytical frame for this study.  

The Setting 

All the participants in this study come from a large, public research university in the 

southeast United States. Since the institutional culture and policies have direct influence on the 

participants’ professional behaviors and perceptions, it is necessary to briefly introduce the 

institution. 

This university is a predominantly white institution. At this university, the enrollment of 

international students and recruitment of international faculty and staff indicate its efforts to 

diversify the campus culture and promote international communications. The institution is 

committed to equal opportunity in employment and upholds a non-discrimination policy with 

regard to race, color, religion, national origin, gender, sexual orientation, age, disability, 

citizenship, or veteran status. According to official records, in 2011, this university had 1,175 

faculty members and 3,513 staff members. Among the faculty, 829 were in the rank of assistant 

professor or higher, 922 faculty members were full-time, 527 were tenured, 114 (13.8%) were 

minorities, and 287 (34.7%) were women. Foreign-born faculty, specializing in arts or social 
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science disciplines, are less represented than those in hard and applied science disciplines. There 

is a considerable representation of foreign-born faculty in hard and applied science disciplines. 

Asian international faculty make up the largest racial group within the total foreign-born faculty 

population.  

This university is dedicated to excellence in teaching, research, and service by making 

efforts to recruit and retain outstanding faculty and staff. Besides, this university offers diverse 

cultural programs, intercultural education, and international organizations and societies, which 

enhances awareness and appreciation of cultural and individual diversity, promotes intercultural 

communications, and prepares all the people in the campus to have international responsibility 

and global awareness. 

The Participants 

Since this qualitative study aims for an in-depth understanding of East Asian international 

faculty’s professional experiences in U.S. higher education, participants were recruited through 

purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling, as the dominant sample selection strategy in 

qualitative research, seeks information-rich individuals from the target population who can best 

inform the researcher about the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 1990). 

Sample selection of this study was based on a set of criteria: a faculty member who was born, 

grew up, and was educated until he/she at least earned a bachelor’s degree in an East Asian 

country, received a doctoral degree at a U.S. higher education institution, and has been holding a 

full-time tenure-track academic position at this institution for more than one year. 

After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the selected 

institution, I began the process of sample recruitment. Two strategies were used to recruit the 

participants. First, I identified an initial list of East Asian faculty through my personal contacts 

http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/JTE/v9n1/hoepfl.html#patton
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and the information provided by my friends. Of the ten faculty members who were invited to 

participate in this study by email, five responded, expressing their interest in this topic and great 

willingness to help me. Second, I located the second list of 39 potential informants who met the 

sampling criteria by browsing faculty web page directories of all the colleges and departments 

within the institution. They all were also contacted by email, and then seven East Asian faculty 

members replied that they would like to participate in this study. In the invitation email sent to 

every potential participant, I briefly described my personal background, the research purpose, 

and the estimated time commitment from the participants. After receiving 12 East Asian faculty 

members’ email responses, I scheduled an appointment with them respectively. During my first 

meeting with each of the participants, I provided a copy of the IRB approval document and a 

copy of the participation consent form, aiming to help them know more details about this study, 

such as the methods for data collection, privacy protection, data confidentiality, etc. All of them 

confirmed their decisions to participate in this study. Thus, the process of sample recruitment 

ended at this point. I also asked their class times and got their permissions to observe their 

classes. IRB approvals and consent forms are attached in Appendix C. 

Finally, a total of 12 East Asian faculty members participated in the current study. 

According to Creswell (2009), 12 is a reasonable sample size for phenomenological research. 

They completed a short background questionnaire as required. Based on the information 

obtained from the questionnaires and their curriculum vitae posted online, their demographic 

characteristics are summarized. 

All of the participants received their doctoral degrees from American institutions of higher 

education. Among them, 10 are males and 2 are females. Their ages range from early 30s to early 

60s, with six participants between 30 and 39 years old, five participants between 40 and 49 years 
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old, and one being over 60 years old. Six participants worked as a faculty member at other 

institutions before joining this university. The majority of them are from applied or hard science 

disciplines. Representing nine different academic disciplines, they have an average of seven-year 

working experience at this university. All reported that they speak English as a second language. 

Table 1 presents the statistical information of these participants’ demographic characteristics, 

including gender, country of birth, professional rank, and marital status.  

Table 1 Participants’ Profile 

  N 
Gender Male 10 

Female 2 
Country of Birth China 8 

South Korea 2 
Small East Asian country 1 1 
Small East Asian country 2 1 

Professional Rank Assistant professor 5 
Associate professor 5 
Full professor 1 
Retired full professor 1 

Marital Status Married 11 
Single 1 

N (Total) =12 
 

As shown in Table 1, the participants come from four East Asian countries. Because there 

are few faculty members coming from small East Asian countries 1 and 2 at this institution, the 

names of these two countries are hidden to protect those two participants’ anonymity. Due to the 

limited number of East Asian faculty members at this institution, more detailed information, for 

example, academic disciplines, is purposefully withheld to avoid identity exposure. It is difficult 

to make a balance in terms of gender and country of origin because of limited resources. 

However, this sample constitution well represents the overall structure of the East Asian faculty 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marital_status
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group at this institution. 

Data Collection 

Within the phenomenological, counter storytelling, and case study methodological 

frameworks, data were collected through interviews, observations, and documents for 

methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1999), with interviews as the main source of 

data. All the data were kept confidential. 

Interviews 

In this study, semi-structured in-depth interviews were used as the main method to 

understand East Asian faculty’s professional experiences and the meanings they attach to their 

experiences. The purpose of the interview is to have the participants share their stories, 

reconstruct their experiences with the phenomenon under investigation, “put it in the context of 

their lives, and reflect on its meaning” (Seidman, 2006, p. 20). It yields an important source of 

data for phenomenological studies (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Seidman, 2006).  

A series of three face-to-face interviews were conducted with each participant. The first 

two rounds of interviews were mainly used for data collection, with each lasting approximately 

45 minutes to one and a half hour. The first interview addressed the participant’s anticipatory 

socialization as a doctoral student in the U.S. higher education system, career decisions, and 

initial entry into the institution. At the beginning of the first interview, an informed consent that 

conveys detailed information about this study was signed by both parties. The second interview 

concentrated on follow-up questions emerged from previous interviews, as well as the 

participant’s role continuance phase, reflections, and recommendations. The second interview 

was scheduled at least one week after the first one so that the participants could have enough 

time to deeply reflect on their experiences and provide thoughtful responses during the second 
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interview. The third-round interviews which focused on supplementary questions and member 

checking were conducted after I finished the first draft of the dissertation. Due to some reasons, 

member checking with two participants were conducted through email. For the convenience of 

the participants, all the interviews took place when and where each participant chose. 

A semi-structured interview protocol with open-ended questions was utilized to guide the 

interviews. It is attached in Appendix A. Literature review, theoretical frameworks, and my 

academic experiences as an international graduate student were applied in developing interview 

questions. This protocol not only helped me maintain the research focus and conduct systematic 

and comprehensive interviews, but also allowed me to freely further explore the participants’ 

experiences and constructed meanings within the previously determined inquiry areas. The initial 

interview protocol underwent some minor revisions in light of new issues or questions emerged 

from the process of data collection and analysis.   

For efficient communication, some Chinese participants preferred to speak Mandarin 

during the interviews, but others agreed to speak either Mandarin or English. For uniformity, 

interviews with the eight Chinese participants were conducted in Mandarin. Interviews with the 

other four participants were conducted in English. No big communication problems occurred 

between us since both these four participants and I had been in the U.S. for a long time and had 

professional proficiency in English. However, I had to admit that small misunderstandings did 

happen several times due to my English expressions and the cross-cultural nature of the 

interviews. When realizing that the participants’ responses did not match my questions, I first 

chose to listen to them carefully, and then, I repeated my questions in another way. If they still 

did not understand, I shared an example from other participants’ responses to show what I was 

asking for. In this case, they usually understood and responded in the right direction. To achieve 
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equal depth and width for interviews conducted in English and Mandarin, interviews in English 

lasted longer than those in Mandarin since the four participants were given more time to process 

their answers, so that they could express themselves fully. In addition, a summary of quotations 

was emailed to each participant so that he/she could enrich the content, modify language, check 

meanings. This, to a great extent, ensured the data equality.  

All the interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed verbatim by me in order to 

protect the confidentiality of the participants. I created one electronic transcription for each 

participant. First, I emailed each participant his/her own transcription, allowing him/her to check 

whether there were some mistakes or misunderstandings in my transcription of the three 

interviews with him/her. After careful review, all the participants returned the transcriptions with 

tracking changes to me by email again. I checked and accepted all the changes made by them. 

Thus, all the 12 transcriptions were finalized. 

The rapport between me and the participants was strengthened as our interview 

relationship grew. 

Observations 

Data were also gathered through observations. Observation allows the inquirer “to see the 

world as his subjects see it, to live in their time frame, to capture the phenomenon in and on its 

own terms, and to grasp the culture in its own natural, ongoing environment” (Guba & Lincoln, 

1981, p. 193). Since two participants had no teaching tasks when the observations were 

conducted, ten faculty members participated in my class observation. I observed their 

undergraduate or graduate class four times, with each time lasting 50 minutes. Observations of 

their teaching styles, English communicative competence, and interactions with students assisted 

me a lot in coming up with interview questions regarding their teaching experiences. While 
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observing, I made notes and wrote down my reflections. Afterwards, I wrote up full field notes 

with asides, commentaries, or memos (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). The observation form is 

attached in Appendix B. 

Additionally, observations of the participants during the interviews provided me with 

access to the emotional reactions of each participant (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). I assessed their 

emotional changes through verbal or non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, fatigue, 

significant pauses, raised or lowered voices, body languages, and mannerisms. Their emotions 

which closely relate to the construction of meaning within the institutional context are important 

sources of analysis (Boler, 1999; Butterwick & Dawson, 2005). In order not to interrupt the 

interview process, I took notes of my thoughts and reflections upon the completion of the 

interview. 

Documents 

The third source of data came from official or unofficial records, college newspapers, 

institutional websites, the participants’ curriculum vitaes, personal homepages, and shared 

documents, and the website Rate My Professor. Shenton (2004) states that “where possible, 

supporting data may be obtained from documents to provide a background to and help explain 

the attitudes and behaviors of those in the group under scrutiny, as well as to verify particular 

details that participants have supplied” (p. 66). These materials help me better understand the 

participants’ backgrounds and career experiences, as well as their interactions with the 

institutional culture and policies.  

Data Analysis and Report 

I am not a purist in methodological approach, so I use an eclectic approach to data analysis 

in this study. Data analysis relies on Creswell’s (2003) six generic steps to qualitative data 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Website
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analysis, Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) open coding and axial coding, inductive analysis method 

(Creswell, 2003), and the principles of Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis. 

In this study, data collection interweaves with data analysis. Merriam (2009) argues that an 

entire project may be undermined if researchers begin the analysis after all the data are collected. 

Based on the field notes, I briefly summarized each participant’s main teaching characteristics 

upon completing all my observations of his/her class. After finishing all my observations of the 

participants’ classroom, I generated the common themes across the participants and came up 

with some interview questions regarding teaching. Besides, timely analysis of previous 

interviews and the participants’ questions and suggestions helped me in modifying the interview 

protocol and collecting more focused data. The results from initial data analysis serve as a good 

basis for this study’s formal data analysis process. In general, the data analysis and interpretation 

of this study followed Creswell’s six generic steps.  

The first step involved organizing and preparing raw data for analysis. Three folders were 

created to store the data: one for field notes and memos of observations, one for interview 

transcripts, and one for auxiliary documents and my research journal. Within each folder, all the 

data for one participant were put together.  

Then, I carefully read through each source of data multiple times in order to obtain a 

general sense of the data and reflect on its overall ideas. Since interviews were the most 

important data collection method for this phenomenological study, I put more efforts in reading 

and analyzing interview transcripts throughout the whole data analysis process. As I reviewed 

interview transcripts, I highlighted participants’ words or experiences that I regarded as 

important and jotted down my thoughts and reflections that jumped into my mind in the margins. 

I also strived to keep an open attitude, seeking what emerges as important and interesting from 



                                                                               

57 
 

the text (Seidman, 2006). 

Step three involved a detailed analysis with a coding process. Coding is the process of 

organizing the materials into chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning to information 

(Creswell, 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 1998). I began with open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) 

by breaking down the data into segments such as words, phrases, sentences, or paragraphs for 

analysis and categorization while re-reading the entire data set line by line. I created and wrote 

down an initial label like a keyword or a phrase that could best describe the underlying meaning 

of that data segment. After completing this task for all the data, I listed all the labels in a paper 

and performed axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) by grouping topics that related to each 

other into higher-level patterns, categories, or themes. As a result, the initial list of categories 

was reduced. In other words, this coding process followed an inductive analysis process 

(Creswell, 2003; Moustakas, 1994) by which I built emerging patterns and themes from the 

bottom up and organized the data into more abstract units of information. Due to a large amount 

of interview data, I used Excel spreadsheets to record whether and how each participant 

responded to a specific theme, and the locations of their responses in the data set, which made it 

easy for me to look for supporting quotes and write the results as I did in the following steps. 

In the fourth phase, I summarized participant’s demographic characteristics, generated a 

narrative which briefly and respectively described the participants in terms of their education and 

working backgrounds, as well as the themes for analysis and thematic interrelations based on the 

coding conducted in step three and research questions. These themes and sub-themes were used 

as the headings in the results and the discussion chapters of this study. 

Step five was to advance the description and presentation of the themes. I carefully 

compared all the data or the participants’ statements relevant to each theme and selected the most 
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representative and compelling examples and excerpts to support themes and provide readers with 

the professional experiences of East Asian faculty in U.S higher education. This step involved 

the issues of translation and enrichment of the participants’ remarks. For each participant, I 

created one word document listing all his/her remarks to be quoted in the dissertation. For the 

eight participants from China, the documents included both their remarks in Chinese and the 

corresponding English translations. I did all the translations. I emailed each of them his/her own 

document, allowing him/her to examine my translations of his/her remarks in both content and 

grammar. We achieved complete agreement through further communications. For the four 

participants from other Asian countries, the documents only listed their remarks that I intended 

to quote in English. I also allowed each to review his/her remarks and then make revisions and 

enrichments to ensure that they fully express their opinions on particular issues. Also, we finally 

reached complete agreement. Finally, I came up with a narrative of each theme, which was used 

as the introduction paragraph within that section. 

The final step was to make an interpretation or meaning of the data. Based on the 

theoretical frameworks, literature review, my memos, comments, journal reflections, and my 

holistic perspective of the findings of this study, I captured the essence of the participants’ quotes 

and experiences, made interpretations, and synthesized the textual elements so as to offer a 

unified description of the meaning of the phenomenon under study (Moustakas, 1994). For 

example, theories including communicative competence and socialization, cultural acculturation, 

CRT, and Foucault’s (1979) concept of knowledge/power enable me to see the underlying 

reasons for the unequal power relationships between East Asian international faculty and U.S. 

students, colleagues, and administrators and to uncover the in-depth multilayered meanings of 

the phenomena under study. These theories also help me recognize that with a socially 
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constructed racial identity, East Asian faculty are bound to have different professional career 

experiences from U.S.-born faculty members. Based on the results, I put forward 

recommendations for various groups of people, including policy mekers, U.S.-born faculty, 

international faculty, and students. 

In sum, this six-step approach guided me in doing a systematic analysis of data. 

Nevertheless, the data analysis process of this study was not a linear process, but an ongoing 

interactive and interrelated process through which I constantly moved back and forward between 

the database, emerging themes, supporting evidence, and interpretations. I continuously reflected 

on the data, reclassified the categories, modified or redefined the themes, changed supporting 

evidence, and strengthened my interpretation of the data until getting a focused and coherent 

report. Hence, data analysis happened concurrently with data collection and report writing for 

this research. Since this research is mainly informed by a phenomenological approach, I 

followed the epoche principle (Moustakas, 1994) in which I identified and made an effort to set 

aside my personal biases, predilections, and prejudices. As an insider researcher with similar 

educational and cultural background with the participants, I may have biases and preconceptions 

about the professional socialization experiences of the participants. Therefore, I tried to maintain 

an open and fresh view to participants’ experiences and perceptions so as to allow divergent 

themes to emerge.   

In order to protect the participants’ anonymity and privacy, I removed all identifying 

information from the results and used English pseudonyms for all of them. I chose to use English 

pseudonyms for the participants instead of the pseudonyms in their native languages because I 

intended to avoid any possibility of misunderstanding that may be caused by the duplications 

between the native pseudonyms that I may give to my participants and the real native names of 
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other Asian international faculty who work at this institution but do not participate in this study. 

In research ethic, I am obliged to protect others whom my study may involve in addition to 

ensuring my participants’ confidentiality. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) is an important issue in qualitative research. The 

basic question relating to trustworthiness is how the researcher can persuade his/her audience 

and self that the research findings are worth paying attention to or worth taking account of 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Phenomenological approach requires the researcher to start from a 

perspective free from presuppositions and subjectivity. This study attempts to achieve 

trustworthiness through five techniques: methodological and theory triangulation, member 

checking, thick description, and reflective journal.  

First, triangulation ensures the production of credible findings and interpretations (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). This study seeks to understand the extent to which Asian features and 

institutional culture influence East Asian faculty’s career experiences in the academy by 

combing multiple data sources including in-depth interviews, observations, and documents for 

method triangulation. 

Second, multiple theoretical frameworks are employed to guide data analysis and 

interpretation. Specifically, theories of communicative competence and socialization are applied 

to understand how language barriers hinder East Asian faculty’s effective communications and 

interactions with students, colleagues, and work structure. The acculturation theory is utilized to 

understand East Asian faculty’s acculturation process and the influence of their home cultures on 

their perceptions and performance in U.S. higher education. CRT is a useful tool to understand 

“how race and racism shape the educational pipeline” (Smith, Yosso, & Solórzano, 2007, p. 562) 

http://www.researchgate.net/researcher/2002566556_Daniel_G_Solorzano
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and how racialized groups use counter storytelling to challenge the status quo. These theoretical 

frameworks deepen my understanding of East Asian faculty’s career trajectories and their 

interactions among language, culture, race, context, power structure, and agency. 

Third, member checking is utilized to enhance the credibility of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Member checking, as the most crucial technique for 

establishing credibility, is “an activity providing for the direct test of findings and interpretations 

with the human sources from which they have come—the constructors of the multiple realities 

being studied” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301). Member checking was conducted during the 

third interview when I shared the interview transcription, a summary of quoted remarks 

including translations, preliminary themes or patterns, data interpretations with each participant 

for verification and elicited their reactions and feedback. Due to some reasons, member checking 

with two participants were conducted through email. Disagreements were solved through further 

discussions.  

Fourth, this study provides a thick description (Holloway, 1997) of the research design, the 

context, the participants’ backgrounds, the process of data collection and analysis, and research 

findings so that readers can evaluate the extent to which the conclusions drawn from this study 

can be transferrable to other situations or people. 

In addition, I kept a reflective journal (Russel & Kelly, 2002) to facilitate my self-

reflection, whereby I examined my thought development, feelings, goals, and periodical results 

throughout the research process. A reflective journal creates transparency in the research process 

and helps me be aware of my assumptions and subjective biases which may threaten the 

credibility of the study.  

In brief, although the complete elimination of the researcher’s potential bias in qualitative 
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work is practically impossible, employing the above five strategies enhances the trustworthiness 

of this study and helps the researcher present a convincing study.   

Researcher-Researched Relationships 

The researcher’s background and membership status as an insider or an outsider in relation 

to the participants play a direct and intimate role in both the data collection and the analysis 

processes (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Insider research means that the researcher conducts research 

with populations of which he/she is also a member (Kanuha, 2000), while outsider research 

means that the researcher does not belong to the group under study.  

First, to some extent, I take the role of an inside researcher to these East Asian faculty 

members. This is not only due to my identity as an Asian, but also because as a Chinese 

international graduate student, I have gone through the anticipatory socialization process towards 

academic professorship over the past five years. The learning experiences of English as a second 

language, its usage, and cultural adaptation to the host culture, as well as Asian identity shared 

among us afford me access into this cultural group that might otherwise be closed to outsiders 

(Asselin, 2003). Having similar personal background and learning experiences with the 

participants, I can gain deep insight into their unique experiences, tacit values, and perspectives, 

interact naturally with them, and establish rapport and intimacy with them (Bonner & Tolhurst, 

2002). My Asian identity provides a level of trust, openness, safety, and comfort for them. For 

example, one participant frankly said to me: “If you are not an Asian student, asking me 

questions about sensitive topics, I am not sure whether I can be as candid as I am now.” However, 

being an insider has some disadvantages. Pitman (2002) argues that an inside researcher’s 

familiarity can provide an “illusion of sameness” (p. 285), which might be detrimental to data 

collection and analysis. Therefore, I utilize techniques such as reflective journal, member 
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checking, triangulation, and thick description to minimize my subjectivity.  

Although the researcher may be part of the culture under study, he/she may not have a 

complete understanding of the subculture or share the exactly same experiences with the cultural 

group (Asselin, 2003). Complete insiders do not exist. Hence, from another perspective, my 

current student status places me in the role of an outside researcher to these East Asian faculty 

members, which enables me to appreciate the wider perspective and see through the complexity 

of the phenomena (Fay, 1996). Having no faculty experiences in U.S. institutions of higher 

education, I have to try to explore and understand the participants’ experiences, meanings of 

behaviors, and attitudes. The distance resulting from the faculty-student relationship allows me 

to stand at an observing position. There is an old Chinese saying, “Standers-by see more than 

gamesters.” I can more adequately and clearly see what is occurring and conceptualize their 

experiences from a wider perspective. However, my outsider status may prevent me from 

collecting in-depth or reliable data. Being afraid of the disclosure of interview content and 

personal privacy by me, some participants, especially those who are on tenure-track, may be 

hesitant to tell me their real feelings or stories, so trust building is very important. To establish 

their trust in me, I stressed that they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time and to 

refuse to answer my inquiry questions. I also emphasized issues about data confidentiality and 

privacy protection. 

All in all, insider and outsider are not exclusive to each other, and there are costs and 

benefits for each status, so this issue should be considered from a dialectical approach rather than 

from a dichotomous perspective (Breen, 2007). Inside reseacher and outside researcher are 

understood as a binary of two separate preexisting identities, and the space between can be 

occupied by the researcher. In practical research, researchers usually involve complex and 



                                                                               

64 
 

shifting positions (e.g., Breen, 2007; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Merriam, Johnson-Bailey, Lee, 

Kee, Ntseane, & Muhamad, 2001). I try to not only maintain a balance between the insider and 

the outsider researcher roles in order to get an in-depth understanding of East Asian faculty’s 

professional lives in the U.S. academic context, but also ensure the trustworthiness of this study.  

Summary 

This chapter first explains the rationale for employing phenomenological, counter 

storytelling, and case study approaches as the inquiry methods to explore East Asian faculty’s 

professional careers. After providing a detailed description of the research site, participant 

recruitment process, data collection and analysis, and the strategies employed for ensuring 

trustworthiness, this chapter concludes with a discussion of my researcher roles to the participants.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS  

Introduction 

Data analysis reveals that East Asian faculty go through a complex career development 

process in U.S. higher education. English language proficiency, cultural difference, and Asian 

racial identity impact every aspect of their professional lives and result in unique challenges. The 

institutional culture, conditions, and policies also facilitate or hinder their career development. 

As a result, East Asian faculty develop strategies to navigate their career trajectories and achieve 

success.  

Major findings from this study are organized into six themes. After first presenting a 

general profile of each participant, this chapter expounds the reasons for East Asian faculty’s 

decision to pursue an academic career in the U.S. rather than returning to their Asian home 

countries upon graduation. Then, this chapter describes their experiences pertaining to teaching, 

research, and service respectively. Afterwards, both positive and negative impacts of East Asian 

faculty’s racial identity on their career development are discussed. Finally, this chapter elucidates 

how East Asian faculty exercise agency in their response to the challenges they have faced in 

seeking tenure and professional socialization. 

Participant Descriptions 

This section presents a general profile of each participant in order to set the context of their 

stories. Considering privacy issues, I use pseudonyms to identify the participants and withhold 

details such as age, country of birth, academic discipline, length of stay at this institution, and 
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other identifying characteristics which may lead to identity disclosure. 

Alan 

Alan is an associate professor. Before graduation, he received job offers from both the 

academy and industry. After carefully thinking about his personality, the stability of working in 

higher education, and his great enthusiasm in research, he finally decided to pursue an academic 

career in the U.S. academy. Due to the department’s needs, he gained many teaching 

experiences as a graduate teaching assistant during his Ph.D. study, which helped him get the 

current faculty position. Being familiar with the U.S. undergraduate education system and 

students’ characters, he has not encountered any major difficulties when teaching at this 

university, and has obtained positive results from students’ evaluations. When he was a doctoral 

student, he communicated frequently with his advisor. He said, “I met my advisor once a week. I 

showed what I did and asked for his feedback. This had continued for years.” It took him a long 

time to get his first paper published because of disciplinary nature. 

Austin 

Austin is an associate professor. The only preparation that he made for getting a faculty 

job during his Ph.D. study was doing research well. He created a set of theories which have been 

widely applied to solve problems. He said, “With such theories, it is easy for me to make 

publications. My research publications form the stepping stone to the faculty profession.” He 

also assisted his advisor in writing a proposal and served as a teaching assistant to help grading. 

For him, English is the biggest difficulty that he has encountered in teaching. He likes to 

introduce new technologies into his class in order to arouse students’ interest. In his opinion, 

English proficiency and cultural difference impact East Asian faculty’s participation in some 

kinds of administrative service. In an attempt to better balance work and family, he has 
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transferred some time from work to accompany his children after becoming a father. 

Brian 

Brian is a full professor. During his Ph.D. study, he did research independently since his 

and his advisor’s research areas were different. He published several papers. Due to having 

several years of work experience in industry, he decided to be a faculty member when trying to 

find a job in the United States. However, the biggest barrier came from his lack of confidence. 

He talked to his advisor and other professors about it, and all of them suggested that he go into 

industry, but he insisted on his decision. He emphasizes that diligence is critical for Asian 

faculty’s career success and an individual’s success relates closely to his/her aims and 

confidence. He said, “The higher your aims are, the more achievements you can make.” He also 

said, “Some of my doctoral students lack confidence in their job search. … If you work hard and 

have confidence, many aims will be achieved.” His children and wife are the greatest support for 

his career development.  

Craig 

Craig is an assistant professor. Like many Ph.D. students, he worked hard and tried to 

publish as many good papers as possible in order to get a faculty position at a research 

university. The open and free academic environment and his wish of initiating some changes in 

his life made him decide to pursue an academic career in the United States. He prefers the casual, 

equal, and informal student-teacher relationship in the U.S. to the serious hierarchical student-

teacher structure advocated in his country. When teaching undergraduate courses in the U.S. for 

the first time, he encountered difficulty in English expression of certain technical terms because 

he studied those contents in his mother tongue. He had to put effort into solving this problem. He 

stresses that recruiting more qualified professors and graduate students and improving research 
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strength are critical for the institution to improve its national ranking. He also suggests that Asian 

faculty should have more communications with both American and other international 

colleagues. 

Daniel 

Daniel is an associate professor. He gave lectures several times and obtained detailed 

guidance in research from his advisor during the Ph.D. study. He chose an academic career as a 

professor after graduation because of his great interest in teaching and research. Taking into 

account economic factors as well as his personality, he chose to stay in the United States. He put 

a lot of time in teaching preparation during the early years of work. However, due to language 

and culture factors, he made some mistakes and learned a lesson from mistakes. He admits that 

East Asian faculty’s language barriers, cultural gap, and physical appearance may to some 

degree influence students’ evaluations. His enthusiasm for teaching has been recognized by 

students. The greatest difficulties that he encountered in the first year of work were lack of 

funding, not having research lab, and not having Ph.D. students. Emphasizing the importance of 

families, he has tried to strike a balance between family life and work responsibilities.  

Jason 

Jason is an assistant professor. In order to continue his previous research in which he had 

put a lot of effort, he applied for an academic position in U.S. higher education. In addition, as a 

faculty member, he can determine research directions and work on things that are important and 

interesting to him, instead of being directed by industrial or business needs. During his doctoral 

study, he did not teach, but he participated in a teaching training program. He felt great pressure 

in research and did more of his research independently at that time. He has continued practicing 

English over these years. According to him, language ability serves as the basis for establishing 

http://timesofindia.speakingtree.in/topics/nature/balance
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personal charm. His insightful suggestions on my dissertation have greatly deepened my 

understanding of the career experiences of Asian and international faculty within both the global 

context and the specific culture of this institution. He provided recommendations for institutional 

administrators. 

Jessica 

Jessica is an assistant professor. At the beginning of her Ph.D. study, she was not very 

clear about the concept of research. After coming up with some meaningful results through 

involvement in several projects, she began to consider a career path in academia. Strongly 

encouraged by her advisor, she entered the academy. Spending most of her time in research, she 

published some papers and got research awards during her doctoral study. With respect to 

service, she gained reviewer experiences and served on graduate student committees. Her strong 

research and service records greatly helped her obtain her current faculty position. She 

encountered difficulties in teaching and proposal writing in her first year on the job. Her good 

mastery of English and American culture, outgoing personality, and young age facilitate her 

cultural integration and communication with students and colleagues. As a female professor, she 

is proud of having positive influence on some female students’ academic studies and career path.  

Justin 

Justin is an assistant professor. He decided twice to pursue a career in academia during his 

Ph.D. study. The first decision was made upon his entry into the doctoral program. However, 

because of certain reasons including lack of confidence in his English proficiency, he chose 

instead to work in industry for a period of time. Although his English improved a lot during that 

period, his working experience in industry made him realize that he would be a better fit for 

academia. Then, he went back to school, completed his dissertation, and entered the 
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professoriate. When he was a doctoral student, he got a lot of help from his advisor who assigned 

him teaching tasks and helped him to improve his presentation skills. He gave some lectures for 

undergraduate and graduate courses and determined a general direction for his future research. 

He has not encountered any problems in communication with students since he joined this 

institution. He hopes to get more funding support from the institution to conduct research. 

Kevin 

Kevin is an associate professor. During his Ph.D. study, he did not have a strong wish to 

work in the U.S. after graduation. However, an opportunity that had arisen before his graduation 

made him decide to stay. The rich teaching experiences that he gained as a graduate student 

played a big part in helping him get a faculty position at this institution. Course evaluation 

reports that he showed me during the interview indicate that he is good at teaching and has 

consistently obtained high evaluations from students for several years. According to him, 

religious belief has had a positive influence on his personality, life attitudes, career development, 

and interpersonal relations. Although he works hard, he stresses the importance of family life. 

Bearing some domestic responsibilities, he tries to keep a balance between work and family. He 

advises his Ph.D. students to spend effort in improving English and learning about American 

culture so as to develop good communication skills. 

Richard 

Richard retired from this university three years ago. He was involved in research such as 

writing research proposals and papers, and taught in a lab during his Ph.D. study. He spent more 

time in research and did most research independently at that time. These experiences prepared 

him well to be a faculty member at a later time. His main motivation for staying in the U.S. after 

graduation was to practice his knowledge. Before starting his academic career in the United 
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States, he got practical experiences by working in a consulting company for one year. For him, 

staying in the U.S. meant a lot of challenges to be faced, but he enjoyed his life there. Because of 

his focus on practicing English when he was an undergraduate student, he did not encounter any 

communication problems in teaching. He thinks that motivation, research interest, and the 

background provided by the university are very important for one’s research outcomes. He has 

developed his personality in an outgoing way after coming to the United States. 

Robert  

Robert is an assistant professor. He had no experiences in teaching and service during his 

Ph.D. study since his advisor expected him to focus on research. He got good experiences in 

assisting his advisor in writing grant proposals, which affects his way of guiding doctoral 

students. He teaches his doctoral students to write proposals. He had never thought about 

becoming a faculty member until he was very close to his Ph.D. graduation. He mentioned two 

reasons as to why he wanted to enter academia. First, he believed that it might be a little difficult 

to get a job in industry since his research topics were more applicable to the goals of academia. 

He might have some advantages in getting an academic job. Second, he liked doing independent 

research rather than being controlled by industrial needs. The systematic teaching training and 

experiences that he got in his home country helped him a little in teaching in the United States, 

such as how to prepare and deliver the lecture, and how to motivate students. 

Sharon 

Sharon is an associate professor. She did not consider being a faculty member during the 

initial years of her Ph.D. study since she thought she might not be a good fit for academia. She 

just planned to find a research position in research labs or institutions, but in the fourth year, she 

changed her mind and then got an offer from this institution upon graduation. When she was a 
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graduate student, she served as a teaching assistant for an exercise class for about one year. She 

almost did her research independently, with some feedback from her advisor. She discussed a lot 

with her peers. In terms of academic service, she helped her advisor review papers. She was not 

very confident about her English proficiency during the job search. She gave suggestions to me 

on the issue of sample selection of this specific research. She believes that language barriers and 

cultural difference limit East Asian faculty’s communication with students and colleagues. Like 

many other women faculty, she has struggled to balance family life and work commitments. 

Reasons for Entering the U.S. Academia 

Data analysis indicates that three main reasons lead to the participants’ decisions to join 

the U.S. professoriate instead of choosing to professors in their countries of origin. The three 

reasons are: good academic environment in the U.S., salary factor, and family consideration. 

Comparison of Academic Environment 

A better academic environment that the participants believe that America has than their 

home countries is the most important factor affecting their preference for staying here.  

Great interest in research and a strong desire to contribute to scientific development are 

shown frequently throughout the narratives of each of the participants in the study. Consequently, 

academic environment and conditions are the most important considerations for them in 

choosing a working place. Staying in the U.S., the participants can get access to academic 

freedom, advanced knowledge, technology, educational management systems, rich resources of 

scholarship, development opportunities, and communications with scholars around the world. 

For instance, Alan talked about the benefits of entering the U.S. academy for his academic 

research progress.  

          America has better research conditions. Currently, nearly all of the top-tier journals in my 
field are in English, and all of the editors are Americans. So we will have some advantages 
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if we stay here. It is convenient to attend conference because a majority of top-level 
academic conferences are held in America. Communication is also convenient. If you are 
close to those scholars, you can know more about their thoughts and write papers that are 
interesting to scholars in the discipline. I might feel a little isolated if I returned home. 

 
His words mean that being a faculty member in U.S. higher education, he has the ability to 

access a rich set of international academic resources which would be difficult to contact in his 

home country. Kevin also confirmed that staying in the U.S. may be more favorable to his 

professional development. As he said, 

    Education in my country is not as developed as U.S. higher education. If I go back, I will 
have to teach a lot more and not have much time to do research. But here I don’t have to 
teach that much. There are enough resources to support my research, such as conference 
attendance, funding, or things like that, so I can do research and build my reputation. 

 
This quote indicates that financial support for scholars to attend international academic 

conferences and adequate research facilities which are provided by the U.S. institution attract 

Kevin and other East Asian faculty to stay.  

Besides the limited academic recourses available in some East Asian countries when 

compared with the U.S. academy, several participants implied or explicitly pointed out some 

non-academic factors that discourage them to go back. For example, Justin commented on the 

difference in academic environment between his home country and America.  

          I don’t mean that my home country is not good. … Although our government has invested 
a lot of money in scientific research, the general research environment is not ideal. On the 
contrary, in America, the current government investment is not enough, but its academic 
environment and hardware facilities are the best. For pure research, this environment 
seems better. 

 
The contrast of the two countries in terms of government investment and academic conditions 

leads to his choice of the U.S. as the site for pursuing academic career development. He can 

focus on research without being affected by external factors. Although he did not further explain 

why the general research environment in his home country is not ideal, the reasons can be found 
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in other participants’ narratives. Several participants reported that complex human relations 

involved in academia and subsequent academic corruption are their main concerns which make 

them give up the idea of returning to their homelands. For instance, Brian talked about the 

improper professional behaviors existing in the academic circle of his home country,  

          Interpersonal relations in the U.S. are relatively simple. You don’t need to think about 
those non-academic affairs, and you can concentrate on doing research. However, there are 
some problems in my country. You may have to put some time and effort in thinking about 
various interpersonal relations or others things. I estimate that a researcher may devote 
70% of his/her time to interpersonal relations and less than 30% of his/her time to 
research. But in America, you may spend only 20% of your time in dealing with various 
problems and 80% of your time on research. So we can fix our attention on research here. 

 
It is the simple academic atmosphere in America that attracts Brian to stay here and do pure 

research. He does not like to waste his time in dealing with various kinds of complicated human 

relations and abnormal academic business. Besides, the negative aspect of his nation’s academic 

community also affects Robert’s decision to pursue an academic career in the United States. As 

Robert shared, 

          There are a lot of politics involved in academia, and I heard some bad things about that. … 
I have been in the U.S. for many years. … I am kind of nervous about going back. I don’t 
know how my academic life would be if I went back. 

 
Like Brian and Robert, some other participants showed their dissatisfaction with the unhealthy 

elements such as illegal academic business, misconduct, or unfair competition existing in the 

academy of their home countries, which would deprive many talents’ career development space 

and opportunities and hinder national academic growth. In contrast, these participants believe 

that their efforts in scholarship can be correspondingly rewarded and acknowledged in the 

United States. 

In addition, serious academic hegemony and monopoly force some participants to seek 

space for professional development from America. Craig commented,  
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          The culture of my country is not good for academic development. Within the hierarchical 
system, we should respect older researchers. But we don’t need to care about it in the U.S. 
academia. 

 
His comment obviously discloses that academic research challenges authority in the U.S., but has 

to conform to authority in some East Asian countries, potentially stunting one’s academic 

development. Craig appreciates the academic freedom ensured in the U.S. academy. Based on 

personal experiences, Jason expressed the same point. 

          I feel that America can provide good opportunities for young people like us. We can 
advise Ph.D. students and apply for funding from federal agencies, such as NSF (The 
National Science Foundation), and review proposals. We can learn a lot from those 
experiences. 

 
He also said that these highly competitive activities may not be suitable for people who come to 

the U.S. in their older ages. In some East Asian countries, youth discrimination is seriously 

involved in the academic community: elders are given greater status and authority, so young 

people are usually deprived the chances for professional development. This trend is generally 

reversed in the West in which younger scholars are given opportunities to compete for academic 

resources. For example, young scholars are allowed to advise graduate students, apply for 

funding, and providing service for academic communities, which explains why the participants 

want to have an early career in America. 

In short, rich academic sources, fair and reasonable development platform, academic 

freedom, and opportunities provided by the American academia were the most important factors 

affecting participants’ decisions to stay. 

Salary Consideration 

Interview results show that salary disparity between America and home countries is 

another important concern for some participants. They think that America provides higher 

salaries and better welfare for faculty than their home countries. Brian noted, 
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          I am well paid here. Although I am not very rich, I have a comfortable standard of living. 
There are a lot of middle-class families in America.   

 
He further explained the component of his salary.  

          The salary is based on nine month. We have a summer salary as well. In my first year of 
working, the institution gave me a three-month summer support. After the first year, I use 
the funding obtained by me to pay my summer salary, so my income is sufficient for 
living. … If you want to earn more, you can start your own business, find a part time job 
in a company, or do something else. … I don’t have too much economic pressure when 
living here. 

 
He also talked about the salary conditions of faculty in his country. 

          The formal income of professors in my country is relatively low, so they may have 
financial problems and have to do extra projects or found a company to earn more money. 
In this way, many professors think about how to earn money rather than committing 
themselves to academic studies. 

 
Financial pressures may distract faculty in his country from commitment to scholarship. 

However, being a faculty member in the U.S. enables Brian to have a more comfortable lifestyle 

and concentrate on professional responsibilities. Austin held the same view. 

          In America, faculty’s salary is enough to keep a family in comfort, but it might not be easy 
to reach my current standard of living if I were back. 

 
Kevin said,  

          Salary here is higher, but salary in my country is not that much lower. I mean, to earn the 
same amount of money, I have to teach a lot more, for example, part-time courses. But I 
don’t want to do that. I don’t want to teach more. In the U.S., I can teach as well as do 
research, build my reputation, and keep my income.  

 
The above quotes indicate that better working benefits and quality of life play an important role 

in some East Asian faculty members’ decision of staying in the United States.  

However, three participants think that salary is not a factor to consider when deciding to 

join the U.S. academic community. Richard recalled, 

          Money was not a big factor. In my country, they paid professors good salary. … They 
gave apartment and other benefits to attract us to come home. 
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Robert explained,  

          Faculty salary in my country is a little bit lower than here, but when I consider other 
factors, for example, the cost of living, salary is not a factor affecting my decision. 

 
Justin said, 

          If I had been back upon my Ph.D. graduation, my salary would have been high. Of course, 
it is difficult to compare absolute salaries, but relative salary would have been good. … 
Faculty salary is not the highest among many professions, so salary was not one of my 
major considerations when I decided to be a faculty member. 

 
He means that compared with the salary earned in industry, faculty salary seems a little lower. 

The fact that he chose to enter the academy upon graduation illustrates that salary is not the most 

important thing for him. Salary did not play an important role when he decided to be a faculty 

member in the United States. 

Overall, salary is the second important factor that attracts most participants to stay in 

America to pursue an academic career, but for a few participants, salary is not a determining 

factor that brings East Asian scholars to America.  

Family Consideration 

Besides the considerations of research environment and benefits for faculty, the family 

system appears significant affecting some participants’ decisions to stay in America. For 

example, Richard met his wife in America and both of them decided to stay. Justin and Robert 

considered children’s education when making decisions. Justin said, 

          There are some family reasons. For example, I have children later, and I take their future 
education and life into consideration. Besides, since I have been in the United States for so 
many years, it may not be appropriate to go back and begin all over again. 

 
Similarly, Robert explained, 

          During my Ph.D. study, I met my wife and we got married in the United States. She didn’t 
want to go back. … My family and my children’s education affect my decision to stay 
here. 
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Justin and Robert received their Ph.D. degrees in America. From their educational experiences in 

America, they believe that their children would get provide better educational opportunities in 

America. Thus, they decided to stay and pave the way for their children’s future education. The 

results add evidence to the literature (e.g., Tung, 2007; Yang & Welch, 2010) that family 

consideration is one of the pulling forces of the host country for Asian students.  

In a word, three main factors including good academic mechanism and culture in the U.S., 

advantageous salaries and benefits, and their considerations of their children’s future education 

work together, driving the participants to pursue academic careers in American higher education. 

Teaching 

Teaching, research, and service, as the three primary components of faculty work, are 

commonly used by U.S. institutions in making decisions about appointment, tenure, promotion, 

and salary judgment (Fairweather, 2002; Lin, Pearce, & Wang, 2009; Middaugh, 2001). This 

study finds that insufficiency in English communicative competence, cultural difference between 

their home countries and the U.S., and racial identity have influenced East Asian faculty’s 

experiences with the three aspects of faculty work. This section focuses on East Asian faculty’s 

teaching experiences. Their perceptions and stories about research and service are respectively 

discussed in the next two sections. 

Researchers have mainly examined international faculty’s teaching experiences from 

students’ perspectives. This study extends knowledge of this issue by investigating East Asian 

faculty’s undergraduate teaching experiences from their own voices. Among the 12 participants, 

eight had teaching experience at other U.S. universities before joining this institution, either as 

professors or graduate teaching assistants. Their prior teaching experiences have helped them 

negotiate teaching tasks at this university. This study intends to get deep insights into East Asian 
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faculty’s cross-cultural instructional experiences in the U.S., so these participants’ prior 

experiences in instruction are also included in data analysis.  

The results of this study show that teaching as one central part of faculty’s job 

responsibility is given nearly equal weight with research regarding tenure and promotion by the 

institution. In addition to the common problems which most faculty members who teach for the 

first time may have, such as course planning, material selection, unfamiliarity with the teaching 

content, time management, and test design, East Asian faculty also face unique challenges 

caused by language barriers, difference in pedagogical cultures, and racial identity, which is 

particularly obvious during their early career period. 

Language Barriers 

Through many years of practice and serious intellectual selection, these participants’ 

English proficiency and communicative competence have reached a relatively high level. 

However, they naturally encounter communication barriers because English is not their mother 

language after all. When participants were asked whether English presents an obstacle to their 

effective teaching and interactions with students, only a few participants said that language is not 

a problem, while the participants for the most part reported that their insufficient proficiency in 

English, particularly in English speaking and listening, has adversely affected their teaching 

results, communication with students, and students’ evaluations of their instruction. These results 

confirm those of other studies (Alberts, 2008; Chuang, 1996; Marvasti, 2005; Skachkova, 2007). 

For many participants, the most problematic and difficult aspect of teaching is that they 

lack the ease in expressing themselves in English. Their insufficient skills in spoken English 

usually hinder them from getting their point across clearly, present an actual barrier to accurate 

transmission of information to students, and consequently interfere with their effective 
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communication with students in the classroom. Craig encountered difficulties in teaching 

introductory disciplinary knowledge in English. He shared, 

          When teaching undergraduate courses in the U.S. for the first time, I faced difficulties in 
English. You know, undergraduate courses here cover very basic knowledge in my field, 
but I learned the knowledge in my native language when I was an undergraduate student in 
my country. I only learned the advanced knowledge in English when I was a graduate 
student. So for some English words, I only knew their translated meanings in my native 
language, but I didn’t know their correct English pronunciations. 

 
Craig learned the foundational elements of his discipline in his first language and then the 

advanced elements in English. As a result, he has to engage in multiple forms of translation, 

learning disciplinary language in English, and practicing English pronunciations in order to teach 

lower-level courses. Jason illustrated the difficulties he encountered during his first year of 

teaching. 

          The first year was always most difficult. I had many concerns about my pronunciation, 
grammar errors, and other embarrassing issues. 

 
Austin acknowledged that the greatest obstacle he runs into in teaching is language and that 

students usually complain about his communication skills in instruction evaluations. He 

explained, 

          My English is not proficient enough. … My main problem in communication skills is that 
I cannot express myself freely. Sometimes, I want to give a thorough explanation of some 
contents, but it’s not very easy. Many of my thoughts cannot be expressed. … My 
expression is limited to certain words and sentences. If I can express my ideas in English 
as freely as in Chinese, this problem would not occur. Actually, having taught a course for 
a long time, I have had a thorough understanding of the content. If in Chinese, it will be 
easy for me to explain fully and clearly. But in English, I cannot. So this is my biggest 
challenge in teaching.  

 
He is unable to speak in English as freely as he can in Chinese. Limited ability in spoken English 

constrains his conveyance of some ideas, gravely influences his teaching quality, and affects 

students’ perceptions of his instructional competence. Another participant, Robert, shared the 

specific moment when he was constrained by limited English speaking ability. 
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          Sometimes I need to use some examples to help students understand the course content. If 
the examples are related to technology, I don’t have any problem; but if the examples are 
from daily life, I may have some language difficulties. I have to spend more time in 
preparing that kind of material. So that’s my weakness, and I still have this weakness. 

 
Robert emphasizes his weakness of being unable to talk freely in the way he wants three times 

during the interviews, which demonstrates his feeling of helplessness and frustration when his 

English ability falls short of his wishes. Like Austin and Robert, many participants are restricted 

by inadequate usage of vocabulary, phrases, and various sentence structures when speaking 

English. They cannot find appropriate forms immediately from their language repertoire. In order 

to ensure speaking fluency and teaching quality, many participants have to rehearse their lecture 

including both content and language when they teach new courses or are in the early career 

period.  

Besides limited English speaking ability, insufficient skills in English listening also 

negatively affect East Asian faculty’s communication and interactions with students. Several 

participants mentioned their lack of confidence in English listening during the early career period. 

They worried that they could not understand students’ questions in class. Alan said,  

          At the very beginning, I was concerned that students might not understand me. I was also 
very concerned that I couldn’t understand them if students asked me questions. 

 
Robert encountered the same problem. He said, 

          In the first year, about 30% of the time, I couldn’t understand the students when they asked 
questions in class. … Some students speak southern dialects or with a southern accent, so 
it’s a little difficult for me to understand. 

 
His solution is shown in the following quote. 

          If that happens, I usually ask them to say it again. This is the first try. If I still cannot 
understand, I ask them to come to see me after class. … After several years, I am very 
used to students’ accents, and it’s getting better now. 

 
Sharon mentioned that the combination of deficiency in English listening and lack of knowledge 
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of the target culture affect her communications with students.  

          On the one hand, some students speak dialects, have accents, or speak very fast, so it’s 
difficult for you to understand what they are talking about. So you have to carefully listen 
to them. On the other hand, even if you understand, you may not continue the conversation 
since you may know little about the things they are talking about. You do not know much 
about students, their background, and the conversational context. It’s very easy for 
American faculty to talk with students and develop a harmonious relationship, but it’s 
difficult for us. This problem has always been there. 

 
Like Sharon, several other participants reported encountering communication breakdowns 

caused by cultural gaps.  

Language barriers not only have a negative influence on East Asian faculty’s instructional 

quality and interactions with students, and bring them psychological distress or frustration, but 

also lead to students’ complaints on their accents and communication skills, as reported by many 

participants. Information obtained from the website Rate My Professor further confirms 

participants’ narratives. Students’ comments such as “communications skills aren’t good,” “has a 

thick accent,” “accent is hard to understand,” “cannot really understand his words,” “it’s difficult 

to understand this professor because of accent,” and “a terrible communicator,” etc. imply that 

East Asian faculty’s foreign accent and limited English speaking ability have resulted in 

students’ difficulties in comprehending learning materials and produced negative impacts on 

students’ academic achievement. These findings add additional evidence to the literature 

regarding students’ concerns and complaints about foreign-born instructors’ language ability.  

More seriously, East Asian professors’ insufficient English communicative competence 

may give rise to students’ misunderstanding and doubt of their professional expertise. Sharon 

shared an episode happening between her and students. 

          I may have a deficiency in language expression. Last semester I taught a course which 
enrolled both undergraduate and graduate students. Graduate students are more willing to 
think, so I set up a few open-ended questions in order to inspire them to think. I thought 
this was a good opportunity for them, but some students commented that I was unable to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Website
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answer those questions, which made me very angry. … Later, I thought maybe my 
expression didn’t make them understand that I was trying to inspire them to think. It was 
my problem. My intention was good, but I might not express it clearly so that they didn’t 
believe that I could answer those questions. I need to think about this problem. 

 
Sharon’s attitude change from being angry to being self-reflective on her own language 

expressions indicates her awareness of language problems. She believed that she explained her 

ideas well, but in fact she failed to get her point across clearly. The deficiency in oral English 

hinders her from accurately and effectively conveying her meanings to students, which 

consequently results in American students’ misunderstanding, misperception, and under-

evaluation of her knowledge competency. Many participants, like Sharon, acknowledged that 

students usually evaluate their communication skills a little lower than other aspects, such as 

instructor’s accessibility, test design, grading, reading materials, etc. For example, Jason was 

also embarrassed by students’ complaints about his accent and communication skills. His 

perception of what communication is develops with his increasing teaching experiences and 

conversations with other faculty members. Jason stated,  

          In the beginning, I had some misunderstandings about efficient communication. 
Superficially, should it mean that I provide lectures, office hours, and study sessions? 
Later, I realized that communication could be enhanced in various ways. For example, I 
can email those students in trouble, recruit them as the volunteers in our research 
activities, and advice their academic activities, which can increase my engagement with 
students.  

 
Through practice and consulting others, Jason gradually came to know how to increase 

communication opportunities and promote communication effects.  

In addition, several participants do not rule out such a possibility that some students may 

blame their poor learning outcomes on East Asian faculty’s language problems. For example, 

Craig and some of his Asian friends who are professors or teaching assistants in U.S. institutions 

have reached an agreement that some students might use Asian instructors’ foreign accents as an 
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excuse for justifying their poor performance in academic studies. Based on his rich experiences 

in teaching, including his instructional experiences as a graduate teaching assistant during the 

Ph.D. study, Alan remarked,  

          Most of the time, I try to speak a little bit slower or repeat myself, which may be helpful to 
students. But there are always several students who complain about my accent every year. 
I think some students do have difficulties in understanding me, but some students might 
use my accent as an excuse. 

 
Like Craig, he means that students may attribute their incomprehension and incompetence to 

foreign instructors’ accents. The findings support the literature that students may attempt to shift 

off their own responsibilities in not achieving ideal academic results to foreign-born professors’ 

language issues (Alberts, 2008; Folwell, 2013).  

In brief, with respect to teaching, language barrier is the most difficult aspect to overcome 

for a majority of the participants. Lack of competency in disciplinary English or spoken daily 

English, embarrassment or frustration about miscommunication, foreign accent, inaccurate 

pronunciation, and the potential for English difficulties to be used by students as an excuse have 

adversely affected East Asian faculty’s lecture performance, students’ assessment, and the 

progress towards career promotion.     

Confliction of Pedagogical Cultures 

Besides language barriers, differences in pedagogical culture and educational 

environments between Asia and the U.S. pose cross-cultural challenges to East Asian faculty’s 

effective teaching. Data from interviews and observations illustrate that without changing their 

behavioral repertoire completely to fit the new context, East Asian faculty show a complex 

pattern of change and continuity in going about their teaching in the U.S. educational context. On 

the one hand, the participants demonstrate efforts in adjusting their classroom norms and 

instruction methodologies to adapt to the U.S. pedagogical culture and system. All of them 



                                                                               

85 
 

received part of their training in the U.S., and are therefore familiar with American teaching 

styles. On the other hand, they still more or less retain some educational traditions of their home 

culture. All the participants grew up and had been educated through at least their bachelor’s 

degrees in their home countries. Influenced by their original cultures, most of them employ a 

teacher-centered approach, like standing in the front of the classroom for the entire class period, 

seeming a little serious and restrained, and having fewer communications and interactions with 

students when compared with U.S.-born professors. However, there are a few participants who 

are more extraverted. This section presents the differences in pedagogical culture between Asia 

and the U.S., which are identified by the participants.  

Curriculum Difficulty Level 

A lack of undergraduate learning processes in the U.S. makes it difficult for East Asian 

faculty to set up the course range and depth in an appropriate level in their early-career 

undergraduate teaching. Influenced by the Asian educational backgrounds, most participants 

initially overestimated students’ expectations of the course and acceptance of the working loads. 

Their curriculum covering more content usually tends to be much heavier for students than that 

of U.S.-born faculty. Their intention of helping students to master more knowledge and skills 

and relatively higher expectations for students cause them to encounter cross-cultural challenges 

in teaching. 

First, some participants reported that students complain about heavy curriculum and exam 

difficulty. In response to students’ complaints, they actively consult experienced colleagues and 

revise teaching content to better meet students’ needs and expectations. Jessica described the 

disjunction between her and students’ expectations in regard to teaching and learning as follows.  

          It is a common practice to teach engineering procedures in class. Because of my 
background (training in mathematics and engineering), I think it is very important to 
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understand why the processes are derived, why they are the  way they are, what function 
each step in a procedure performs, and what impact it will have if we modify certain steps 
in the procedures. I mean it’s most important to understand the underlying principles. But I 
feel that most students may hold such attitudes: “Why do I need to know those principles? 
What’s the use? Just teach me the procedures. It is enough if I am able to follow the 
steps.” I feel that many students lack curiosity for knowledge. 

 
Her statement displays her teaching philosophy and perceptions of learning which are influenced 

by her original cultural background. She went on to point out the potential negative 

consequences resulting from students’ such attitudes towards learning. 

          Students may be able to follow and solve the example problems in class. But later some 
students would complain that the exams are too difficult. In fact, if they have grasped the 
concepts or the underlying principles, the exams would not be difficult to them. They think 
the exams are difficult because they are only able to copy and apply the procedures 
mechanically. So when there are some changes in the assumptions or numbers, they 
wouldn’t know how to solve the problem. 

 
In her opinion, only by having a good command of basic concepts, principles, and methods could 

students apply learnt knowledge to solve practical problems in a flexible way and draw 

inferences about other cases. She believes that it is necessary to help students fortify a strong 

knowledge foundation. Her narrative reflects her disagreement with the U.S. undergraduate 

teaching culture. She even once discussed this problem with some American professors.  

          Some American professors, particularly in my field, more or less feel the same way as the 
students. They feel that it’s not necessary to teach the subject to such a profound and deep 
level of understanding. … Although they acknowledge the importance of those concepts 
and principles, they think undergraduate teaching can be minimized to the most 
fundamental knowledge. Even now, I cannot fully agree with their views. If students do 
not learn those things in college, when will they learn? 

 
When she understands American teaching philosophy based on her past experiences or still 

within her original cultural framework, cultural transfer occurs. Although Jessica finds it difficult 

to understand American students’ and professors’ viewpoints about learning, she does make 

adjustments in teaching content to adapt to the U.S. pedagogical culture. Jessica described her 

changes.  
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          I have been gradually feeling more comfortable not to teach the content that I originally 
thought was necessary to teach. … After I delete that content, I can spend more time on 
the remaining content and slow down my teaching pace. I have been removing content of a 
course I have taught several times, although I am not sure if I would continue doing that 
next semester. Many times I ran to situations where I couldn’t finish the materials I had 
originally prepared. So, I have been constantly adjusting the teaching content. 

 
Her changes in lecture represent her adaptation to the U.S. educational culture.  

Second, some participants mentioned students’ complaint about the level of difficulty on 

assignments and exams. For instance, Robert shared his story. 

          The first difficulty that I faced in my teaching was how to set the level of difficulty for my 
class. I taught a core course that is also my specialty, so I was very enthusiastic, trying to 
teach as much as possible and gave students a lot of homework assignments. But later I 
found these assignments were a little difficult for students, so I curved the grades. … 
Many students, you know, complained about my course difficulty and homework load. … 
One day, the department chair told me to reduce the difficulty level. 

 
He continued to explain in detail how home culture affected his teaching experiences during his 

early career period. 

          My home culture affected me. I graduated from one of top universities in my country. 
Student life there is very competitive. In order to give us challenges, professors make the 
test problems very difficult, so it’s a normal thing that we cannot complete all the test 
problems within a given time. We don’t have enough time. … In order to finish the exam 
quickly and get high scores, we have to be prepared very well. That experience makes me 
regard that kind of competition as normal, ... so I bought that experience to my class here, 
trying to teach and test students in the same manner, but students said, “No, no, no, that is 
too difficult.” 

 
To cope with students complaints about heavy workloads, he reduced the difficulty level of the 

exam for his socialization to the U.S. educational culture. Similarly, Justin reported that his 

students complained that the exam was too difficult to finish in time and that little practice had 

been set up by him in class. He admitted that his educational experiences obtained in Asia had a 

great influence on his determination of the difficulty level of the test during the first year of 

teaching. He talked about the differences in pedagogical culture between the two countries. 

          In my country, teachers usually instill a lot of principles and knowledge into students and 
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give some class notes or examples, and students need to spend more of their 
extracurricular time doing exercises. However, in the U.S., students expect to practice all 
those things in class. This is the difference between the two countries.   

 
From students’ exam results and evaluation feedback, Justin got to know students’ expectations 

and thus made adjustments. The findings of this study are consistent with Seagren and Wang’s 

(1994) statement that some foreign-born professors have unrealistic expectation with regard to 

students’ academic preparation and performance. East Asian international faculty bring into their 

classrooms in the U.S. the standards of college students in their home countries where only a 

very small percent of students can go to college.  

While many participants try to revise curriculum design to align more closely with the 

institutional teaching culture and students’ expectations in varying degrees, several participants 

are still struggling in maintaining their original teaching philosophy and styles. Jason insists on 

his original teaching philosophy. As he said,  

          Usually, I don’t like to compromise the complexity of teaching materials with the 
popularity of students.   

 
Jason’s expectations which are good in nature may not be appropriate in the U.S. context. 

Richard who is retired was on the side of a tough professor. He talked about students’ complaints 

about the exam. 

          My philosophy is giving students some tough questions to strengthen their ability, which is 
good for them. You know, I may not be very popular, but that doesn’t affect me too much.  
I am a professor. I want to teach them, and I want them to learn as much as possible. When 
they work for a company after graduation, they will appreciate me. 

 
Richard believes that students would appreciate his good intention and rigorousness once they 

step into the working world.  

The participants’ stories reveal that traditional Asian cultural values are still ingrained in 

their teaching behaviors and perceptions. Students’ negative comments are found from the 
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website Rate My Professor: “boring”, “moves fast”, “pretty difficult”, “more lecture and less 

practice”, “harsh grading”, “ridiculous amount of homework”, and “hard tests”. According to the 

study results, U.S. faculty seem to share similar views on the unnecessary depth of knowledge as 

the students. All these data indicate that the conflict between the two instructional cultures 

generates frustrations and dissatisfactions from students. The findings may explain Alberts’ 

(2008) argument that some American students might avoid foreign-born instructors because of 

the higher expectations they bring to the classroom.  

Variability in Students’ Academic Level 

Due to the difference in national conditions and college enrollment system, variability in 

academic levels across students within a certain institution differs between Asian countries and 

the United States. In some countries of East Asia, for example, in China, college admission is 

strictly determined based on students’ scores on the national college entrance exam, and special 

admissions only occur with students who are superior in sports, arts, or other fields. Therefore, 

students within an institution tend to have a similar educational basis and academic ability. 

However, American college admission system seems more flexible and more focus on students’ 

comprehensive ability, such as organizational ability, awards, social services, sports, etc. As a 

result, students may differ greatly in academic studies. In this context, some professors from East 

Asia do not know how to set the difficulty level for the course and solve the contradiction. Brian 

pointed out that the range of student abilities is much wider in the United States than in his home 

country. 

          American students differ greatly from students in my country. … In my country, students 
do not vary too far in academic level at a university. But in the U.S., no matter at a good 
university or at a common university, there are students who are good at study as well as 
those who are not. Students widely vary in their levels of learning. … When the two 
groups of students sit together in the same class, it’s really difficult for me to teach all of 
them well. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Website
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Students’ diversity in academic abilities creates a challenge for Brian’s teaching. Sharon held the 

same view. 

          Students who study well and those who don’t are usually in the same class, so I have been 
confused about which group I should focus on. It’s not very easy to make all the students 
understand and satisfied. 

 
Alan has the same problem. 

          Sometimes students in the same class give opposing evaluations. Some complain that the 
course is difficult, but some complain about its easiness. This may relate to the diverse 
student body. 

 
Craig also shared his experiences. 

          I once taught an undergraduate course which covers fundamental knowledge in this 
discipline. Most of the students taking this course were freshmen. Only 20% of the 
students learned that knowledge in high school, and about 80% of them had never learned 
it. To take care of the 80% of the students, I taught the basic knowledge based on the 
textbook, but the remaining 20% of the students looked a little bored in my class. There is 
a big difference in students’ knowledge backgrounds. 

 
The variability in students’ academic levels results in Craig’s difficulty in satisfying the needs of 

both groups of students. He said he would make appropriate adjustments in learning content if he 

teaches this course again. Jason even provides extra learning sessions by sacrificing personal 

time in order to improve students’ learning outcomes. However, it does not yield ideal results for 

students with poor academic records. Jason noted,  

          It is hard to provide help for students who have difficulties in studying. Usually, they have 
been involved in part-time jobs or had family obligations. As a result, they cannot come to 
the study sessions and other tutoring activities. 

 
This quotation indicates that students’ different living situations further complicate the teachers’ 

teaching processes. 

To sum up, East Asian faculty experience the internal conflict between intending to adapt 

to the U.S. educational culture on the one hand and the deep-rooted influence of home 

educational culture on the other hand. 
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Relationship with Students 

As for their relations with students, these East Asian faculty members hold different points 

of view. Some participants reported having a good relationship with students, but some argued 

that language barriers, cultural gap, and racial image, to a certain extent, generate a sense of 

distance among students towards East Asian professors.  

Language and Cultural Barriers 

First, English insufficiency hinders East Asian faculty’s effective communication with 

students, establishment of personality traits, and closeness with students. As Robert thought,  

          I am not one hundred percent fluent and confident in my English, which possibly affects 
students’ evaluation. You know, some students may not like to ask me questions and get 
closer to me because I am a foreigner and my English is not perfect. 

 
He believes that his limited English speaking ability would impede his communication and 

relationship with students. Jason thinks that one’s speaking ability directly determines his/her 

personality charm, attraction, and interpersonal relations. He reported that he can certainly make 

students burst out laughing if teaching in his native language, but 

          In the English world, it is hard for me to grab students’ attention and raise their interests by 
throwing off just a few jokes. 

 
It seems difficult for him to establish his personality charm as he can do in his native language.  

In addition to language barriers, cultural gap also impacts East Asian faculty’s relations 

with students. On the one hand, East Asian faculty’s awareness of cultural gap and lack of 

knowledge of American culture affect their behaviors. For example, Jason talked about the 

difference in teacher-student relation between Asia and the United States. He said, 

          Back in Asia, professors usually bear more responsibilities for their students, such as their 
careers and futures. Reciprocally, students show more respect to professors. In America, it 
is more like professors providing a set of training services for customers. It is all about 
professionalism.   
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Jason realizes that he may be unable to provide appropriate suggestions for American students 

due to his lack of understanding of their life trajectories. He also thinks that it may be 

inappropriate to show too much concern and offer too many suggestions on students’ learning 

and futures as he could do in his home country. On the other hand, a lack of knowledge of the 

Eastern culture prevents students from taking initiative to approach East Asian professors. As 

Austin expressed,  

          A sense of distance certainly exists. Given the same condition, students may like American 
professors more. I think it is normal since students may know little about us and not know 
how to communicate with us. 

 
These data indicate that East Asian faculty’s insufficiency in English and the differences in 

culture between East and West would create a kind of psychological distance and impede 

effective communications between East Asian faculty and U.S. students. 

Asian Identity or Image Matters 

Data analysis reveals that students in general show respect to these East Asian faculty 

members and have never given any negative comments pertaining to race in course evaluations. 

When asked about whether Asian racial identity and image may influence students’ feelings of 

closeness with them, the participants gave different opinions. 

Some participants denied the negative impact and reported that they do not care about their 

Asian image. Justin has never given his Asian racial identity and image much thought since he 

taught in America. He narrated,  

             Frankly speaking, this concern has never occurred to me. I haven’t heard about this issue 
before this interview. However, I try to keep myself looking amiable, which of course has 
nothing to do with my appearance. I often smile in order to seem approachable to my 
students. … I haven’t felt that American students make a difference between me and U.S. 
professors. … At least, a significant portion of students are close to me and are willing to 
talk to me about their questions. They are also willing to engage in conservation with me 
during the class break. They even hope that I can be their advisor. These indicate that they 
don’t exclude me, but still regard me as one of their friends. So I feel good. 
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This passage shows that Justin does not feel any difference in students’ treatment when 

compared to U.S.-born professors. Jessica has never had concern about her Asian image or 

identity regarding teaching. Richard admitted that students may feel a little strange when seeing 

him for the first time, but after a period, they will change their impressions. He said that students 

have never evaluated him based on his racial identity and Asian image. 

In contrast, some participants acknowledged the influence of Asian race or image on 

students’ attitudes, evaluations, and sense of closeness. Alan thinks that his Asian image as an 

objective reality has influence on his relationship with students. 

          Asian image certainly has influence. This is obvious. It impacts our affinity and students’ 
feelings of closeness. Given the same condition, the affinity of our East Asians may be not 
as good as that of Europeans. 

 
His solution is trying to forget these things in the academic environment. Similarly, Craig 

believes the influence of Asian image. He said, 

          It’s quite difficult to remove the influence of our Asian image. This is my feeling, but I 
don’t care. I don’t care where students come from, but some students may care about 
where I come from. 

 
Daniel argued that image-related cultural affinity is very important in affecting students’ 

attitudes towards faculty. He does not think that students would evaluate Asian faculty exactly 

the same way as they would do for white or European professors. He proposed,  

          Cultural affinity is very important. However seriously we teach, American professors may 
in general get higher evaluations from students. Even a European who is not very good at 
English may get higher evaluations than Asians since Asians look totally different from 
white people in many aspects such as face and figure.  

 
He means that the perceptible physical features of Asians which do not conform to the 

mainstream culture produce a sense of cultural estrangement in students’ minds. He is aware of 

the difference in American students’ attitudes and treatment, as shown in his following words:  

          There were two European professors who didn’t speak English very well, but they got 
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better evaluations in instruction than me. I think the most important reason is that they are 
white. American students may have a sense of affinity with whites. Even though those 
Europeans make the same mistakes as us, students may be more tolerant towards them 
than Asians.  

 
He thinks that European professors whose stature and appearance conform more to the dominant 

culture may be more acceptable for American students than Asian faculty. The results of this 

study are in line with literature that suggests that students may treat faculty of color differently 

than they treat white faculty or faculty coming from European and English-language 

commonwealth countries (Chuang, 1996; Foote, Li, Monk, & Theobald, 2008; Seagren & Wang, 

1994; Stanley, 2006). Austin thinks that students should try to adapt to the internationalization of 

faculty group in addition to international faculty’s efforts in socialization. He said,  

          There will be more and more foreign professors here. I think students should adapt 
themselves to this change. Almost all faculty members were Americans before I came to 
this department. Since I came, the number of foreign professors has been increasing. Now 
I am the most senior foreign professor in this department. 

 
His words indicate that as the number of foreign-born faculty increases, the educational culture 

of the department, the college, or the institution would be reshaped to a certain extent. Not only 

foreign-born faculty should adapt to the mainstream culture, but also U.S. students should try to 

adjust to the tendency of faculty diversity and multi-culture.  

Overall, it is usually the combination of East Asian faculty’s English proficiency, Asian 

identity or image, and socio-cultural gaps that contributes to the psychological estrangement 

between them and U.S. students. 

Strategies of Improving Teaching Effects 

The results show that East Asian faculty develop a variety of instructional strategies to 

overcome the difficulties caused by language, culture, and race, and to improve cross-cultural 

teaching effectiveness. Four strategies are identified from the participants’ narratives. 
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Incorporating Extracurricular Topics in Class 

In order to motivate students’ learning enthusiasm and enliven the classroom atmosphere, 

some participants like to incorporate extracurricular topics in class. Through co-teaching with a 

senior American professor in her first year at this institution, Jessica learned some strategies. She 

said, 

          At the beginning of each class, he tells a short inspirational story. … I learned a lot from 
him. I also started to incorporate some short inspirational stories and jokes in my class, but 
the proportion is not as large as his. 

 
She continued to explain the rationale for doing this. 

          In order to keep students awake and engaged, one needs to include some interesting topics 
or ask thought-provoking questions to increase their interest in the subject. Telling stories 
is another great way. Those stories may or may not be related to the subject, but in general, 
should be helpful to their learning and life attitudes.  I do make effort to prepare for this. 

 
To shorten the psychological distance with students, Alan likes to make use of real-life instances, 

for example, football games, to explain disciplinary knowledge. He stated,  

          I find that combining knowledge and practice can increase their interest. Having taught for 
many years, I have accumulated some examples which can be used in class. 

 
Justin also likes to find some interesting topics to discuss when students look tired. 

          If my class is scheduled at noon, usually, during the break or at the beginning of the 
second half of the class, many students will become tired, and I will feel very hungry. In 
this case, I usually find some topics to discuss. The topics may be related to the learning 
content, football, or some news. I want to activate students and keep my spirits up rather 
than talking for the sake of it. 

 
Justin also takes advantage of his foreign cultural background. For example, he increases 

students’ exposure to culture diversity by discussing the difference in football between America 

and his country. Alberts (2008) states that some students like to hear foreign-born professors talk 

about events that happened in their home countries.  

Data from class observations confirm these participants’ narratives. They sometimes make 

http://dict.cn/extracurricular
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jokes with students, say some funny things, or even often stand among the students to give 

lectures. Such behaviors obviously help build rapport with students. As Richard recalled, 

          I try to make the environment easier by making jokes. I also try to use practical examples 
to show students how to apply the learned knowledge to practice. 

 
Daniel likes to tell jokes as well.  However, the participants stress that they need to make sure 

not to offend students.  

Using Computer Assisted Instruction 

Computer assisted instructional techniques are also used by most participants to facilitate 

teaching and learning effects. Brian particularly stressed the importance of good slides in aiding 

him to convey the instructional material to students. 

       I think good slides are very important and will make it easy for students to understand. … I 
prefer to use the textbooks with good slides. … If students understand, they may not feel 
strongly about your English problem. Even if your English is good, they may think that 
you are not good at English if they don’t understand, and they may complain. 

 
Brian employs a written communication strategy to help him compensate for language 

inadequacy, widen communication resources, ensure that his accent is not a barrier to student 

learning, and achieve his original communication purpose. Another participant adopts clickers in 

class to enhance students’ learning outcomes. Jessica shared,  

          To me the biggest benefit of using clickers is that it can provide instant feedback, both to 
me and to the students. I am able to know in real time what students have already grasped 
and what students haven’t yet understood. For the content they haven’t grasped, I’ll go 
over it again. But such in-class clicker questions require careful design, which could take a 
lot of time and effort. For example, for a multiple choice question, I need to design several 
representative incorrect answers. Moreover, I must be able to explain clearly why they are 
wrong to students. 

 
Clickers, or student response systems, are a newly developed technology used to promote active 

learning. Jessica’s experience in using clickers shows that it can help instructors actively engage 

students in class practice, monitor students’ level of understanding of the lecture material, and 

http://dict.cn/computer-assisted%20instruction%20%28%20CAI%20%29
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provide prompt feedback to student questions.  

Acknowledging Language Deficiency 

Faculty who speak accented English can open up opportunities for dialogue by 

acknowledging their accents and encouraging questions from students in class (Folwell, 2013). 

Justin is aware of the fact that his deficiency in English may make it hard for students to 

understand him, so he chooses to address this issue openly at the beginning of a course. He 

described,  

       On the very first day of my class, I usually tell students that I may have an accent to have 
them be prepared. Of course they have nothing to prepare, but at least I want to let them 
know a little about me. I tell them that I will try to speak slower, clearer, and louder and 
that they can raise their hands at any time if they have a hard time understanding either my 
language or the content. I can put it in another way in order to lecture clearly. Thus, 
throughout the past several semesters, although they acknowledge my accent, they have 
never complained about it. 

 
Justin’s public acknowledgement of language deficiency may let students feel his candidness, his 

understanding of their potential difficulties with a foreign accent, and his willingness to find 

solutions. As discussed under the theme of Asian Identity or Image Matters in this chapter, 

students may have a sense of cultural estrangement to East Asian faculty who appear in class for 

the first time. This is because most students may know little about East Asian faculty’s cultural 

background and personal characteristics. Justin’s behaviors would lay a good foundation for 

building rapport with students. His words “try to speak slower, clearer, and louder” and “put it in 

another way” indicate his use of particular communication strategies to repair communication 

breakdowns. The fact that no students have complained about his English ability proves that this 

method has yielded positive results. 

This finding lends support to Alberts’ (2008) claim that students generally resent it when a 

professor simply assumes that they could understand, but appreciate it when the professor 
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acknowledges his/her accent early on in the class so that students can be prepared. Therefore, 

how foreign-born faculty handle the language issue influences how students feel about it to a 

great degree.  

Spending More Efforts 

The data suggest that the participants would like to spend more efforts in helping students 

improve academic performance. They rehearse lecture materials so as to speak English more 

fluently in class and implement an open door policy to help students navigate the learning 

process. Craig reported, 

          I have an open door policy for both undergraduate and graduate students. If they have 
questions, they can email me or come to my office to ask me. Students say that I am quite 
helpful, and I have been trying to help students as much as I can. 

 
Robert also has an open door policy. As he said, 

          I don’t have any designated office hours. If students have problems, they can come to visit 
me anytime and I encourage them to do that. Some students mentioned in my course 
evaluations that they like the open door policy. 

 
Besides implementing the open door policy, one participant even offers extra study sessions by 

sacrificing personal time. 

Students have recognized the efforts that these participants have invested in improving 

teaching effects. Information from both Rate My Professors and interviews shows that students 

use words such as “knowledgeable”, “brilliant”, “best”, “very nice”, “great”, “the nicest”, 

“favorite”, “extremely helpful”, “available”, “organized”, “well-prepared”, “passionate”, 

“positive”, etc. to express their affirmation of these East Asian professors’ hard work. Brian 

recalled an event in which he gained a great sense of accomplishment.  

          Once the school organized an appraisal in which students sat together and evaluated the 
courses that they had taken by listing the advantages and the disadvantages. One student 
said that he had learned the most knowledge from one of my courses. … I thought this 
student’s comment was of the greatest comfort to me. 



                                                                               

99 
 

He felt joy and pride when seeing that students had recognized his efforts in teaching. Daniel 

reported that students praise him for his passion for teaching. Information from Rate My 

Professor suggests that three participants have consistently received high evaluations and very 

positive comments from students. One of them showed copies of student course evaluations to 

me during the interview and shared his strategies. 

          First, I try to remember students’ names. I have their pictures and call their names as I see 
their pictures in the class. After a period, I begin to remember their names by memory. 
Second, I have an open door policy. Students can come to my office at any time if they 
have questions. Third, I do not use PowerPoint slides because I think that may make the 
class boring. I like to use whiteboard during my lectures so that I can slow down and have 
more interactions with students. 

 
Memorizing students’ names, open door policy, and blackboard writing reveal this East Asian 

professor’s strong sense of responsibility for teaching.  

In short, use of these strategies demonstrates East Asian faculty’s efforts in overcoming 

the challenges caused by their Asian characteristics, improving teaching and learning outcomes, 

and assimilating into the U.S. educational culture.   

This section presents the findings regarding East Asian faculty’s cross-cultural 

instructional experiences. The results suggest that language, culture, and race work together 

affecting their teaching performance. First, this study adds to the literature (Chuang, 1996; 

Marvasti, 2005; McCroskey, 2002; Neves & Sanyal, 1991; Skachkova, 2007) that East Asian 

faculty’s insufficiency in English communicative competence would inhibit their instructional 

quality, communication with students, course evaluations, as well as the establishment of 

teaching authority and credibility. Second, the disparities in educational system and culture 

between East Asian countries and the U.S. create challenges for East Asian faculty’s cross-

cultural teaching, which is particularly obvious in their early career period. The data reveal that 

East Asian faculty make an effort to adapt to the U.S. teaching methods, class norms, and 
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philosophies, but they are more or less influenced by the educational culture of their home 

countries. They are commonly embroiled in the struggle between adjusting to the U.S. 

educational culture and maintaining their traditional cultural values (e.g., Alberts, 2008; Berry, 

1997; Chuang, 2012; Marín & Gamba, 1996; Rogler, Cortés, & Malgady, 1991). Third, East 

Asian faculty are aware that their racial identity or images may produce a larger psychological 

distance with students for them than for those from European ethnic backgrounds. Therefore, 

under the negative impacts of language, culture, and race, East Asian faculty develop a variety of 

strategies to improve their teaching quality. 

East Asian faculty’s perspectives and experiences around the theme of research are shared 

in the next section. 

Research 

Using quantitative analysis approaches, researchers argue that foreign-born faculty are 

generally more productive in research than U.S.-born faculty (e.g., Mamiseishvili, 2010; 

Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2010; Sabharwal, 2008) and Asian faculty tend to spend more time and 

be more productive in research among the group of foreign-born faculty (Laden & Hagedorn, 

2000; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011). This study intends to enrich the literature by exploring 

East Asian faculty’s perceptions of research as well as their lived experiences in research from a 

qualitative perspective. Four main themes emerged from data analysis: why they perceive 

research as agency, what constraints they have encountered, what structural enablements they 

have obtained, and the strategies they adopt to develop network resources. 

Perceiving Research as Agency 

Although teaching, research, and service are all evaluated mandatorily for faculty 

promotion and tenure decisions, research is regarded frequently as the most important category 
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and given higher weight than teaching and service across U.S. research institutions (e.g., Laden 

& Hagedorn, 2000; Lee, 2011; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011). The reward system based on 

research productivity for promoting faculty is rooted deeply in academy over the past several 

decades (Clark, 1987). Faculty members at research universities tend to place more emphasis on 

research than on the other two aspects (Fairweather, 2005; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). In line 

with the literature, this study finds that East Asian faculty are socialized to realize the critical 

position that scholarship occupies in faculty career development in the United States. In addition 

to their strong enthusiasm in research, the participants give top priority to research. They 

reported that on the premise of fulfilling teaching responsibilities and ensuring teaching quality, 

they invest most of their remaining energy in research endeavors such as publications, grant 

applications, presentations, and related academic service within and outside the institution. 

Though they admit that research is the most challenging among the three components of faculty 

duties, they still prioritize research. They believe that research can make up for their deficiency 

in other areas of faculty work, increase their sense of security, and improve their market value. 

Research is one of the main ways through which they enact agency and empower themselves 

within the White-dominated place. 

Compensating for Deficiency  

Many participants believe that research is their remarkable advantage compared to 

teaching and service since it is less limited by language and cultural barriers, but depends more 

on an individual’s interest, attitudes, knowledge background, creativity, logical thinking, 

diligence, and perseverance. As Robert commented, 

          Compared to teaching and service, research is my advantage. It may be difficult for me to 
teach and provide service as well as American faculty because of language barriers. 
Although I still have language problems in research, it is less influenced by language than 
teaching and service. 
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This finding is consistent with Foote, Li, Monk, and Theobald’s (2008) argument that teaching 

and service are often more difficult for foreign-born faculty to accomplish than research when 

compared with U.S.-born faculty. One participant said that through many years of academic 

training and experiencing serious international competitions in graduate admission to the U.S. 

higher education as well as the competitions in academic market, East Asian scholars who can 

enter the U.S. academy are supposed to have stronger research ability and better research 

productivity than other job candidates. They use research to compensate for their deficiency in 

teaching, internal service, and communications. Austin remarked, 

          We are not good at teaching. If we are not strong in research, how can we survive in the 
department? I think everyone knows his/her role and has a self-positioning. 

 
In response to his deficiency in teaching, Austin uses good research performance to contribute to 

the department and claim his own space. Daniel held the same opinion.  

          With respect to teaching, we foreigners cannot compare with Americans. If our research is 
not good, we will be bound to fail. So we must do better in research than others in order to 
survive. 

 
His words indicate the critical position research occupies for East Asian faculty’s career 

development and survival in U.S. higher education. Being aware of personal advantages and 

disadvantages, some participants believe that their stronger research ability and better 

productivity than other candidates may be the main reason for this research university’s 

employment. Daniel recounted, 

          They hire us because of our research ability. Can’t we compare with Americans in 
teaching? How fluently they speak English! Although I speak English well, there is still a 
gap when compared with Americans. 

 
Kevin said, 

          Maybe most Asian faculty’s teaching evaluation is not as good as American professors, so 
we have to do research better than average. It’s normal. If I am not good at teaching and 
not outstanding in research as well, why do they hire me? They look at everything. If you 
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have problems with teaching, you have to make up for it through research. That’s normal. 
 
When asked about his suggestions for those current and prospective tenure-track Asian faculty 

members, Alan strongly emphasized the importance of research. 

          We need to try our best to do research because research is the most important. But we must 
ensure that our teaching reach or is better than the average level. Ultimately, Asians or 
foreigners are hired because of their research ability. I don’t mean that no Asian professors 
teach well. Actually, many Asian professors teach well. But based on the probability, in 
general, Americans surely do better than us in teaching and service. 

 
The above quotations indicate that scholarship performance is essential for East Asian faculty to 

obtain and secure a faculty position and thrive under the condition that they are not competitive 

in teaching and service. Thus, East Asian professors bring their research ability into full play to 

balance their disadvantages and justify their existence in American academia. 

Strengthening a Sense of Security  

Tenure and promotion create stress and apprehension for all faculty members, especially 

for foreign-born professors who have more and different concerns from their U.S.-born 

counterparts (Foote, Li, Monk, & Theobald, 2008). Being aware of the influence of language, as 

well as of the cultural and racial barriers on their professional lives in the U.S., East Asian 

faculty in general lack a sense of security about tenure and further development in academia. Not 

all elements in the triad of faculty work carry the same value and weight. Tenure evaluation has 

placed a strong emphasis on research and publications at research intensive universities. Without 

setting up an upper limit for their research productivity, the participants try their best to enhance 

their research performance in both quality and quantity. Research could enhance their sense of 

security and alleviate their apprehension. As Alan stated, 

          For me, the most important is research. Only making my research above the average level 
can I feel secure. If my research just reaches the average level, I cannot feel safe. 
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Although Alan has consistently obtained positive evaluations from students, his feeling of safety 

still depends much on his research productivity. Other participants expressed similar opinions.  

In addition to the pressure coming from the emphasis of current tenure evaluation on 

research performance, this study finds that the ambiguity and changeability in tenure criteria and 

institutional policies also create high level of stress for some East Asian faculty members. In this 

situation, good research performance becomes their surviving tool. For Sharon, her uncertainty 

about the institutional tenure evaluation standards and policy changes forces her to do her best in 

research. She noted, 

          I don’t think there is an absolute and hard tenure evaluation system. All the standards are 
soft, and I am not sure how much percentage each aspect of faculty work occupies. … I 
also feel that the standards change every year, for example, the weight given for PI 
(principal investigator) or Co-PI. I really don’t know about it very well. … If you get a 
large grant but you are a Co-PI or you get a small grant but as a PI, how to evaluate it? I 
am not very clear about this. … I have some teaching grants and some research grants, but 
there is not a hard standard stating that whether teaching grants are counted in or not. So I 
don’t know how they see my teaching grants. These standards are very soft, so I think the 
more, the better, especially in research grants. 

 
Jessica held the same opinion, 

          No one will tell you a magic number. The department will not give faculty any explicit 
requirements for tenure promotion. 

 
When talking about his suggestions for prospective Asian faculty, Austin also revealed his 

uncertainly about the tenure standards.  

          First of all, you must ensure your teaching quality. Then, you need to do research well. It 
is undoubted that you must make your research above the average level. Tenure standards 
are rising every year. No university or department will set its tenure standards clearly 
down on paper. So you cannot know whether you can get the tenure or not. Tenure is very 
delicate. So you should try to do better. 

 
The above two excerpts reflect the flexible and subjective aspects of the tenure review process 

and the need to follow such a promotion process which has no clearly stated specific rules or 

calculation formula, but it is clear that a strong emphasis on scholarship throughout the U.S. and 
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even the world-wide academic communities will not change within a short term. In this case, 

East Asian faculty have to equip themselves with a strong research background to respond to any 

tenure evaluation ways. 

In addition, strong research performance plays a critical role for East Asian faculty’s long-

term development in response to the changing policies. Daniel who is an associate professor said, 

          I cannot stop doing research. Although I have got the tenure, I still have to continue my 
research. Policies might change one day.    

 
Daniel’s thoughts are consistent with beliefs shared by Kevin. Kevin said, 

          The more, the better, because I don’t know what will happen. I think everybody will try 
their best. … To feel safe, I have to do research to the best of my ability. 

 
Daniel and Kevin’s words reveal their strong underlying insecurity about work and life in the 

United States.  

Only maintaining excellent research records can East Asian faculty respond to future 

potential rising demands and pressures placed on faculty work in a confident manner. 

Empowering and Improving Marketable Value 

According to some participants, research can empower themselves to counter barriers and 

gain recognition in the academy. For example, one participant commented,  

          In American society, only persons with the biggest strength and ability have the right to 
speak. School is a relatively fair arena. If you don’t do well in research, nobody will notice 
you no matter how nice you are and how well you get on with others. I don’t know about 
other people. For our ethnic group, you must prove your value. You must prove your value 
in this department. You cannot compete with Americans in teaching and service, so you 
must prove your value in research. Otherwise, no matter how well you behave in other 
aspects, you cannot gain others’ respect. This is an arena. … If you want others to treat 
you well, you must improve yourself. … Only having strength can you have a voice.  

 
This passage accounts for the relations among scholarship, power, and discourse within the 

academic community. This participant means that East Asian faculty need to use research, the 

dominant discourse in academia, to strive for social status, power, and respect within a context 
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that privileges native English speakers and gives voice only to exemplary researchers whose first 

language is not English. 

Some participants have the counter perception that good research performance can help 

East Asian faculty overcome inequalities regarding racial bias and discrimination in the working 

place. One participant talked about the potential outcome if East Asian professors are in the 

marginal place for tenure assessment. 

          In marginal cases, they can find many reasons, but ostensible reasons may not be real 
reasons. In my opinion, if Asian faculty cannot get tenure in a research school, there is 
only real reason, that is, your research performance doesn’t reach their expectations. They 
can use various excuses, for example, you are not good at teaching, but these are not 
important reasons. Making your research performance reach the average level is not their 
expectations of you. 

 
This extract reveals that for some Asian professors, lack of adequate research productivity may 

be the major factor in denial of tenure at a U.S. research institution. This result is consistent with 

Lee’s (2005) argument that foreign-born scientists receive closer scrutiny and are less likely to 

be tenured than U.S.-born faculty. Consequently, racialized faculty believe that they have to 

work hard and publish more than their U.S. counterparts (Henry & Tator, 2012). 

Academics have long relied on job mobility to achieve career promotion, professional 

development, salary increase, and job satisfaction. Three participants mentioned that research 

could improve their marketable value and give them initiative in career choices since job-

hopping mainly relies on research within the academic circle. As Kevin said, 

          For this department, I think teaching and research are equally important. But for an 
individual, I mean if you want to move to other places, like in our field, they will look at 
your research publications. They value research a lot more. So for individuals, research is 
the most important. 

 
Alan confirms the competitive advantage that good research records would offer faculty in 

seeking other employment. As he said, 
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          Academics have high degrees of job mobility. If you have good research records, you can 
move anywhere.  

 
He continued to explain why research plays a more determining role in academics career 

opportunities. 

          It’s difficult to evaluate teaching objectively. I think it is very misleading to only use the 
scores given by students to measure a teacher’s teaching quality. This is because students’ 
evaluation depends on many factors, such as your appearance, your dress, … and the 
scores that you give to students. So many subjective elements are involved in students’ 
course evaluations. … Thus, sometimes I invite my colleagues to observe my class and 
give me some feedback so that I can get more information. However, it is easier to assess 
research, such as in what level of journals you have publications and how many 
publications you produce one year. 

 
Alan means that research performance evaluation usually has higher objectivity over teaching 

assessment. He would like to know about his colleagues’ comments on his teaching in order to 

get a comprehensive review of this teaching performance.  

Foucault (1979 & 1980) argues that knowledge as a mode of surveillance, regulation, and 

discipline associates closely with power. East Asian faculty are socialized to know the power and 

strength which scholarship, one type of knowledge production, would enable them to have. They 

believe that research could make up for their disadvantages in teaching, service, and other 

aspects, enhance their sense of security, and improve their market values. Thus, after fulfilling 

other faculty responsibilities, they choose to work hard in research to empower themselves and 

legitimate their existence throughout the academy.  

Constraints 

This study finds that beyond the difficulties that all faculty members may face, such as 

national funding cuts, lack of creative ideas, and advisor’s as well as school’s reputation, Asian 

faculty face unique challenges caused by language, cultural, and racial barriers, and contextual 

factors. 
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Language and Cultural Barriers  

Language and cultural barriers influence East Asian faculty’s research practice with regard 

to writing and presentation. 

First, although the participants think that ideas are the most important criterion to evaluate 

a research paper, language barriers have influence on East Asian faculty’s writing speed and 

quality. For many participants, writing in English often takes them more time and efforts than 

those who are native speakers of English. Kevin narrated, 

          Our English may be a disadvantage. I think native speakers of English may present the 
same theory and contents in a more interesting and attractive way. It may be a little 
difficult for us to write papers as well as native speakers. But of course, I don’t think all of 
them are good at writing. However, if you are more proficient in language, it would be 
helpful, and at least, you can write faster. My problem is that I have to use some time to 
think about how to write something. 

 
Language barriers create challenges for Kevin’s writing practice. Robert encountered the same 

problem as Kevin. As Robert stated, 

          Because English is not my native language, I have to spend twice as much time writing the 
same quality proposal as American professors. 

 
As reported by some participants, native speakers of English are sometimes needed to help them 

proofread grammatical mistakes and refine writing.  

Second, influenced by their traditional educational culture, East Asian faculty have 

different writing and presentation styles from U.S.-born professors. Brian stated, 

          Americans’ writing is very flexible and attractive, but ours may seem a little stuffy and 
sometimes not easy for others to understand. As foreigners, English ability has influenced 
us in writing grant proposals and papers. Such influence persists. 

 
His words suggest that it is the combination of writing styles and English insufficiency that result 

in East Asian faculty’s difficulty in research activities. Similarly, Daniel described his writing 

experiences and the differences in writing styles between East Asians and Americans. 
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          Through many years of practice in English writing, I have no problems with grammar. But 
I can’t write as attractively and impressively as Americans. When expressing an idea, 
Americans may first associate it to a very concrete practical application and then strongly 
stress the significance of this application for the society. The stories written by them may 
look very exciting. By contrast, we usually focus on describing how to solve problems, but 
neglect to emphasize its application value.   

 
He contributes the differences in writing styles to cultural differences. Craig holds the same view 

as Daniel. Craig said, 

          I think an individual’s writing style is related to culture. When comparing the proposals 
written by Asian people with those written by Americans, I can see the difference. Asians 
do not stress the importance of a research problem, and their writing style seems a little 
mild, but Americans put much focus on the importance. Even though they do the same 
thing, different writing styles may give rise to different success rates of funding 
application. 

 
He means that East Asian faculty’s relatively mild writing style may affect their grant application 

from U.S. agencies. 

In addition, East Asian faculty’s presentation skills are affected by the educational culture 

of their Asian home countries. In some East Asian countries, for example, in China, students are 

not encouraged to express their opinions in classes dominated by the teacher-centered approach. 

After coming to the United States, many Chinese students find that their presentation skills are 

not as good as U.S. students. Through attending academic conferences, Craig noticed the 

difference in speech styles between Asian and American speakers. He explained, 

          Speech styles are different between Asians and Americans. Although sometimes we do the 
same thing or even Asian speakers’ topics are much better, American speakers’ 
presentation styles can make audience think that they are doing a much more important 
thing. But Asian speakers are usually unable to achieve that effect. 

 
Due to presentation styles, Asian speakers’ speech cannot come across as well as Americans’. 

Craig has tried his best to improve his English writing and presentation ability. Jason also 

believes that most East Asian scholars may not be competitive when applying for research 

funding through presentation. He shared, 
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          During the presentation, sometimes it is really hard to express my ideas in a highly 
accessible way through vivid examples. 
 

He means that language unattractiveness may affect the presentation’s effect and consequently 

affect the reviewers’ judgment and the results of funding application. In contrast, proposal 

writing may help him achieve better results. 

In short, language and cultural barriers pose difficulties to East Asian faculty’s scholarship 

activities, however, the participants reported that their writing and presentation abilities have 

improved greatly through continuous learning and practice. 

Racial Impact 

Some participants reported that being constrained by their racial identity, they have 

difficulties in establishing social connections and encounter racial discrimination within the U.S. 

academy, which would directly hinder their research practice including information acquisition, 

grant application, and resource distribution.  

First, East Asian faculty’s research activities are restricted by limited social networks. As 

foreigners who grew up outside the U.S. and have language and cultural barriers, East Asian 

faculty are confronted with limited opportunities for getting funding from U.S. companies, 

governmental organizations, and military agencies. A lack of social networking usually leads to a 

lack of information and opportunities. Robert said,  

          Professors in my country may have better funding support. Funding application is really 
tough here, especially for international faculty members. I might be okay with NSF, but 
for some military agencies, it’s better to have personal contacts or relationships. We have 
the disadvantage and cannot compete with American professors in this aspect. If I were in 
my home country, it might be better since I am a native.  

 
Similarly, for Brian, the most difficult thing in funding application is the lack of social 

connections. Brian stated,  

          Social network is also important in America. In fact, it’s difficult for foreigners to get 
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funding. Americans have social relations and can easily get funding from military 
agencies. If I were in my country, it would be easy for me to get funding since I have a lot 
of friends there. 

 
Daniel expressed the same idea. 

          Social network is very important here. As foreigners, we lack social connections. Many 
Americans have social connections, so it’s much easier for them to get funding than for us.  
This is a big challenge. 

 
Austin described the difficulty he encounters in trying to connect with funding resources. 

          There are many international scholars in academia, but Americans are in the majority in 
industry. We need to build relations with industry, but how to build relations? It will be 
difficult since we come from a totally different cultural background.   

 
He feels that it is difficult to build cooperative relations with funding organizations which are 

dominated by the American culture. His words disclose the difficulties that East Asians may face 

when trying to integrate into the mainstream culture. He continued, 

          Those new American professors can quickly set up connections with state agencies and get 
funding. But for me, it is more difficult. I don’t mean that I cannot, but I think it may be 
easier to build a relationship between people of the same ethnic group. 

 
Austin’s narrative indicates that his cultural and racial background seems to be a deterrent to the 

social network building that he regards as important to funding opportunities and scholarship 

development. 

Second, this study finds that the model minority myth and racial bias operate both within 

and outside the institution to hinder East Asian faculty’s scholarship progress. CRT scholars 

assert that race is central in examining issues of inequality that people of color experience in the 

academy (e.g., Bonilla-Silva, Forman, Lewis, & Embrick, 2003; Buenavista, Jayakumar, & 

Misa-Escalante, 2009). Though some participants showed their satisfaction with the department 

culture which advocates merit-based resource distribution, some participants exposed their 

experiences with racial discrimination within the institution. One participant reported, 
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          In research, what I have chance to compete for is the most difficult to compete for. It is 
easier for Americans to get funding from the state, the institution, or the department, but I 
cannot get it. It’s more difficult for me to get money from these organizations than from 
the NSF.  

 
This participant feels excluded from institutional support in research. The fact that it is easier for 

U.S.-born professors to get funding from within the university than for this participant reflects 

the perpetuation of the model minority stereotypes for Asians (Chang, 1993; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 

2007; Suzuki, 2002) in the U.S. society. They are expected to be able to surmount any obstacles. 

As a result, this participant has to try to apply for funding from external agencies which involve a 

rigorous review process and low rate of success. Another participant also perceives obvious 

disparities in resource allocation between foreign-born and U.S.-born faculty. This participant 

exposed an unequal treatment regarding the distribution of graduate teaching assistantships 

within the department, as shown in the following quote. 

          Several years ago, all the teaching assistantships within the department were given to one 
American, which meant that several hundred thousand dollars were given to one person. 
But, you know, it’s very difficult for us to get only ten thousand dollars per year, so from 
this angle, it’s quite unfair. Moreover, that professor didn’t focus on research. If I had been 
funded, I could have put the money to good use and got more funding for the department. 

 
Graduate students play an important role in assisting faculty members in dealing with 

instructional and research responsibilities. This passage shows this participant’s strong aversion 

and dissatisfaction with department leaders’ obvious discriminatory behaviors. This participant 

continued to explain, 

          It’s really difficult to get funding. In this department, only by getting funding can we 
foreign professors advise graduate students. However, Americans don’t need to do that. 
All the teaching assistantships are given to them. They can use these resources to advise 
students. Now it becomes more public, but it was not transparent. 

 
This excerpt reveals that East Asian faculty are discriminated against and the benefits of U.S.-

born faculty are protected through race-based resource allocation within the department. “Racism 
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is any attitude, action, or institutional structure or any social policy that subordinates persons or 

groups because of their color. … it involves the power to carry out systematic discriminatory 

practices in a broad and continuing manner” (Sue, 2003,  p. 31). This participant once asked 

department leaders whether one teaching assistantship could be given, but obtained the following 

answer. 

          They refused me with the reason that international students do not work as well as 
Americans for teaching assistant positions. That’s true since most international students 
have language barriers. Their excuse sounds reasonable from this perspective. 

 
In this participant’s opinion, the department leaders’ refusal reason that “international students 

do not work as well as Americans” because of their English insufficiency seems on the surface to 

be reasonable, but it is just an excuse for their discriminatory behaviors rather than the real 

reason. This participant feels that his/her enthusiasm and achievements in research are not highly 

valued and well supported by the department although research has always been emphasized 

across the institution. This participant also believes that East Asians do not count as minorities 

and cannot be eligible for institutional support.  

The above findings suggest that being constructed as the model minority, East Asian 

faculty are assumed to be underdeserving of institutional support. They are categorized as 

invisible minorities. The results align with literature (Collins, 2008; Manrique & Manrique, 1993 

& 1999) that foreign-born faculty experience racial prejudice and discrimination in a variety of 

institutions across the United States.  

In addition to the impact that race has on the funding opportunities afforded to East Asian 

faculty within the institution, race also restricts their funding resources from outside the 

institution. For the national security or technology secrecy, some government or military 

agencies explicitly exclude non-U.S. citizens from the application, which greatly reduces East 
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Asian scholarship progress. One participant said, 

          Racial identity has influence. Some of my research relates to the projects of military 
agencies. For basic research, our racial identity is not a big deal, but more or less 
Americans may have some concerns although they don’t speak out their concerns 
explicitly. They may think whether it will be safe to let you, an Asian, do their projects? 
… After all, we do not belong to this country and we are not citizens.   

 
Brian expressed,  

          We are foreigners, so we cannot get involved in many projects funded by military 
agencies. 

 
Daniel talked, 

             For many military projects which involve national security, only U.S. citizens are eligible 
to apply, so Americans can get such type of funding which is much more than that given 
by research institutes. … Of course, we can apply for the projects which can be published, 
but less funding is provided. 

 
These three participants’ words indicate race would prevent East Asian faculty from getting 

opportunities to take part in projects involving national security, which thus reduces their 

funding resources and hinders their scholarly progress.  

Due to the influence of race, East Asian faculty tend to have fewer opportunities to access 

funding resources and seek academic development than U.S.-born faculty in the U.S. academic 

society.  

Contextual Academic Environment 

Data from documents show that in recent years, this university has begun to employ an 

increasing number of international faculty to diversify its campus culture, strengthen its research 

capability, and enhance its national prominence and competitiveness. This study finds that the 

research traditions and conditions of the institution, to a certain extent, impede East Asian 

faculty’s research activities and development. 

First, a lack of research tradition and research network at the institutional level pose 
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challenges for East Asian faculty to get access to research resources from outside the institution. 

One participant remarked,  

          I know that at some prestigious universities, … it’s very easy to build connections. Junior 
faculty can be recommended by senior faculty to join the military projects. After seeing 
their ability and reliability, military agencies would give funding and projects to them. But 
this university doesn’t have these kinds of connections and lacks such a tradition, so only a 
few grants have been received from military agencies all over the school. 

 
This quote indicates that the institution’s lack of research traditions results in its lack of social 

connections, which would reduce all faculty members’ funding resources and opportunities. 

When coupled with the negative impact of language, culture, and race barriers, the institution’s 

lack of research traditions would be doubly troublesome for East Asian faculty. 

Second, a lack of research traditions and of colleagues who focus on research constrains 

some participants from seeking research collaborations within the department. For example, 

being restricted by the department’s inability to provide mentorship for his research areas, one 

participant said,  

          For me, the biggest problem is that there are no faculty members whose research areas are 
very similar to mine in my department. … One senior faculty member once told me that I 
had to break a path by myself since there may not be enough mentorship. 

 
As a research pioneer in a specific field within the department, this participant has to make every 

effort to channel his own path. Similarly, when asked whether having obtained help in research 

from senior colleagues, one associated professor commented, 

          I have done research on my own. … Few faculty members did research before I came here. 
… So it is difficult to seek others’ help in research. 

 
Due to the traditional focus on teaching within the department, this participant has got little help 

from senior faculty members and has to depend on himself. Jessica mentioned her difficulty. 

          Our department has a goal to expand our Ph.D. program. A big challenge to us now is that 
we have difficulties in recruiting high-quality graduate students. 
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Her words indicate that the overall research capability and reputation of the department where 

she is working may make it difficult to attract high-quality graduate students.  

Third, a lack of support from colleagues who are able to provide the support that some 

participants need may disappoint them. For example, what Jessica desired most during her first 

year at the university was to visit relevant state and local agencies together with colleagues. She 

recalled, 

          At that time I just wanted to see what they were doing, what projects they had, and what 
we could do for them. I wanted them to know about us. As a new junior faculty member, I 
need to let others know that there is such a research group.  

 
She intended to establish the basis for cooperative relations by improving a mutual 

understanding with local agencies. However, for some reasons, she did not get such support from 

colleagues. She described, 

          My colleagues didn’t give me much help in this aspect because after all our research fields 
are not exactly the same. Though some colleagues’ research areas are similar to mine, we 
may seek out different departments in the same agency. Some colleagues said, “Yes, we 
should pay a visit”, but they had never taken me there. And later they said, “You can go 
there by yourself, Ok?” At that time I did not know how to approach this. “How can I go 
by myself? Isn’t it a cold call?” was my thought. 

 
She felt disappointed to receive little help in this aspect. All these results indicate that 

departments’ inability to provide support and lack of support create challenges for East Asian 

faculty’s research experiences.  

Overall, barriers from language, culture, race, and organizational scholarly environment 

affect East Asian faculty’s research activities which they need to progress towards career 

promotion. 

Structural Enablements  

Though the participants’ research experiences are constrained by the organizational lack of 

research traditions and racial bias, some participants showed their satisfaction with the support 
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they have received from the institution, such as teaching load reduction, hiring editors for 

academic writing, providing financial support for research activities, and implementing merit-

based decisions. 

Teaching Load Reduction 

The tension among research, teaching, and service typically at research-intensive 

universities is an international phenomenon that has been documented in the literature (Chalmers, 

2011; Leibowitz,  Schalkwyk,  Ruiters, Farmer, & Adendorff, 2012). Several participants 

reported that their research efforts are highly valued and well supported by the department in the 

form of teaching and service load reduction. Although teaching and service load reduction works 

for all faculty, the participants believe that this policy is especially critical for them. They believe 

that Asian faculty are hired by research institutions because of their better research productivity 

than other job candidates. They also believe that Asian faculty are expected to do research better 

than their U.S.-born counterparts due to the negative impact of their racial identity in order to get 

the same career promotion. Furthermore, coupled with their barriers in language, culture, and 

race, as discussed in the “Constraints” section, East Asian faculty are bound to move along a 

rougher road of research than U.S.-born faculty. They need to spend more time and effort in 

improving research performance than U.S.-born faculty. Consequently, they would experience a 

more intensive tension between teaching and research.  

Some participants stated that their department leaders assist junior faculty to focus on 

research through implementing a teaching or service load reduction policy. Craig said, 

          Actually, I had one semester off from teaching in my first semester here so that I could 
focus on my research and startup. 

 
Kevin said, 

          In this department, assistant professors are asked to teach small classes so that they can 

http://link.springer.com/search?facet-author=%22Brenda+Leibowitz%22
http://link.springer.com/search?facet-author=%22Susan+van+Schalkwyk%22
http://link.springer.com/search?facet-author=%22John+Ruiters%22
http://link.springer.com/search?facet-author=%22Jean+Farmer%22
http://link.springer.com/search?facet-author=%22Hanelie+Adendorff%22
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focus on research. 
 
Reduction in course load in the early pre-tenure years may allow East Asian faculty more time to 

write papers, apply for funding, recruit graduate students, and set up research labs. Teaching load 

reduction would also facilitate research progress of those faculty who want to continue their 

focus on research even if they have already got the tenure. For example, one tenured participant 

talked about the departmental support for tenured faculty members. 

          This institution defines a 4-1 teaching load for a full academic year, which is equivalent to 
teaching four courses one semester and one course the other semester. However, in our 
department, if you focus on research, such as having publications, supervising graduate 
students, and writing proposals, your teaching load will be reduced to 2-2 which means 
teaching two courses per semester. … In our department, there are some associate 
professors, including some Americans, and they don’t do much in research, then their 
teaching load may be increased to 3+3. … If I hadn’t done research after I got the tenure, 
my teaching load would have been increased to 3+3. … So your teaching load depends on 
your performance, rather than your identity. 

 
This participant’s effort and achievement in research are highly supported through the policy of 

teaching load reduction. This excerpt reveals that the department supports tenured faculty by 

This participant’s effort and achievement in research are highly supported through the policy of 

teaching load reduction. This excerpt reveals that the department supports tenured faculty by 

implementing flexible management policies to align with their specific professional needs. Being 

very satisfied with its academic support, this participant shows willingness to remain. Another 

participant also talked about the department’s support for his research. 

          My teaching evaluation is not very high, but the department head is clear about my 
advantage and expects me to do research well. There are many American professors they 
are good at teaching in our department. … Everyone knows his/her role when joining this 
department. I think our department head is clear about everyone’s strong point, and I like 
his management ways. Although I do little service, I can contribute to the department by 
writing proposals and getting funding. 

 
His account indicates that the department supports faculty members who are very active in 

research by lowering requirements for teaching and service. His enthusiasm in research and good 
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research records are valued by the department. He believes that each professor has his/her own 

contribution to the department. His words obviously reflect his satisfaction with the department 

leaders who consider faculty members’ respective advantages and disadvantages and provide 

corresponding support. Lowering requirements for teaching and service provides him with more 

time and freedom in doing research.  

Organizational support for East Asian faculty’s research work through the implementation 

of flexible management policies can facilitate their contributions to the institutional scholarship. 

Other Support  

The participants also received other kinds of support for research from the institution. 

Some departments hire Americans to help faculty who speak English as second language in 

paper writing, as displayed in the following excerpt. 

          The department hires some American students to review our papers. From their reviews, I 
can learn something. 

 
One participant talked about the support obtained from the department. 

          They are very generous. Our department head always does whatever he can to help these 
professors, no matter you are an Asian or American. He always tries his best. For example, 
if I need to go to a conference, they pay the travel fee, the registration fee, or things like 
that for me. When I finish writing a paper, they hire proofreaders to help me improve its 
quality since I may have some grammatical errors or typos. Yeah, they are very 
supportive. The department head also tries to satisfy some professors’ other needs, such as 
software or something else. He is very helpful. 

 
This passage suggests that this participant is very satisfied with the department culture. 

In addition, according to the participants, provision of startup package, funding, and lab 

materials, and merit-based resource allocation, salary raise, and career promotion within the 

institution mean important support for their motivation in research. 

All the data presented in this section indicate East Asian faculty’s appreciation of the 

institution’s recognition of their research experiences and performance. Institutional support 
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further motivates them to work harder, leads to East Asian faculty’s high levels of satisfaction 

with the working place, and increases their retention rate.  

Strategies of Broadening Professional Network 

Data analysis reveals that East Asian faculty take agential actions to navigate the 

interaction of both individual and contextual constraints and enablement to improve their 

research performance. Being cognizant of the benefits of collaboration, they commonly seek out 

and develop research networks with senior faculty, peers, funding agencies, companies, and 

graduate students to foster their academic goals and enhance research productivity.  

First, the participants described the ways in which they build network on campus as well 

as with communities outside the academy. Robert described how he broadens research resources.  

          I have tried to collaborate with researchers from this and other universities. … I have a 
social network, and I am also trying to build a new network. Whenever I attend a 
conference, I try to meet new people and have a conversation with them. I also ask my 
friends to introduce new people to me. 

 
He tries to develop beneficial relationships to aid his academic growth through academic 

conference attendance and snowball strategy. Austin talked about how he seeks potential 

collaboration opportunities, as shown in the following quote. 

          I have collaborations in proposal writing both on and off campus. I mainly search for 
scholars who do relevant research on the Web, and then call them to see whether there are 
collaboration opportunities. 

 
Justin actively develops his webs of support. As he said, 

          Social network is very important for faculty who need to have funding. I try to come into 
contact to people from various backgrounds such as government, research lab, or industry. 

 
He tries to diversify his network structure.  

The participants’ efforts are paid off. Some participants shared their success stories. One 

participant manifested how to build collaboration with industry.  
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             That company had a project for which many people applied. The success rate was very 
low, only 10%. They only gave about 50,000 to 70,000 dollars during the first phase of the 
project. But this is an opportunity. Entering the court is an opportunity. You need to show 
yourself and do very well so that they can give you more opportunities. We did the project 
very well during the first phase, so we won their trust and got the funding for the second 
phase. There was more funding for the second phase. Thus, most of the time, we need to 
seize the opportunity. You need to do much better than their requirements or expectations 
so that they can give you a second chance. 
 

Above, this participant emphasizes that seizing the first opportunity, performing very well, and 

winning others’ trust are critical requirements for establishing long-term cooperation relations 

and acquiring more access to research resources. Jessica creates her connection with local 

funding agencies through making on-site visits that enhance a mutual understanding of research 

needs and abilities. She said,  

          After building a connection with relevant local and state funding agencies, our success rate 
improved a lot. This is because the proposals we submitted would not be on unfamiliar 
topics. We get to know more about their research needs and would discuss with them our 
ideas. They would give us some suggestions or feedback, and then we make adjustments. 
When our proposal is submitted, it has been actually settled. 

 
She continued,  

          If you deliver on the first project, you will gain more of their trust. 
 
Her experiences illustrate that building research connections and winning funding agencies’ trust 

can increase success rates of their funding applications. Acknowledging the difficulty in funding 

application, Richard recalled his experiences. 

          The companies first give me a small amount of funding. If I do the project well, they will 
give me more money. 

 
Both Jessica and Richard stress the importance of building trust for establishing long-term 

collaboration relations. When describing how social network assists his research group’s funding 

application, one participant said,  

          We built a connection with a funding agency through my research partner’s summer 
internship in their lab. 
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This participant used internship as a means for developing supportive relationships with funding 

agencies. 

Despite the fact that race has affected the funding resources available to East Asian faculty, 

some participants take advantage of their racial identity to form collaboration bonds with 

agencies of their Asian home countries to meet their academic needs. Robert shared his 

collaboration experience with the industry of his home country.  

In short, regarding networking as one of the most powerful strategies for academic 

advancement, East Asian faculty get various types of support through widening research 

networks. Social network provides mutual benefits for everyone involved and creates a valuable 

win-win situation.  

This section describes East Asian professors’ attitudes towards research as well as their 

experiences with research, including the challenges encountered, the support received, and the 

strategies used to enhance research performance. The importance of institutional and department 

culture for their research activities is also discussed in this section. The findings of this study 

may explain the fact that international or Asian international faculty generally tend to have 

higher research productivity than U.S.-born professors as discovered by previous literature. 

Participants’ stories of service activities within the institution are presented in the next section. 

Service 

Prior literature shows that foreign-born faculty have lower rates of participation in internal 

service and administrative positions than U.S.-born faculty mainly from a quantitative 

perspective, but rarely discusses the reasons for such kind of phenomenon. This study enriches 

the literature by investigating East Asian faculty’s internal service experiences through a 

qualitative lens.  
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The participants in this study reported that they participate in internal service such as 

faculty recruiting, student admission, advising students, disciplinary contest committee, thesis 

committee, and curriculum arrangement, but they in general are less involved in internal 

administrative service activities as compared to U.S.-born counterparts. They are more likely to 

be involved in internal or external scholarly service, such as advising graduate students, serving 

dissertation committee, being peer reviewers or editors, and organizing conferences. This section 

explains the reasons for their less involvement in internal administrative service and less 

speaking at faculty meetings respectively than U.S.-born faculty.  

Reasons for Less Involvement in Internal Service 

The interview results indicate that there are three main reasons for East Asian faculty’s 

less involvement in internal service. First, East Asian faculty’s insufficiency in English ability, 

particularly spoken English and lack of knowledge of the host educational culture prevent them 

from active participation in interval service. Second, protection policies allow some East Asian 

faculty to shift some time from service to research and teaching. Third, the intensive time 

confliction among faculty tasks forces some East Asian faculty to choose to do what they regard 

as critical for their career development. 

Language and Cultural Barriers 

Data analysis reveals that East Asian faculty’s deficiency in English and cultural gaps not 

only have negative impact on their teaching and research practice, but also would hinder their 

participation in certain administrative services and affect their service effects. Several 

participants mentioned that lack of knowledge of the U.S. educational history and cultural 

background has a direct influence on their participation in some types of services. For example, 

Daniel commented on how language and cultural barriers put East Asian faculty at a 



                                                                               

124 
 

disadvantage as compared to U.S.-born faculty in service activities.  

          We are not native speakers of English and lack cultural knowledge of the institution. It’s a 
little difficult for us to quite clearly introduce the institution to students and parents who 
come to visit. In contrast, Americans may do it better than us because they are native 
speakers and more familiar with the institutional culture. … Undergraduate admission is 
important for the department. Some other services also relate to the reputation of the 
department. 

 
He means that East Asian faculty who have language and cultural barriers may feel stressful or 

hesitant about undertaking the service tasks that involve the reputation and the development of 

the department, college, or the institution. Daniel continued,  

          If I didn’t have language and cultural barriers, I would be willing to participate in 
administrative service. 

 
Sharon used a similar case to show how her cultural background may make it more difficult for 

her to well fulfill some service tasks. She said, 

          Although I have heard about information about this institution many times, it’s difficult for 
me to remember it well. So how can I introduce it to others? I am willing to participate in 
such kind of service, but it may take me much effort to do it as well as U.S. professors. 
They are good at it. This is my situation. I know that some Asian faculty may be good at 
service, but generally speaking, Asian faculty are less involved than U.S. professors. 
Frankly speaking, I did see some historical knowledge about this university from 
newspapers, but then I forgot it. 

 
The above passage indicates that it is challenging for her to introduce the historical background 

and culture of the institution to campus visitors by only trying to memorize information without 

internalizing American culture.  

More specifically, unfamiliarity with the U.S. undergraduate education system and 

management mechanism also affects some East Asian faculty’s level of engagement in relevant 

services. Sharon said that most of the East Asian professors in her department are less involved 

in service regarding undergraduate education and management. She explained, 

          Currently, most services are related to undergraduate education system and problems. … 
Committees are needed to discuss these issues. Relatively, I involve less in undergraduate 
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teaching, but more in graduate teaching, so I know little about undergraduate education 
system and can contribute little. If there is a teacher who is more familiar with this, he/she 
would be able to participate in such kind of committee service. … If I had taught a lot 
undergraduate courses, I would have been interested in it. I still have interest, but I really 
don’t know much about it, so I am unable to participate. 

 
Although she has interest, her lack of undergraduate learning and teaching experiences in the U.S. 

impedes her participation. Craig made a similar point, 

          My experience is quite limited. You see we may need more feeling about some committee 
work. For example, if I serve on the undergraduate recruitment committee, I will lack that 
kind of feeling and experience of college going in the U.S. since I got my bachelor degree 
in my country. If I serve on the undergraduate student advisory committee, I am not sure 
whether my advice is good or not, which is also due to my lack of undergraduate learning 
experience in America.   

 
Cultural gaps may reduce East Asian faculty’s confidence in service involvement and effects. 

Jason agreed, 

          I am willing to do services and have already participated in some student organizations or 
advising students in graduation design. However, oftentimes I realize that my service skills 
and capacities are relative insufficient. I need more training in these service activities.  

 
His account manifests his needs for institutional training of service skills.  

The difference in characteristics among various ethnic groups of faculty members appears 

to result in the difference in involvement and service distribution. On the one hand, constrained 

by language insufficiency and cultural gaps, some East Asian faculty members may avoid 

participating related services. For example, Austin admitted the influence of cultural barriers on 

his decisions.  

          Since we come from a different school system, there are many things that we are not 
familiar with. … I am not good at doing service, so I seldom volunteer for it. 

 
On the other hand, administrators may assign service tasks according to individual characteristics. 

In Daniel’s opinion, the most suitable person will be selected for some services which relate to 
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the department or institutional reputation and development. Having the same opinion, Sharon 

said, 

          The department head may feel the differences among human resources. If a lot of human 
resources are available, he may consider those who are more suitable for a certain kind of 
service.  

 
Given their advantages in language and cultural capital, U.S.-born faculty seem to be the more 

suitable candidates for such kinds of services.  

When asked whether they would like to take administrative positions, many participants 

reported that they “have no interest”, “it is impossible”, or “it will be very hard to manage as a 

foreigner”, which reflect their awareness of language, culture, and racial barriers. These findings 

may explain why Asian faculty tend to be perceived as good at scholarly work but are 

tremendously underrepresented in upper levels of administration (Carter & Wilson, 1992; Chan, 

1989; Hsia, 1988; James, 2012). The glass ceiling which systematically excludes racial 

minorities from participation in administrative positions consists of both individual and 

organizational barriers (Henry & Tator, 2012; Lee, 2002; Tang, 1993; Woo, 1999). On the one 

hand, the participants think that they may lack the required leadership skills due to their 

insufficiency in English and lack of knowledge of the host culture. On the other hand, continuous 

underrepresentation of effective Asian role models who can encourage and offer valuable 

experiences and advice leads the participants to believe that East Asian faculty may not be 

perceived as being able to fulfill higher level management positions. This reflects East Asian 

faculty’s awareness of the negative impact of ethnic stereotypes of Eastern Asians found in 

American society. A lack of encouragement and support from the institution would constrain 

East Asian faculty’s potential and result in their loss of opportunities to expand personal goals. 

Thus, it is both the individual and organizational exclusion of minorities from the core sector that 
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further fosters the perpetuation of social stereotypes for Asians (Shintaku, 1996) and the 

marginalization of Asians in educational discourse.  

Protection Policy 

Most of the participants who are assistant professors mentioned the protection policy 

implemented within the department where service loads and requirements for all assistant 

professors, whether they are U.S.-born or foreign-born, are reduced so that they can focus on 

research and achieve tenure. Instead, service tasks are more likely assigned to senior faculty 

members.  

Craig said that he had one semester off from both teaching and service in his first semester 

on the job so as to focus on lab setup. Several other participants gave the same explanation.  

          In our department, the department head wants assistant professors to put focus on research. 
 
          In this department, all junior assistant professors are protected from heavy service burdens. 

They expect us to focus on research and teaching and encourage us to do academic service 
rather than administrative service. They will not ask us to do administrative service before 
we get tenure. 

 
          The department expects all tenure-track faculty to focus on teaching and research, so we 

junior faculty members don’t have much service to do. This benefits us. 
 
          Our department lets assistant professors to participate in service, but they try to minimize 

the service load to protect you.     
 
These participants’ words show that department leaders align faculty members’ work activities to 

their career status and help pre-tenured faculty members shift their focus towards research so as 

to achieve high levels of research productivity. 

Besides, some departments support faculty’s scholarship activity by minimizing internal 

service loads and requirements for faculty members who are very productive in research. Some 

tenured participants benefit from this kind of protection. For example, one associate professor 

who has demonstrated strong research record said, 

http://search.proquest.com.libdata.lib.ua.edu/pqdtft/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Shintaku,+Richard+Haruo/$N?accountid=14472
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          The department head has rarely assigned service tasks to me. He knows my advantage and 
encourages me to focus on research. Moreover, in my department, many professors who 
are going to retire may not do research, so service responsibilities are usually assigned to 
them. Faculty members who are very active in research are seldom asked to do service. 

 
The department’s value and support for research protects this participant from too much service 

duties.  

As discussed previously in this paper, East Asian faculty tend to focus on research and 

face intensive time tension among teaching, research, and service under the negative impact of 

their limited English ability, cultural differences, and racial identity. Though the protection 

policies work for all faculty members, East Asian faculty are particularly fond of these policies 

since they can be relieved from heavy service commitments and then free up more time to attend 

to scholarly work and develop professional networks. 

Time Confliction 

Faculty are expected to teach, conduct research, and participate in service and many other 

responsibilities. The growing demands from institutions make it harder and more stressful for 

them to achieve balance among multiple duties of faculty work (e.g., Bellas & Toutkoushian, 

1999; Fairweather, 1993; Fox, 1992; Houston, Meyer, & Paewai, 2006; Laden & Hagedorn, 

2000; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011), which is especially true for East Asian professionals who 

have to put more effort than U.S-born faculty in overcoming language and cultural barriers. 

Teaching and research has taken them a substantial amount of time, so little time is left for doing 

service. 

Jason talked about the tension among the three aspects of faculty duties. He said,  
 
I wish I had more time for the service, given those urgent teaching and research. 
 

He means that he has been too busy with fulfilling teaching and research responsibility to 

address service needs. Daniel laid emphasis many times on the pressure he feels while satisfying 
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institutional expectations for research. 

          Teaching and research have already taken up about 80% of my time and energy. Thus           
little time has been left for me for anything else. Actually, research has put me under great 
stress. 

 

Two other participants who have been involved in a lot in academic service also stressed the time 

conflict in meeting all the job requirements. Consistent with the previous research, the results of 

this study further suggest that core duties of academic work are competing for faculty’s time and 

effort instead of always mutually reinforcing. 

To sum up, language and cultural barriers, protection policy, and time confliction among 

the three main functions of faculty work interact to shape East Asian faculty’s level of 

engagement in internal administrative service. This study may inform institutional administrators 

and policy makers of the efforts that should be made to encourage and help East Asian faculty 

develop necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities for pursuing academic management roles. 

Reasons for Less Speaking at Faculty Meetings 

Faculty meetings as regularly held events in which all full-time faculty members are 

expected to attend are intended to build relationships among faculty, promote professional 

development, make decisions, and contribute to the normal operation of the organization. This 

research categorizes faculty meeting as part of internal service and explores East Asian faculty’s 

behaviors at faculty meetings. Data from interviews show that only five participants would like 

to say something at faculty meetings. For example, as Daniel described,  

          Faculty meeting is held once a month. I speak every time since I want to give some good 
suggestions to facilitate the development of this department. 

 
Daniel regards speaking at faculty meetings as a way of engaging in internal service and 

contributing to the department. Justin explained,  

          I ask questions if I am not quite sure about anything. After all, I am a newcomer here. I 

http://dict.cn/Thus%20little%20time%20was%20left%20for%20me%20to%20organize%20the%20paper%20better_2E
http://dict.cn/Thus%20little%20time%20was%20left%20for%20me%20to%20organize%20the%20paper%20better_2E
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know little about what they have discussed or followed for a long time. So I want to make 
it clear whether there are some responsibilities for me to take.  I should be clear about it. 

 
He thinks faculty meeting provides opportunities for him to get familiar with department or 

institutional culture and policies.  

However, the results indicate that most participants do not speak much at faculty meetings 

and their silent behaviors are subject to three factors: influence of East Asian cultural 

background, unfamiliarity with the U.S. education system, and recognition of power relations. 

Influence of East Asian Culture 

Confucianism has historically influenced many East Asian countries including China, 

Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, and etc. It advocates forming a hierarchical society 

for stability and order, and creating and maintaining a harmonious relation with each other. 

Oriented by Confucian philosophy, people of some East Asian countries have been educated to 

show respect and obedience to authorities, seniors, or elders since their childhood. In social 

contexts where modesty is highly valued, people are not encouraged to be outspoken, assertive, 

and aggressive.  

Asian faculty members’ traditional cultural backgrounds greatly shape their personalities 

for life and behavioral modes in the United States. They are not used to confronting or arguing 

with their colleagues at faculty meetings. For example, Kevin emphasizes that it is inappropriate 

to impose his own ideas on others since he does not think that everything he says is right. He 

noted,  

          I would talk about what I think, but I do not want to impose my ideas on others. … I don’t 
know whether my ideas are always right or not. I may be wrong. 

 
Kevin’s thoughts and behaviors reflect his Asian cultural traditions. Austin agrees that an 

individual’s speaking habits relate to his/her personality which is greatly formed by home culture. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_of_China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_of_Korea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_of_Japan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_of_Vietnam
http://dict.cn/Malaysia
http://dict.cn/obedience
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He talked about his silence.  

          Some people like to speak, but some people don’t like to speak. I think it relates to one’s 
character. There is an American professor who seldom speaks at faculty meetings. If some 
things can be either said or left unsaid, I usually choose not to say. That's just the way I 
am. 

 
In a similar vein, Brian reported that he does not like to confront his colleagues. As he said, 

          I seldom argue with others at faculty meetings. I will do the same even if I am promoted. 
… This department is fair, so it’s not necessary to argue with others for some unimportant 
things. Otherwise, you may offend some people. I don’t feel it’s necessary to offend 
anyone. Getting along well with others is very important for your success. Have respect 
for others. This is my way of life. 

 
His words “getting along well with others” and “have respect for others” reflect Confucian 

cultural values. Richard concluded how differences between American and Asian educational 

practices produce differences in people’s characteristics and behavior patterns.  

          Asian faculty do not talk a lot at faculty meetings because we did not grow up here.  
American students have always been encouraged to present since they were in elementary 
school, but we do not. We just learn skills and knowledge, but we do not have a lot of 
experience of presenting. Unless you develop yourself, you will be a little quieter in the 
meeting and things like that. 

 
The above examples indicate that in intercultural communication, East Asian faculty tend to 

subconsciously use their original cultural norms and values to guide their behaviors and thoughts 

in a new and different cultural environment. 

Unfamiliarity with the U.S. Education System 

Unfamiliarity with the U.S. education system, history, culture, and policies discourages 

East Asian faculty to express opinions at faculty meetings.  

Since all the participants started their professional lives in the U.S. from graduate 

education, they lack experiences and knowledge of the U.S. undergraduate education system. 

Jason shared his feelings, 

          I got my Ph.D. degree in the U.S. without taking any undergraduate courses. Therefore, I 
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don’t have much deep insights in undergraduate curriculum management. Most faculty 
meetings are about undergraduate curriculum. My experiences don’t contribute much in 
this topic. If the faculty meeting is about research, funding application, and Ph.D. student 
supervision, I definitely can talk about that. 

 
Austin said,  

          Faculty meetings focus on teaching issues. … This is not my advantage, and my ideas may 
not be constructive. 

 
Robert said, 

          If there is something that I can talk about, I will speak. For example, if there is something 
related to my course, I am certain to talk about it. But if it is about some general issues, 
about teaching, you know, there are faculty members who are more experienced than me 
and can have better ideas. … So why to add my voice to the conservation and make things 
more difficult? 

 
The above excerpts indicate that a lack of understanding of the U.S. higher education curriculum 

and instruction structure restricts East Asian faculty from proposing as many constructive and 

appropriate suggestions as U.S.-born professors. 

Additionally, unfamiliarity with the institutional cultural and historical background also 

makes some East Asian faculty hesitant to give opinions, particularly those junior faculty 

members. As Robert noted, 

          I don’t have much experience with this university, so I think it would be better to listen to 
others. I mean I am in the process of learning. I should have big ears and small mouth, 
shouldn’t I? I should listen more than I talk.  

 
His hesitations to speak up at faculty meetings seem to derive from his limited working 

experience at this institution. His explanations are echoed by several other participants. Sharon 

articulated,  

          Sometimes I don’t know much about what they are discussing. I expressed my opinions, 
but later I found that my suggestions were not appropriate. … I came to this university 
from another university. They differ in history.  The new environment needs new methods. 
So there are a lot of things for me to learn. 

 
Because of the gap in contextual history, culture, and management policies between the current 
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employing institution and the one where she got her doctoral degree, she may not provide the 

most appropriate suggestions for the current workplace.  

Insufficient knowledge and experiences with the U.S. higher education system limits East 

Asian faculty’s active participation in administration and policy discourse.  

Power Awareness 

According to Foucault (1980), power is everywhere, and it is diffused and embodied in 

discourse, knowledge, and regimes of truth. The human body is itself a culturally and historically 

inscribed entity which is subject to social, political and economic forces (Bordo, 1993; Foucault; 

1979). An individual’s power determines his/her behaviors. 

Various forms of obvious or subtle social hierarchies prevail in American higher education, 

such as hard sciences over social sciences, senior faculty over junior faculty, tenured professors 

over untenured ones, U.S.-born faculty over foreign-born faculty, research over teaching, etc. 

This study finds that when being conscious of the power structures embedded within the 

institution, some participants choose to speak less at faculty meetings in order to avoid offending 

their colleagues. They have concerns that expressing disagreements may offend others, which 

may consequently entail significant career risks. Their worries mainly come from the three 

sources: academic rank, racial identity, and language barriers. 

Some participants who are assistant professors are very aware of their junior faculty status. 

Not believing that their discourses are influential, they tend to keep silent at faculty meetings.  

Justin said that he only asks questions, but seldom expresses opinions. He explained, 

          My requirements have been almost satisfied by the department, so I don’t have any other 
requirements. On the other hand, as a junior faculty member, I should keep a low profile. I 
think most Asian professors may also behave like this. They may keep conservative and 
modest, rather than being assertive. 

 
His hesitation to be talkative stems from his perception of the power difference among 
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colleagues of different academic ranks. His words “keep conservative and modest” reflect Asian 

Confucius values. Another assistant professor said, 

          Unlike other tenured professors, I am not in a permanent position, so I am not one of those 
yet who can determine important issues to the department. I do not know whether I can 
keep riding on this boat or not. I may have just one foot in the boat and the other one is 
still out of it. I don’t know whether I will be here permanently or not, so that kind of idea 
tells me that I am not ready to raise my voice and speak now. If I taught in my home 
country, I would be in the same situation. 

 
This quotation indicates that East Asian faculty’s perceptions of academic hierarchy in ranking 

and related power determines their behavioral patterns. One associate professor explained, 

          When I was an assistant professor, I was not supposed to upset other people since I was 
not tenured yet. … There are a lot of people who are older than me, and they have more 
experience. I think most assistant professors, including both Asian and American 
professors, do not say much.  

 
This excerpt shows that most assistant professors would be aware of the power differences 

associated with academic ranking, no matter their ethnic origin. This associate professor also 

reported that the people who impose ideas are usually in higher positions, like senior full 

professors. 

In addition to power hierarchy resulting from academic rank, East Asian faculty’s racial 

identity and language barriers lead to their silence at faculty meetings. Although the participants 

do not explicitly talk about their concerns about racial identity regarding this issue, their 

awareness of racial identity can be sensed during the research process.  

East Asian faculty’s insufficiency in English also undermines their power. For example, 

one associate professor reported that he did not speak much until he got tenure. He said,  

          I don’t want to offend others. Maybe we worry too much. … Sometimes language 
deficiency may bring us some trouble. We may be misunderstood by others, and more 
seriously, when we intend to clean up misunderstandings, we may not explain clearly 
because of language barriers. So I decide not to speak. 

 
His story reveals his concern of two kinds of power relations: one is from academic rank, and the 
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other is caused by limited language ability. Remaining silent is the best way for him to avoid 

unnecessary troubles. 

Due to the three primary reasons discussed above, East Asian faculty speak less at faculty 

meetings in general. When asked about whether East Asian faculty’s lack of voice at faculty 

meetings could be misread as an air of indifference towards organizational affairs, some 

participants said “yes” and some replied “no”. Daniel believes that East Asian faculty’s reserved 

nature will cause U.S. counterparts’ misunderstanding. He noted,  

          Most East Asian faculty do not speak much at faculty meetings, but sometimes I try to say 
a few words. Faculty meetings are held only once a month and last only one hour each 
time. This is the only chance for communication. If you don’t talk at this time, let alone 
the usual. … You will leave a bad impression on American faculty. They may think that 
you have no interest or ideas about what has happened in the department, or you lack 
contribution to the department. 

 
He views faculty meeting as an opportunity for promoting communications among faculty 

members and making contributions to the department. Alan agreed,  

          They may think you are indifferent, you are inactive, or you don’t have any ideas. It’s not 
good if others feel you are absent but you do exist. 

 
Participants having the same attitudes as Daniel and Alan believe that East Asian faculty’s voices 

will become marginalized in academic discourses if they always keep silent.  

On the contrary, several participants hold opposite opinions. Robert believes that 

American colleagues could understand his cross-cultural challenges and respect his cultural 

background. He commented,  

          Asians don’t speak much and are a little reserved. I think most Americans understand our 
culture. So even if we don’t speak much, Americans may know that we are like that. Our 
silence does not necessarily mean that we are not interested or not involved at all since 
they can see us carefully listening. Actually, I am very involved and try to attend all the 
meetings and participate, and they know it. 

   
Kevin also reported that most faculty members do not talk much no matter if they are Asians or 
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Americans. He commented, 

          I think it’s relevant to one’s personality. Some people like to express their opinions, so 
they can talk all the time. At a faculty meeting, there are about 30 people, but maybe only 
five people talk a lot, and the rest may just listen or just express their opinions instead of 
imposing their ideas.   

 
He added that the people in higher positions tend to impose ideas, but most assistant professors 

speak less. He thinks that East Asian faculty’s silent behaviors will not result in American 

professors’ misunderstanding.  

In sum, the three reasons discussed in this section weave together to shape East Asian 

faculty’s discourse conceptions and behaviors at faculty meetings. They not only need to 

consider faculty rank, but they have to deal with racial identity as well as language barriers. 

Actually, East Asian professors who oppose silence reveal their awareness of the existence of 

Asian stereotypes and its negative consequences. Remaining silent in a context that values 

competition and self-promotion would make East Asians be perceived as vulnerable and 

susceptible to attack, and as a result, fewer benefits will flow to them. Based on the findings, it is 

suggested that East Asian faculty should try to be open, appropriately voicing their opinions and 

disrupting traditional stereotypes of Asians.  

This section presents East Asian faculty’s service experiences within the institution. The 

results indicate that the interaction of East Asian faculty’s insufficiency in English 

communicative competence, lack of understanding of American culture, and racial identity has a 

direct relation with their less involvement in internal administrative service and less speaking at 

faculty meetings. Their barriers in language, culture, and race put them at a disadvantage, no 

matter in teaching, research, or service. Being aware of their disadvantages, they would be 

hesitant to actively participate in administrative service and to speak openly and frankly at 

faculty meetings. The findings may shed light on why fewer Asian faculty go into administrative 
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or governing board positions than whites and other ethnic faculty groups as argued in literature. 

Next section discusses the impact of racial ethnicity on East Asian faculty’s professional careers 

in the U.S. academy. 

Impact of Asian Racial Identity 

The participants’ experiences with teaching, research, and service are described in 

previous three sections. This section intends to provide an overall picture of how race affects 

East Asian faculty’ academic career development in the United States. This study finds that their 

Asian racial identity has both positive and negative impacts on their professional careers. This 

section first discusses the positive impacts which include that East Asian faculty can choose to 

return to their home countries to seek development opportunities and space, and that they can 

seek research collaborations with organizations in their home countries. Then, the negative 

impact of race on their career experiences inside and outside the institution is discussed 

respectively. 

Positive Impact 

Being different from previous studies (Lee, 2002; Manrique, 1999; Manrique & Manrique, 

1993; Marvasti, 2005) which only propose the negative impact of race on international faculty’s 

professional career, this study argues that there are both advantages and disadvantages of being 

an East Asian faculty member in the U.S. academy. 

Returning from Overseas 

Science and technology are the primary productive forces in society. The competition in 

scientific and technological strength between countries is actually the competition for human 

resources. The global competition for talent has become increasingly fierce. Getting an 

advantage in the competition for highly skilled individuals is important for a nation’s scientific, 

http://dict.cn/scientific%20and%20technological%20progress
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technological, and economic progress.  

Over the past several decades, by providing better benefits, sufficient research resources, 

and implementing immigration policies, America has attracted and retained a large number of 

elite intellectuals from some Asian countries, which greatly promotes its technical development. 

For instance, since China implemented the Reform and Opening-up policy in the late 1970s, 

China has suffered a serious brain drain in the world (Bijwaaard, 2010; Zweig, 2006). The 

statistics show that only 25 percent of the Chinese studying abroad returned between 1978 to 

2006 (Cao, 2008). As shown in this paper, the participants are pulled to remain in America by its 

provision of better working and economic conditions as well as their considerations of family 

systems. However, due to the limited career opportunities and research resources in recent years 

in the U.S., some East Asian students no longer see America as the primary place to work. 

Meanwhile, the rapid progress in science and technology in some Asian countries has pulled 

many overseas scientists and technical personnel home. To regaining and retaining talents and to 

foster scientific and technological innovation, some Asian countries have initiated various 

programs and benefit policies, and even created positive environment for research and business 

startup. For example, the Chinese government “sets broad policy guidelines, allocates funding, 

and moulds an attractive socio-economic and political environment” (Zweig, 2006). It has 

implemented various levels of Thousand Talents Plan in recent years. In this context, many 

overseas Asian scientists, professors, newly graduated students, and technicians in companies 

have returned, aiming for getting more space for career development. One participant from 

China said,  

          I feel that China is doing very well now. … It is rising. Sometimes returning home has 
great attraction for us. Now and then news come out that somebody go back and has lived 
very well. 

 

http://dict.cn/scientific%20and%20technological%20progress
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This participant continued to share the story of his graduate schoolmates. 

          Several of my graduate schoolmates went back to China upon graduation and set up a 
research institution with a huge amount of funds from the government. They take various 
management responsibilities. This cannot happen in America. 

 
This story indicates that Chinese governmental incentives of providing much better research 

resources and conditions than Western nations appear effective in pulling its overseas elites back. 

Newly graduated doctors could not have gotten such enormous research funds and senior 

management positions if they had remained in America as they get in China. This participant 

points out a constraint on the academic career development of those overseas Asian students who 

intend to devote to research. In recent years, limited faculty positions in U.S. higher education, 

language and cultural barriers, as well as racial discrimination embedded in job market make it 

difficult for many newly graduated international doctoral students to find positions which best 

suit their abilities. Many doctoral students need to be postdoc fellows for some time in order to 

find a faculty position at U.S. research institutions. In this case, returning to their homelands 

might be a better choice. Alan specifically mentioned the changes of employment policies of 

some top universities in his home country.  

          In my field, some prominent universities in my country have implemented the double track 
system through which overseas doctors are hired. They pay them the same salary as here 
or even higher salary. Their teaching and research environment are almost the same as 
here. Other universities are also trying to imitate. It is a gradual process. 

 
In the quotation above, Alan suggests that higher education’s reform of faculty employment and 

management policies would create many good opportunities for overseas intellectuals. Richard 

talked about the current development of his nation. 

          My country has become a quite industrialized country. It has good facilities, provides good 
environment for researchers, and develops a lot of things. It is quite a different country 
now. 

 
Robert described the funding conditions in his home country. 
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          In recent years, the government has invested a lot in research, and the faculty size in my 
country is not as big as that in the United States. If you do well, you can get a lot of 
funding. So funding support may be better in my country than here. 

 
The fast development of Asian countries and the implementation of preferential policies for 

overseas returnees are gradually changing the structure of global talent competition. One 

participant from China commented on the current global competition for human capital. 

          China is rapidly rising. A large number of overseas students and talents choose to return. 
We always said that China has cultivated many talented personnel for America, but will it 
become the fact that America has cultivated talents for China?  

 
This excerpt suggests that with the rising of some Asian countries and high-level talents 

introduction programs, brain drain which these countries once suffered will be reversed to brain 

gain. The results are consistent with literature that some East Asian countries are committed to 

attract overseas highly skilled people back (Wadhwa, 2009; Wadhwa, Jain, Saxenian, Gereffi, & 

Wang, 2011). For example, the return rate of Chinese students abroad increased from 14 percent 

to 23 percent from 2000 to 2004, to around 30 percent from 2005 to 2007, and to 47 percent in 

2010 (Tharenou & Seet, 2014). Data from interviews show that East Asian academics’ 

motivation to return is propelled not only by attractive career and economic opportunities in their 

home countries, but also by the home cultural milieu that will offer them a comfortable, 

reassuring, and familiar language and social environment (Ip, 2006; Tharenou & Seet, 2014). 

They have experienced unusual difficulties, frustrations, and psychological stress because of 

their insufficiency in English communicative competence, lack of cultural assimilation, the 

negative impact of race in the host country. Their desire for seeking cultural identification, a 

sense of belonging, and family and friendship ties also reinforces their intent to return (Tharenou 

& Seet, 2014; Tung, 2007). If the salaries they can earn in their home countries and in America 

are comparable and the benefits they can gain from remaining in America are not enough to 
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counteract their sacrifices, their motivations to return will increase.  

Collaboration Opportunities with Home Countries 

To know about the forefront of world science and technology development and learn 

advanced management mechanism, some research institutions and enterprises in East Asian 

nations have tried to establish cooperation relationships with researchers and scientists in 

Western developed countries. On such occasions, racial identity places East Asian faculty in an 

advantage position when they seek research collaborations. They can make use of their language, 

culture, and racial identity to develop a professional network and get research resources. For 

example, Justin talked about the unique opportunities that his Asian race might bring to his 

professional advancement in America.  

          We can not only develop in the U.S., but also seek collaborations in our home country if 
there are opportunities. I haven’t tried it yet, but I know that there are some senior faculty 
members who received funding from their countries. 

 
He expressed his wish to seek scholarly collaborations with funding agencies, institutions, or 

companies of his home country. Robert also shared his collaboration experience with the 

industry of his home country. 

          I have some networks with industry in both the U.S. and my home country. I am 
developing a proposal and it is almost finalized, you know. I am sure that I will get this 
funding because it comes from a company in my country. 

 
The funding cuts have hindered academic development of scientists and scholars across the 

United States. Besides, as discussed under the theme of Research in this chapter, the participants 

face unique challenges in research due to their language, cultural, and racial barriers, and the 

contextual factors. In this case, the need for learning the advanced technologies and management 

modes from overseas to facilitate the socio-economic development within some East Asian 

countries creates many collaboration opportunities for the participants.  

http://dict.cn/enterprise
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Negative Impact 

The participants in this study vary in their understandings of the extent to which race has 

impacted negatively their careers in academia. Some participants claimed that race has no 

bearing on their careers, while others asserted that race operates in the academy to hinder their 

professional growth. This section describes how race is negatively involved in East Asian 

faculty’s academic experiences and how they make meaning of their racialized experiences. 

Incidents of overt and covert forms of racism or racial discrimination that occur both within and 

outside the institution are revealed through participants’ counter stories.  

Inside the Institution 

Administrative leaders play an important role in shaping the institutional culture (Laden & 

Hagedorn, 2000). Department leaders are directly responsible for managing, encouraging, and 

supporting faculty members with resources and assistance. This study finds that department 

leaders’ management styles impact the department culture, as well as East Asian faculty’s job 

satisfaction, professional development, and retention. Although most participants reported that 

the employment and promotion policies implemented within the organization are merit-based 

and equal and what is expected of them is fair and reasonable, a few participants shared their 

encounters with racial discrimination within the institution or the department. They showed their 

dissatisfaction with the department culture that discriminates against Asian faculty through 

unequal treatment and purposefully protects the benefits of U.S.-born faculty. Patterns of racial 

inequality are reflected in unfair resource allocation, salary raise, and career promotion. The 

participants’ stories about encountering racism regarding research within the institution are 

discussed under the theme of Research in this chapter. For example, it is more difficult for some 

East Asian faculty members to get research resources from within the institution than for U.S.-
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born professors. The funding that East Asian faculty have chances to compete for comes from 

external funding agencies which involves a rigorous peer review process. One participant 

commented on the unequal resource allocation within the institution.  

          It is very complicated. Yes, it is a kind of unfairness, but it doesn’t look like unfairness, so 
you can’t say anything. … People are always like this and have inertia. They want to 
protect their own things. I think it is normal and basic to human nature, but lack of 
competitiveness would be the consequence. 

 
This commentary not only conveys this participant’s dissatisfaction, but also predicts the 

negative consequences of self-protection on the institutional development. Besides, another 

participant expressed strong dissatisfaction with the fact that all teaching assistantships were 

assigned to the graduate students who were supervised by U.S.-born professors. Graduate 

assistants play an important role in assisting professors with instructional or academic research 

responsibilities and reducing professors’ workload. As a result, this participant has to apply for 

funding from external agencies to support his graduate students. Some participants reported that 

funding applications have become especially difficult under the condition of national budget cuts 

on research and development funding in recent years. In contrast, some U.S.-born professors 

who can easily get a lot of teaching assistantships do not need to address the complicated and 

time-consuming funding application process. Therefore, department leaders’ apparent 

unprincipled protection of U.S.-born professors and discrimination against foreign-born 

professors cause this participant’s strong dissatisfaction. 

Salaries have been typically used as a career barometer to measure status and equity in the 

workplace and have been shown to affect employees’ morale either positively or negatively 

(Laden & Hagedorn, 2000). A few participants reported unfair salary increase for the work they 

have done. There is evidence that faculty who are productive in research and working with 

graduate students, especially at research universities, are more likely to receive higher salaries, 
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earn tenure, and be promoted to higher ranks than those who devote more time to undergraduate 

teaching and service (e.g., Fairweather, 2002 & 2005; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011). One 

participant who thinks that research should carry the highest weight in faculty’s career 

promotions and salary decisions at this research institution described an event which makes him 

very uncomfortable.  

          Administrators of various levels, from the president, the dean, to the department head, all 
emphasize research, research, research. During faculty meetings, the department head also 
emphasizes that we need to get funding, funding, and funding. I have put a lot of effort in 
it. However, finally my salary increase—the most sensitive thing—is not linked to my 
effort; in contrast, those who do not focus on research earn higher salaries than me. 
Frankly speaking, this really distresses me. 

 
This participant showed dissatisfaction with his salary increase level several times during the 

interviews. Actually, his strong discontent with the department leaders’ salary decisions comes 

from the fact that there is an obvious inconsistency between institutional policies and department 

practices. According to this participant, some U.S.-born professors who focus on teaching and 

service earn more than him, and the department leaders allocate most internal service tasks to 

U.S-born professors and increase the weight of service in tenure and promotion. He believes that 

the department leaders’ behaviors reflect their self-protectionism. His feeling of being 

undervalued is well explained by the following quote.  

          Research is much more difficult than teaching and service. When doing research, you have 
to keep learning, thinking, and exploring new things, or developing new ideas. … It’s hard 
to write and publish papers. Sometimes, publishing a good paper needs a long time. By 
comparison, teaching and service are easier to do. If you have taught the same course 
several times, you will not need to spend much effort in preparation. … Moreover, the 
government has cut tens of billions of dollars on research funding in recent years. 
However, regretfully, salary raises have not been linked to my research performance. … 
This is implicit discrimination. 

 
This participant’s words and body language during the interviews reveal his complex feelings of 

strong dissatisfaction, anger, and distress towards discriminatory behaviors. He believes that his 
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scholarship contribution has not been rewarded corresponding credit and recognition with 

respect to salary payment due to his foreign racial identity. Perceived inequities may cause more 

dissatisfaction than actual salary levels (Hagedorn, 1996). Another participant reported that 

service is abnormally overtly valued within the department. Believing that research should be the 

most important category on the career promotion process at this research institution, this 

participant regards increasing the weight of service as a type of self-protection behavior since 

U.S.-born faculty are better at providing service than foreign-born counterparts. A few other 

participants also mentioned about the existing inequities within the institution although they did 

not explicitly explain how they experienced discrimination. Acts of racism that occur within the 

institution, no matter implicit or explicit, would adversely affect East Asian faculty’s job 

satisfaction, working morale, career progress, and even their retention. Administrators’ 

discriminatory behaviors are a manifestation of a larger socially racial agenda that serves to 

maintain the dominance of whites in the United States (Buenavista, Jayakumar, & Misa-

Escalante, 2009), which not only yields social and emotional effects on foreign-born faculty, but 

also results in institutional loss of talents and competition.  

Instead, some participants showed their satisfaction with the department culture which 

advocates merit-based resource allocation. As one tenured professor illustrated,  

          Resource allocation in our department is very fair. Our department head is very good. If 
you do well, more teaching assistantships will be given to you. If you don’t do well, no 
matter you are Americans or you are foreigners, less or no teaching assistantships will be 
provided. I think he is smart in dealing with this issue. Only in this way can all faculty 
members do well and can our department get good data, which is also good for the 
department head. 

 
This participant favors the department culture. Although he has better job offers which may 

foster his funding application and recruitment of higher-quality doctoral students, he still stays at 

this institution since he appreciates the institutional returns for his hard work. His willingness to 



                                                                               

146 
 

remain indicates the importance of merit-based policy on maintaining foreign-born faculty. 

Institutional fairness contributes to the construction of faculty diversity.   

With the increasing presence of foreign-born faculty at this institution, it is suggested that 

the institution should equip institutional administrators with global consciousness and help them 

eliminate cultural stereotypes and discriminatory behaviors, which is critical for the institutional 

development. 

Outside the Institution 

This study finds that race restricts East Asian faculty’s social connections, funding 

applications, and career development. The negative impacts of race on their social connections 

and funding application are discussed in detail under the theme of Research in this chapter, so 

instead of reiterating this issue, this section demonstrates how race affects their career 

development in the U.S. academic society.  

The participants are aware of the fact that society has higher expectations for Asian 

Americans than whites and other ethnic minorities as a result of the model minority myth. One 

participant talked about the disadvantages that East Asians may experience in job hunting as 

compared to Americans.  

          Our Asians do not have an advantage in seeking employment. This is not only at school, 
but also in American society. For a position, it may be easy for an American to get it, but 
you may not get it. … But why sometimes can you get the position? This is because you 
do much better than others. 

 
This account illustrates that Asian faculty may face discrimination in American society from the 

start of their career journey. This participant asserts that Asians must have higher levels of 

performance than other candidates in order to be considered as competitive for a position. During 

the interviews, this participant emphasized multiple times that Asian faculty should work harder 

and perform much better than their U.S. peers, especially in research, so as to overcome the 
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disadvantages caused by race and to achieve career success. This participant added, 

          Racial identity puts us at a disadvantage. Our Asian names can also make others feel 
different. … You can see that most people who win career awards are Americans. It’s 
easier for them to get awards than for us. 

 
These narratives manifest the participant’s awareness of the meanings and stereotypes that the 

host society constructs for Asians. The participants also clear about the unequal treatment or 

discrimination that they will encounter in employment opportunities, salaries, and career 

advancement under the impact of the model minority myth and the glass ceiling impact. Another 

participant said that an agreement has reached between him and his friends that East Asian 

faculty would be left in the margins of the U.S. academic community that is White-dominated. 

As this participant noted, 

          The United States is, after all, a predominantly white country. Even Indians have 
advantage over Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans. This is not my personal opinion. Through 
conversations with some of my friends who have joined the faculty group in recent years, 
we arrive at this conclusion. The academic circle is not dominated by us, so it’s difficult 
for us to integrate into this circle and to be outstanding. 

 
Obviously, this participant is conscious of the existing unequal power structures that hinder East 

Asian faculty from rising to the upper rungs of the career ladder under the influence of race, 

regardless of their qualifications or achievements. The above quote indicates that it would be 

particularly difficult for East Asians to be out of the common run no matter how excellent they 

are. In addition, several participants stressed that East Asian faculty should perform much better 

than the minimum institutional standards for tenure and promotion in order to meet their career 

goals.  

The participants’ analysis and insights affirm literature that the realities for East Asian 

faculty are quite different from those of Americans due to racial influence. Strongly confirming 

the significance of this study, one participant expressed, 
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          I have been thinking about writing a book about my experiences as an East Asian 
international faculty in the United States. I read such kind of books about ten years ago. … 
I have been a professor in America for so many years. I also want to record what I have 
heard, seen, and experienced, but I have no time. So I am very glad to participate in your 
study since at least my thoughts or experiences can be made known anonymously through 
your paper. 

 
This participant perceived that participation in this study is a meaningful opportunity to share 

and reflect on personal experiences. Carrying East Asian faculty’s strong wish to be heard, this  

study aims to empower marginalized or racialized people to fight for social justice, fairness, and 

equity. 

This section explicates both the opportunities and challenges that racial identity brings to 

East Asian faculty’s career development in the U.S. academy. Next section describes how East 

Asian faculty exercise their agency to overcome the challenges resulted from their Asian 

characteristics and to achieve career success in U.S. institutions of higher education.  

Agency: Strategies for Success 

Human agency refers to the capability of individuals to act independently and to make 

their own choices (Archer, 2002; Elder, 1994; Marshall, 2000; Terosky & O’Meara, 2011). This 

study borrows the concept of human agency from sociological studies to interpret the strategies 

which East Asian faculty employ to interact with personal as well as structural constraints and 

enablements for the purpose of achieving survival and career success in U.S. higher education. 

The results of this study indicate that East Asian faculty exercise their agency by using a variety 

of strategies to deal with the challenges caused by the interaction of language, culture, race, and 

environmental factors and to seek survival and career success in the U.S. academy. The specific 

strategies that East Asian faculty use in teaching, research, and service are discussed respectively 

in previous sections. This section highlights two general strategies that they implement to 

conquer challenges throughout their professional lives. Assumption of agency helps them 
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enhance working performance, increase confidence and sense of safety, and take charge of their 

career dynamics and development. 

Motivation 

Motivation refers to the desire to engage in activities or behaviors for inherently interest and 

satisfaction (Berlyne, 1960; Lepper & Corpus, 2005; White, 1959) or external rewards (Ryan & Deci, 

2000). Motivation plays a determinative role for East Asian faculty’s insistence and perseverance 

in pursuing scholarly goals. This study finds that what makes them keep working hard comes 

from their enthusiasm in research, strong desire for knowledge and recognition from the 

international academia, and aspirations for career success.  

First, both interviews and participants’ resumes show that they have great enthusiasm for 

research and a strong motivation to be recognized by academia. For most participants, their 

decision to stay in the U.S. to pursue an academic career results mainly from their enthusiasm for 

research. Serow and Demry (1999) state that enthusiasm and value for research predict research 

productivity. Without setting an upper limit for research, nearly all the participants devote most 

of their time in research after completing teaching and service tasks. They regard tenure as “a 

process” or “a by-product” rather than an ultimate career goal throughout their academic life. 

They hope to become recognized scholars or experts in their own research areas. Austin thinks 

that it is unnecessary to set an upper limit for his research productivity. As he elaborated, 

          The more, the better. It depends on your ability. … People in this profession usually think 
so. The academia is a small circle, and everyone wants to do well and gain respect.  
Otherwise, it becomes meaningless. … One of the advantages of faculty work is that you 
will have no pressure after getting tenure. In my mid-career, I am thinking about doing 
something influential. I don’t want to do research only for survival as before. If I do well, 
promotion must be an outcome, but what I want to do most is to produce my own 
influential things. … Tenure is just an added product of my work. 
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Austin’s account reveals his interest in scientific research. His words exemplify the feelings of 

some other participants. Jessica made almost the same comment on academics’ objectives. 

          I think most people in academia, especially those who like to do research, would hope to 
become a well-recognized expert in their fields. How can you be recognized? You need to 
constantly publish high-quality papers. 

 
Though she thinks that she does not have any difficulties in getting promoted, she wants to 

publish some high-quality papers that are interesting to herself. Brian made the same point. 

          I have never placed an upper limit on research. It relates to everyone’s aim. I set very high 
standards for me from the very beginning. … My aim is not to just get tenure. Tenure 
promotion is only one of the steps towards my goals, a by-product. 

 
Craig’s research performance has already far exceeded the institutional requirements for tenure 

promotion when he joined this university, but he still keeps working hard and continues to be a 

productive scholar. He talked about his academic objective. 

          The requirement does match me. As a scientist, I always want to do more research and 
publish better papers, so I keep working. … I want to have a breakthrough in this field. … 
Getting tenure and being an associate or full professor are not my ultimate goals anyway. 
… My ultimate goal is to be a good researcher. 

 
His desire to make a contribution to scientific development drives him to keep working hard. 

Similarly, Robert hopes to become both a good teacher and a recognized scholar in his field. For 

him, tenure is only a hurdle and a minor step that he has to complete to move forward, rather 

than his ultimate life goal. As he said,  

          If I want to remain in academia, I want to be a successful teacher and scholar in my field. I 
want to be remembered as a good teacher by students. In terms of research, I want to be 
recognized as a good scholar in my research areas. I don’t want to just get tenure and 
promotion, which is what I would do in my department and at this university, but outside I 
can certainly do other things.  

 
Motivated by his goals, Robert never establishes an upper limit for his research productivity, but 

sets a bottom line to research.  

Besides their enthusiasm in research, the participants aim to be promoted in academic rank. 
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For example, Kevin said, 

          I have to keep working because my goal is not just to get tenure. I want to be a full 
professor and be recognized. So I will try my best as much as I can. 

 
The desire for improvement in academic rank and social status drives Kevin to continue his 

effort. Justin also hopes to get promoted in rank in addition to making contributions to scientific 

development. 

          I am an assistant professor now. I want to become an associate professor and then finally a 
full professor, which is a path to rank promotion. There is another path to tenure, from 
tenure-track to tenure. I will go down both paths to the end. 

 
In all the above statements, the participants show their aspirations for knowledge production, 

scholarly reputation and recognition from the international academic arena, higher social  

positions, and career development. Their aspirations encourage them to work diligently.  

Working Hard 

Motivation is the driving force that initiates and guides an individual’s behaviors (Lepper 

& Corpus, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000). It is significant in propelling individuals towards action. 

East Asian faculty’s desires for both scholarly and career success involve their dedicated action 

from the first phase to the finale. Their aspirations motive them to work hard. The participants 

emphasize that hard working is certainly an immutable truth and the only way to survive the 

tenure process and achieve greater career success in the face of language, cultural, and racial 

barriers that have put them in a disadvantageous position in American society. Some participants 

highlighted working hard as a way to make up for language and cultural deficiencies. For 

instance, Brian believes that it is necessary for East Asians to work harder in order to achieve the 

same success as Americans. He specifically explained how language barriers require East Asian 

faculty to invest more effort than those who are native speakers of English. 

          We have many difficulties in language, teaching, communication, and other aspects. All 

http://psychology.about.com/od/psychologytopics/tp/theories-of-motivation.htm


                                                                               

152 
 

these difficulties require us to put more effort than Americans. For instance, I have to 
practice my English before class in order to speak more fluently.  My advisor once 
suggested me to spend certain time in practicing oral English every day. … We also need 
time to overcome language problems in writing. 

 
Brian’s viewpoint is confirmed by Richard. When asked to talk about how he went through his 

career process as a foreign-born faculty member, Richard affirmed the assiduity of Asian 

professors.  

          East Asian faculty work very hard because they know their deficiency. They were not born 
here and haven’t got elementary and high school education here, so they lack some 
common sense. Sometimes they don’t understand how American way works out unless 
they have lived here for more than 10 years or 20 years. I feel like I am an American after 
living here for more than 40 years, but those Asian faculty who have lived here for only 
five to ten years may be very stressful because they have to catch up with all those things. 
You know, they have to know how undergraduate students think because they usually 
started their life in the U.S. from their graduate program and never go through the 
undergraduate course. They also have language deficiency. Thus, they are very nervous 
and hardworking, and because of that, they usually become successful. 

 
He means that East Asian faculty have to spend more effort in learning about the host culture and 

improving English skills than their American counterparts. When asked to give suggestions to 

prospective or junior East Asian faculty members, he once again stressed the value of diligence 

for their professional career advancement.  

In addition to language and cultural barriers, prevailing stereotypes, for example, the 

model minority myth, create higher levels of requirements and expectations from American 

society for Asian Americans than for other racialized groups. Being clear of the higher 

expectations society has established for Asian Americans, East Asian faculty need to exercise 

their agency to beat the odds and survive in a white-dominated working space through working 

hard. They need to survive the constraints of minority model myth. As one participant noted,  

          If you have strength, there will be no unfair things. Otherwise, there must be unfairness. … 
It is easy to judge cardinal issues of right or wrong. But for some marginal cases in gray 
areas, they may not consider you if you are not very strong. They may think more for 
themselves without scruple and let you suffer injustice. In these marginal cases, you have 
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to accept that. 
 
This passage indicates the operation of the model minority myth (Chang, 1993; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 

2007) in the academy which causes East Asian faculty to be treated differently from their U.S.-

born counterparts. The standards for career promotion do not work in the same way for Asian 

professors as for U.S.-born faculty. Only through diligence can East Asian faculty produce better 

job performance, gain power, and overcome racial discrimination. Another participant also 

emphasized the importance of diligence when sharing his strategies for career success. 

          What does your success depend on? You must work hard. You must work twice or even 
three times as hard as others so that you can become quite outstanding, and then you don’t 
need to care about other factors. Therefore, I don’t feel any pressure towards my tenure 
and promotion.   

 
This participant’s relaxation and confidence in tenure and promotion directly derives from his 

cumulative perseverance, diligence, and strong records in academic field. This participant further 

argued how hard work and outstanding academic performance are important for Asians who are 

disadvantaged in American society to be employed. Likewise, several other participants spoke 

with some satisfaction about feeling safe since they have made sure to insulate themselves from 

criticism through hard work and unassailable profile.  

The participants reported that their ordinary workday ranges from ten to twelve hours. 

Many participants, particularly those in pre-tenured status, even work on weekends and lead a 

stressful lifestyle. One participant said,  

          I used to work in my office, including on weekends and holidays. When I came to school 
on weekends and holidays, I hardly met others. Occasionally, I came across some Asian 
faculty members. Actually, Asian faculty work very hard, so they can get better results. 
This explains why most Asian faculty can survive here. We need to pay more effort and do 
better. 

 
This participant’s work ethic, illustrated by his desire to “work very hard”, “pay more effort”, 

and “do better”, has driven him throughout his academic career in the United States. Similarly, 
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Richard recalled his career process as a faculty member. 

          It is so tough. Sometimes I wish I worked for a company, from 8 am to 5 pm, and then I 
am free. But as a faculty, it is 24-hour work. 

 
Though “24-hour work” sounds somewhat exaggerated, it reflects his heavy work pressure and 

intensity. It also indicates that a full commitment is necessary in order to achieve career success. 

His wish to live an easy life represents the sentiments expressed by some other participants. 

In a word, East Asian faculty are supposed to go through a unique and tougher career 

process than U.S.-born faculty due to their barriers in language, culture, and racial identity. 

Experiencing higher level of stress, they hold fast to diligence as an essential personal 

characteristic, a means of exercising agency to counter challenges and become the governor of 

their choices, opportunities, and actions in their lives.  

This section centers upon participants’ stories of enacting agency to get control and 

autonomy in navigating their career path. In other words, this section presents the specific 

strategies which East Asian faculty employ to empower themselves within a predominantly 

white academic context. The results show that motivation for academic achievements, reputation, 

and rank advancement, as well as hard work are interpreted as essential characteristics endemic 

to East Asian international faculty’s career success.  

Summary 

Before presenting the results, this chapter briefly characterizes each participant in order to 

help readers better understand their career experiences. Then, this chapter discusses the reasons 

for East Asian faculty’s choices of entering the U.S. professoriate, their experiences in teaching, 

research, and service, the impacts of their racial identity, and the strategies they employ to 

navigate their ways to career success. Chapter 5 provides a comprehensive but in-depth 

discussion of the findings of this study and offers recommendations for research methodology, 
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further research, and educational practice.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This qualitative phenomenological study explores 12 East Asian international faculty’s 

career experiences at a research university in the southeast United States. Although the 

uniqueness of their perspectives and experiences may not be ignored, the commonalities among 

them provide a fascinating insight into the essence of East Asian faculty’s professional lives at 

this university as well as in other U.S. higher education institutions. The results of this study, as 

presented in chapter 4, reveal in detail the reasons for their choice of pursuing an academic 

career in the U.S. rather than in their Asian countries, how language, cultural, and race interact to 

affect their professional growth, as well as the strategies they employ to exercise agency, 

overcome barriers, achieve career goals, and create a legitimate space for their existence. This 

study also discusses the contextual factors which either facilitate or restrict East Asian faculty’s 

career development, and the opportunities and challenges which are created by race.  

This chapter as the final chapter first provides an in-depth discussion of East Asian 

faculty’s professional experiences by relating the research findings to research questions, 

relevant literature, theoretical frameworks, and the larger social context. Then, it outlines 

potential areas for future research and finally posits suggestions for institutional administrators, 

international and U.S. faculty members, and students as well. 
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Sociocultural Lens of Career Trajectory 

U.S. higher education has experienced a steady increase in faculty with an international 

background over the past several decades (e.g., Altbach, 2004; Finn, 2003; Schuster & 

Finkelstein, 2006). The Asian group occupies the largest percentage within the entire minority 

faculty group. However, the factors that foster their joining American academia have been rarely 

reported. This study contributes to the literature by identifying three main factors that act on East 

Asian faculty’s preference to stay in the U.S: a good academic environment, better payment and 

benefits, and consideration of families.  

The better academic environment in America including abundant academic resources, 

development opportunities, ease of access to network establishment, and simpler interpersonal 

relationships than their home countries is the primary factor that determines East Asian faculty’s 

stay. Working in American academia, East Asian faculty have more beneficial opportunities for 

developing their scholarship ability, enhancing their academic reputation, and building their 

profile than staying in their home countries. They are able to access abundant academic materials 

and advanced knowledge and technology. Since most of the top-tier academic conferences are 

held in the U.S., it is more possible and convenient for them to attend conferences, broaden 

social networks, and increase their popularity. They can have more chances to communicate with 

scientists and scholars from all over the world. All these academic resources, which are not 

easily obtained by scholars staying in Asian countries, are critically important for East Asian 

international faculty’s academic development. Besides, as suggested by some participants, the 

fair competition mechanism and academic freedom guaranteed by the U.S academia have 

enormous attraction to them. On the contrary, in some East Asian countries, academic corruption 

and hegemony have adversely affected national academic development and frustrated academics’ 
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working morale. Academics there have to deal with complicated human relations and cannot 

focus on research. The results are consistent with earlier research (e.g., Seagren & Wang, 1994; 

Zhang, 2009) which argues that the pull of the American academic society and the push by their 

home countries lead to the presence of East Asian faculty in American higher education. 

East Asian faculty’s preference to stay in the U.S. is also associated with personal reasons 

such as family considerations and children’s education. Therefore, these three main factors 

interact to affect East Asian faculty’s decisions to remain in the U.S. to pursue academic careers. 

The Critical Nexus of Language, Culture, Race, and Context 

This study finds that East Asian faculty go through a unique path to career success as the 

result of the critical nexus of language, culture, race, and context. This section provides a 

respective discussion of how language competence, cultural gap, and racial ethnicity influence 

East Asian faculty’s career experiences in the academy.  

Language Impact 

Through many years of studying, working, and living in the United States, East Asian 

faculty have achieved relatively high levels of English proficiency, but they still face language 

barriers impeding their professional development in vary degrees. 

In line with the literature (e.g., Alberts, 2008; Folwell, 2013), this study confirms that 

language barriers in grammatical and sociolinguistic competence, such as pronunciation, accent, 

vocabulary stock and usage, utterance patterns, speaking rules, presentation skills, and writing 

styles, inhibit East Asian faculty’s instructional effectiveness, communication with students, 

course evaluations, research productivity, and level of engagement in internal service, 

administration, and faculty discussions. One participant summarized the influence of English 

barriers on East Asian faculty’s career trajectories. 
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          Most Asian faculty cannot express as freely as Americans. For many things, we cannot 
only say “yes” or “no”. … If we cannot express ourselves clearly, it will be uneasy for 
others to understand and know about us. … Working with others needs mutual 
understanding and trust. … We have deficiency in language expression. If we don’t speak 
clearly, who will call us? As a consequence, it will reduce our communication 
opportunities with others and affect us in work distribution, assignment of committee 
service, research collaborations, and students’ evaluations. For example, I am very 
concerned about students, but I cannot explain some things very clearly in class. If 
someone can speak well, students’ evaluations of him/her might be high. 

 
This narrative reveals the specific negative impact of limited spoken English on East Asian 

faculty’s professional development. Scholars (Bourdieu, 1991; Foucault, 1980; Ochs, 1988) 

suggest that language plays a critical role in forming social discourse, life, identity, relations, and 

power dynamics and in integrating an individual into the society. East Asian faculty’s deficiency 

in English communicative competence undermines their power and authority of undertaking 

different roles of faculty in U.S. institutions of higher education. The participants in this study do 

not exclude the possibility that students may use East Asian faculty’s language issue as an 

excuse for their poor performance in academic studies or as a weapon to express prejudices and 

stereotypical bias. Besides, being aware of their limited speaking ability, East Asian faculty are 

sometimes hesitant to express opinions so as to avoid language errors and misunderstanding. 

East Asian faculty employ various verbal or non-verbal communication strategies to 

remedy their inadequacy in grammatical and sociolinguistic competence. They adopt synonyms, 

repetition, slower speaking rate, comprehension checks, or instructional technology to repair 

communication breakdowns, widen communication resources, and achieve communication 

purposes. The results are consistent with those of previous research (e.g., Folwell, 2013; Seagren 

& Wang, 1994). Cohen (1998) and Dörnyei (1995) claim that EFL learners can improve their 

communicative proficiency by developing communication strategies to compensate for their lack 

of target language norms and sources. It is worth mentioning that instructors’ public 
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acknowledgement of foreign accent may not only shorten the psychological distance with 

students, but also open up opportunities for dialogue. Use of computer-assisted instructional 

techniques can also facilitate teaching and communication effects. 

Cultural Impact 

The results indicate that without completely changing their behavioral repertoire to fit the 

new context, East Asian faculty show a complex pattern of continuity and change in going about 

their work in the new academic environment. They vary in their levels of cultural adaptation. 

The findings are consistent with previous studies (e.g., James, 2012; Seagren & Wang, 1994). 

In order to socialize into the host cultural environment and successfully navigate their 

career paths in the U.S., East Asian faculty do put forth efforts to learn about American culture 

and adjust their behavioral modes. However, they inevitably have a hard time in cultural 

adaptation due to the impact of ingrained home cultural norms. They continuously cross physical 

and psychological borders in their everyday professional lives as they transit between the two 

socio-cultural environments. Still holding some of their traditional values, they seem to live in 

the borderland, which is described as “a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional 

residues of an unnatural boundary” (Anzaldúa, 1999, p. 25). 

First, the disparities in educational system and culture between East Asian countries and 

the U.S. create challenges for East Asian faculty’s adjustment to U.S. styles of teaching, 

including test format, grading standards, expectations of students, as well as students background 

knowledge and behaviors (Alberts, 2008; Collins, 2008), especially during their early careers. 

Data from class observations and interviews reveal that East Asian faculty consciously make 

changes in teachings methods, class norms, and philosophies, but they are more or less 

influenced by educational culture of their home countries. They generally utilize the teacher-
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centered instructional approach and have fewer interactions with students. In contrast, U.S.-born 

colleagues employ a format that emphasizes students’ active learning, more interactions, and 

problem solving (Seagren & Wang, 1994). Besides, influenced by their original educational 

background and lack of undergraduate learning experiences in the U.S., many East Asian faculty 

members tend to set high academic expectations for students, which often results in students’ 

complaints. Some participants refuse to change their behaviors regarding some teaching issues.  

Second, East Asian faculty’s original educational background affects their research 

experiences in terms of academic writing and presentation. Some participants believe that East 

Asian faculty’s writing style and presentations skills are not as good as Americans, which may 

reduce their opportunities for career development. However, the participants reported that their 

writing and presentation abilities have improved greatly through continuous learning and 

practice. 

In addition, lacking cultural knowledge of the institution as well as the U.S. undergraduate 

educational system, East Asian faculty seem to be hesitant to participate in administrative service 

and tend to speak less at faculty meetings. Their silence at faculty meetings may also be caused 

by the influence of their traditional Asian cultural values. East Asian culture has been historically 

oriented by Confucianism which proposes hierarchical social structure and order. Under such 

cultural context, East Asians have been taught to show modesty and obey authority. Thus, East 

Asian faculty are less likely to express their opinions in public or to challenge seniors or elders. 

Therefore, East Asian faculty do not experience a linear and smooth acculturation process. 

They are commonly embroiled in the struggle between maintaining their traditional cultural 

values and adjusting to the dominant culture (Alberts, 2008; Chuang, 2012). They are in the 

process of cultural integration (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992). Cultural transfer 
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occurs when they understand current practices based on their past experiences or within their 

original cultural framework. Lado (1961) argues that people may transfer their native cultural 

systems to the foreign culture and use their original expression and thinking modes when they 

have contact with a new culture. When viewing American educational culture and even the 

overall host culture through their native lens, East Asian faculty would certainly encounter 

cultural conflicts and misunderstandings.  

Despite the fact that cultural differences create challenges for East Asian faculty in 

adaptation to the host culture, home culture brings them cultural advantage. This study finds that 

some East Asian professors take advantage of their Asian cultural knowledge to arouse students’ 

learning interest and create a harmonious classroom atmosphere. The findings echo researchers’ 

(Alberts, 2008; Chen, 2005; Folwell, 2013; Nimoh, 2010) arguments that Asian faculty could 

bring cultural diversity into the classroom and provide unique opportunities for students to 

expand field of vision and enhance abilities of cross-cultural communication with people who 

speak English as a second language. Alberts (2008) states that students taught by foreign-born 

instructors are exposed to a different point of view, which is an enriching experience.   

Racial Impact 

This study finds that race carries diverse meanings for East Asian faculty. 

On the one hand, East Asian faculty’s foreign racial identity creates more space for their 

career development in the American academy. With the rapid development in economy and 

technology in recent years, some East Asian countries have implemented a series of preferential 

policies to encourage overseas talent and scholars home, which offers them double options for 

professional careers. Their overseas experiences in teaching, research, or management are 

urgently needed by their home countries. Some tenured East Asian professors have returned 
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home in order to seek further career development or contribute to their homeland. Besides, the 

urgent need of the institutions, companies, and agencies in Asian countries for learning overseas 

advanced technology and management skills would bring unprecedented development 

opportunities for East Asian faculty’ professional careers. As discussed in chapter 4, East Asian 

faculty’s research activities in the U.S. academy are constrained by their language, culture, and 

race barriers. The research activities of the participants in this study are also limited by the 

institution’s lack of research traditions and network. Under the negative impact of these factors, 

the opportunities of collaborating with organizations in home countries are particularly important 

for East Asian faculty’s enhancement of scholarship performance in America.  

However, on the other hand, through some participants’ critical counter stories, this study 

finds that race also brings obstacles to East Asian faculty’s career development in the U.S. 

academia. CRT scholars assert that race is central in examining issues of inequality that people 

of color experience in the academy (Bonilla-Silva, Forman, Lewis, & Embrick, 2003; 

Buenavista, Jayakumar, & Misa-Escalante, 2009; Russell, 1992; Smith, Yosso, & Solorzano, 

2007; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Sue (2003) states that “racism is any attitude, action, or 

institutional structure or any social policy that subordinates persons or groups because of their 

color. … it involves the power to carry out systematic discriminatory practices in a broad and 

continuing manner” (p. 31). Racism and racial discrimination, as part of the normative fabric of 

life in the academy, have been purported consistently throughout the literature on foreign-born or 

minority faculty (e.g., Henry & Tator, 2012). In line with previous research, this study confirms 

that East Asian faculty may encounter racial stereotyping or discrimination regarding unequal 

treatment in the academy, as manifested in recruitment, resource allocation, salary raise, and 

career promotion. Being labeled as the model minority, East Asian faculty are assumed to be 
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culturally and even genetically endowed with the personalities that enable them to succeed in 

America despite the challenges resulted from minority status and other factors. They are assumed 

to be underserving of systematic support. Actually, they are discriminated by the dominant group 

of people who intend to maintain their privilege and authority in the academy. Being categorized 

as Asian leads to being invisible minorities (Buenavista, Jayakumar, & Misa-Escalante, 2009). 

CRT proponents argue that the model minority paradigm, which essentially reflects racial 

discrimination, is used by the dominant group to maintain the existing social stratification. Acts 

of racism that occur within the institution, no matter implicit or explicit, would adversely affect 

East Asian faculty’s job satisfaction, working morale, career progress, and even their retention. 

As a result, East Asian faculty use counter-story telling as a powerful means to reveal “how 

white privilege operates within an ideological framework to reinforce and support  unequal 

societal relations between whites and people of color” (Merriweather-Hunn, Guy, & Manglitz, 

2006, p. 244), vent their dissatisfaction, and contradict racist characterizations of social life 

(Delgado, 1989). This study empowers East Asian faculty by giving them an opportunity to 

make their experiences known by the public.   

Language barriers, cultural gap, and race do not exist apart from each other, but interact 

together to affect East Asian faculty’s professional experiences.  

Contextual Impact 

In addition to individual factors, institutional culture, policies, and the level of support play 

a critical role in influencing East Asian faculty’s professional growth. East Asian faculty has 

occupied an important niche in the faculty group of this institution, particularly in hard or applied 

science disciplines. However, at the stage of fast development and the dramatic change in faculty 

structure, variability in management policies and support has appeared among the departments. 
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The institution’s ability of providing research mentoring and connections for its faculty is 

limited by its historical and cultural background. However, the results suggest that what is of 

major importance in increasing East Asian faculty’s job satisfaction with the working 

environment is the extent to which institutional leaders implement merit-based reward structures 

and flexible management policies to support their research activities.  

First, the fast and continuous influx of foreign-born faculty has further complicated the 

landscape of racial equality on campuses (Lin, Pearce, & Wang, 2009). This study reveals that in 

the process of committing to faculty diversity and campus internationalization, the nature of 

faculty reward structures directly impacts East Asian faculty’s level of job satisfaction, working 

enthusiasm, performance, and willingness for retention.  

East Asian faculty show higher levels of satisfaction with the department culture that they 

think executes a race-neutral or merit-based evaluation and reward system. Although faculty 

members are expected to provide teaching and service as well, research performance has been 

taken as the most important category for tenure and promotion at research universities. 

Fairweather (2005) proposes the positive effect of research productivity on faculty salary: the 

high level of productivity leads to high visibility, which results in higher salary. East Asian 

faculty tend to show higher levels of satisfaction when they think that their scientific 

contributions are valued and recognized in the form of resource allocation, salary increase, and 

career promotion by the institution. The results confirm the literature that employees are 

motivated to perform better if they feel that their work is fairly rewarded (Lawler & Porter, 1967; 

Locke, 1970; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011; Spector, 1997). Bland, Center, Finstad, Risbey, and 

Staples (2005) argue that equitable rewards for research performance offered by the institution 

can result in more productive faculty. Under the positive and supportive departmental context, 
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East Asian faculty will have high working morale, achieve more productivity, be more willing to 

remain even if they have better career options, which will further benefit the department and the 

institution.  

Instead, East Asian faculty are less satisfied with the working environment where they 

think reward structures are race-based, as manifested in unequal treatment in resource allocation, 

salary raise, and career promotion. They think that research should carry the highest weight in 

evaluating faculty’s job performance and making decisions on faculty’s salary increase and 

career promotion at research institutions. They demonstrate their dissatisfaction when feeling 

that their research productivity is not tied to institutional support and rewards. Administrators’ 

discriminatory behaviors, as a manifestation of a larger social agenda that services to maintain 

the supremacy of the dominant group in the United States, would lead to East Asian faculty’s 

negative emotional responses to the job. Perceived race-related inequalities in rewards would 

adversely affect their morale and force them out, which would hinder institutional growth.  

Second, this study finds that the departments vary in providing support for East Asian 

faculty’s approaches to scholarship. Faculty are required to address multiple responsibilities that 

compete for their time. As a result of the negotiation between individual characteristics and 

reward standards of academia, East Asian faculty give top priority to research. The fact that they 

need to spend more effort in developing language proficiency and cultural competence increases 

their feelings of tension among the three conflicting roles. In this case, East Asian faculty are 

more satisfied with the workplace, which supports their research by reducing teaching and 

service workload and expectations, and providing a good startup package, funding, or lab 

materials. Otherwise, when outside pressures and expectations divert faculty from their most 

valued activities, they may experience considerable strain, which negatively affects their 
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working morale and performance (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). 

Based on the results of this study, it is suggested that department leaders should be 

equipped with a broad perspective and a sense of social justice, and develop a supportive culture 

that promotes equality in faculty growth and institutional excellence. It is also suggested that 

department leaders should see the advantages and disadvantages of faculty members and 

implement flexible management and evaluation methods, which will benefit the institution and 

departments. 

The stories about these 12 East Asian faculty members’ professional experiences at this 

university have implications for leaders and policy makers of U.S. higher education. The U.S. 

has won the battle for scholarly talent over the past several decades, whereas some developing 

Asian countries, such as China and India, have suffered a great loss from brain drain. The recent 

fast rise of these developing countries, as well as limited employment opportunities available for 

foreigners in the U.S., and its tightening immigration policies may threaten U.S. higher 

education’s ability to attract and retain high-tech talents and international scholars (Altbach & 

Balan, 2007; Kim, Wolf-Wendel, & Twombly, 2011). East Asian countries are sparing no effort 

to transform brain drain to brain gain by creating a favorable enterprise and academic 

environment for overseas returnees. Therefore, if American higher education intends to maintain 

its advantage in the global human capital fight and knowledge production, institutional 

administrators and policy makers should think about their reward structures, value systems, and 

expectations placed on international faculty. They should also try to create an appealing and 

supportive working environment to attract and keep the best faculty. 

Agency and Empowerment 

Individual characteristics and institutional culture pose certain challenges to East Asian 
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faculty’s professional growth. East Asian faculty enact agency by employing a variety of 

strategies to overcome those challenges and foster academic career development.  

In terms of teaching, East Asian faculty adopt various strategies to improve teaching and 

learning effects. Specifically, they make use of verbal or non-verbal strategic competence 

(Canale & Swain, 1980) to compensate for their lack of target language sources, repair 

communication breakdowns, and enhance students’ comprehension of course content. They try 

to change their teaching philosophy, approaches, and classroom norms to fit the host pedagogical 

culture. In order to stimulate students’ learning interest and facilitate teacher-student interactions, 

they develop strategies, such as incorporating extracurricular topics or frontier science and 

technology into the classroom, acknowledging language deficiencies, using computer-assisted 

instructional techniques, and spending more efforts in preparation. 

Regarding research, East Asian faculty’s great enthusiasm in research and strong 

motivation to get recognition from academia, and the American academy’s reward focus on 

scientific contributions make them give top priority to research under the premise of ensuring 

teaching quality and meeting institutional requirements for service. They regard research as an 

important tool to realize their agency since good research performance can make up their relative 

deficiency in teaching and service, increase their sense of security, overcome racial 

discrimination, and provide them with an immediate advantage in job and social mobility. 

According to Foucault’s (1979 & 1980) theory, East Asian faculty use accepted forms of 

knowledge production and scientific understanding to empower themselves, overcome race-

based social and structural inequality, get autonomy to navigate their career paths, and determine 

the texture of their lives. Within the structural and personal enablement and constraints, they try 

to strengthen their research profiles and broaden their professional horizons through developing 

http://dict.cn/extracurricular
http://dict.cn/computer-assisted%20instruction%20%28%20CAI%20%29
http://dict.cn/computer-assisted%20instruction%20%28%20CAI%20%29
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networking resources and seeking potential collaboration opportunities.  

Besides the specific strategies utilized for fulfilling the primary functions of teaching and 

research, East Asian faculty’s motivation for career advancement and diligence in their career 

empower them to control their life trajectories. They seek advancement in scientific research as 

well as in social ranking and status through much diligence. Motivation contributes to their 

insistence in hard work. However, they have to invest more effort than U.S.-born faculty to 

overcome language and cultural barriers. The presence of the social stereotype of Asian 

Americans as the model minority and discrimination have also negatively influenced the way in 

which East Asian faculty negotiate their career paths in the academy. They are aware of the fact 

that society tends to place high requirement and expectations on them. Researchers criticize the 

ambiguity of the current tenure and promotion system and argue its negative consequences for 

faculty of color (Cooper & Stevens, 2002: Leap, 1995; Turner, Gonzále, & Wong, 2011). This 

study further finds that the ambiguous standards for career promotion and racial identity give rise 

to East Asian faculty’s belief that they need to exceed the benchmark rather than just hitting it in 

order to get promoted. They argue that they must perform better in order to achieve the same 

success as U.S.-born peers. Thus, East Asian faculty hold fast to hard work as a critical factor in 

conquering the challenges that have surfaced before them, responding to the continuously 

changing environment, reducing anxiety inherent in the pursuit of tenure, and crafting their 

careers to their goals. Kanter (1993) proposes that minority members have to work harder in 

order to be noticed, especially in terms of scholarship, abilities, and achievements. Hard work is 

the gateway to success.  

The results of this study may explain the phenomenon that Asian faculty are more likely to 

be promoted through ranks than other minority racial or ethnical groups (Astin, Antonio, Cress, 
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& Astin, 1997; Turner & Myers, 1999). East Asian faculty exercise agency to empower 

themselves, legitimate their existence in a largely white-dominated society, and gain control over 

their professional life trajectories. Rather than allowing the dominant group to determine their 

career paths, they, instead, assume agency and pave their own routes. According to one 

participant, participation in this study can generate a sense of agency through which to challenge 

the status quo. This study, as a critical educational research, enables the historically marginalized 

voices of East Asian faculty to be heard and empowers them or even faculty of other minority 

groups in their processes of transforming institutional practices that perpetuate racism and the 

model minority myth and of claiming for fairness, meritocracy, race neutrality, and equal 

opportunity in the U.S. academy. This study is committed to social just through focusing on East 

Asian faculty’s counter stories. 

Recommendations 

Drawing on the findings, this study provides recommendations and implications for 

research methodology, further research, and educational practice.  

Recommendations for Research Methodology 

This study involves the use of different languages in interviews and the issues of 

transcription and translation. Based on my research experience, I provide the following research 

methodological recommendations: 

1) It is suggested that the researcher(s) should give the transcriptions to the participants, 

allowing them to examine whether there are mistakes and misunderstandings produced by the 

transcribers.  

2) It is feasible to conduct interviews in different languages in the case that the participants 

speak different languages. However, to achieve equal depth in content among the interviews, it is 
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better to allow the participants with whom the interviews are not conducted in their native 

languages to make supplements and revisions to the interview transcriptions so that they can 

express their opinions more clearly and fully. 

3) If translation is needed for data report, it is not necessary to translate the whole 

transcription. It is effective to translate only the participants’ remarks to be quoted in the research 

paper. However, no matter translation is needed or not for data report, it is suggested that the 

researcher(s) should provide a list of remarks to be quoted for each participant so that he/she can 

make minor changes in both content and grammar if after the transcriptions are finalized. Its 

purpose is to make their opinions expressed in a more clear way to the readers. In particular, for 

the data report that needs translation, it is strongly suggested that the quoted remarks in interview 

language as well as in the target translation language should be included in the list so that the 

participants can examine the translation accuracy. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study reinforces the need for further inquiry into the professional lives of 

international faculty to broaden and deepen our current understanding of this group of faculty in 

U.S. higher education. Recommendations are provided in both micro and macro ways. 

Micro Recommendations 

1) This study addresses East Asian international faculty’s professional experiences from 

their own perspectives. Future study can examine how U.S.-born faculty experience or perceive 

their working together with East Asian international faculty. Specifically, do U.S.-born faculty 

members meet any difficulties and opportunities when working together with East Asian 

international faculty at this institution? Such investigations will enhance mutual understanding 

and tolerance between U.S.-born faculty and East Asian international faculty, and be 
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constructive for creating a more supportive and collaborative working environment. 

2) The majority of the participants in this study are from applied or hard science 

disciplines. Future research can extend the results of this study to examine the differences in East 

Asian international faculty’s professional experiences across various disciplines. 

3) This study finds that East Asian faculty are constantly embroiled in the struggle 

between maintaining their cultural identity and adaptation to the mainstream culture in teaching. 

Future research can specifically explore their cultural acculturation processes in their career 

navigation processes. 

Macro Recommendations 

1) Explore the professional socialization experiences of international faculty from other 

ethnic groups in U.S. higher education, such as those from Europe, South Asia, or South 

America. 

2) Investigate the professional experiences of Asian international faculty at U.S. 

community colleges. 

3) Study the career experiences of international faculty in organizations where leaders 

come from international backgrounds. This study will be worthwhile. 

All the above recommended research topics will be interesting and contribute to both 

literature and practice. 

Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the participants’ career experiences and suggestions, this study proposes 

comprehensive recommendations for practice, with an aim to help the institution adjust 

management policies, enhance its faculty force and cultural construction, and keep a steady 

improvement in its national reputation. 
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Recommendations for the Institution 

To maintain a good momentum of development, the institution should make changes in its 

management systems and policies to keep pace with its rapid increase in the number of 

international faculty members. 

1) The international office should extend its function beyond its service for international 

students. It should help international faculty overcome various barriers during their adaptations 

to the U.S. academic or the organizational culture. Some participants suggest that the institution 

should provide a platform to organize international faculty together. One participant commented, 

          America is an international society and is becoming more and more international, and so 
does this institution. Most importantly, the international office of this institution should 
consider how to enact its role in organizing international faculty regularly. By this, 
international faculty can form a community, exchange experiences, and develop a kind of 
cultural atmosphere. International faculty should be regarded as a normal community 
group that needs respect and equal communication, rather than a minority group. Faculty 
from Asia or other countries shouldn’t be cast with an eye of surprise or regarded as 
outliers.  

 
Based on personal experiences at the stage of anticipatory socialization, this participant 

continued to say,  

          Many universities in the North and the West coast of the U.S. have done well in providing 
support for international faculty. There are already a lot of international faculty members 
in that part of the country, so those American faculty never feel uncomfortable when 
talking to the international faculty who have an accent. It’s very natural. 

 
Through comparisons, this participant points out the aspects that need to be perfected by the 

institution. Another participant coming from an economically developed region in the U.S. 

recalled his learning experiences there. 

          The international house often organizes various kinds of social events. These events are 
culture-oriented. You can feel that others are interested in your culture, and you are willing 
to talk about your culture and experiences with them.  

 
This participant hopes that some similar social events can be organized by the current employing 
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institution. This quote indicates the importance of the international office in facilitating 

international faculty’s socialization within the relatively conservative local culture.  

Besides offering an orientation program which focuses on university policies for all faculty 

members, institutional administrators should consider setting up training sessions or workshops 

to help international faculty learn about the institutional education culture, including teaching 

requirements, students’ characteristics, curriculum design and arrangement, and issues that need 

attention. Such training sessions are important particularly for those faculty who have not 

received adequate preparation and training in teaching prior to joining this institution. 

International faculty should not be left to learn these things on their own. Jason recommended,  

          This university should provide some teaching training courses for us. … Teaching cannot 
be totally left to the junior faculty. The university should provide some help and feedback, 
such as on how to create homework assignments, quizzes, or exams, which are very 
important. Nobody has ever listened to my class and given me feedback. I have to figure it 
out by myself. 

 
Alan gave the same advice and briefly introduced the format of teaching sessions held by the 

institution where he got his Ph.D. degree. 

          It is organized by the institution. The international faculty members who teach very well 
within the institution are invited to share their teaching experiences and strategies, and tell 
other international faculty how to teach.  

 
Robert also expressed his willingness to observe the classes taught by the professors who have 

been highly evaluated by students so as to advance his teaching quality. Therefore, holding 

training sessions will help international faculty improve teaching effects, boost their confidence 

in class, as well as facilitate the development of commonality of interest among international 

faculty.  

Moreover, the international office should broaden its scope of service by providing 

English training sessions for those international faculty who intend to keep improving their 
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English proficiency. For example, one professor who wanted to continue practicing his oral 

English on a regular basis had to finally invite a private tutor by himself after failing to get such 

support from the institution. Some other participants also highlight the demand of support on 

improving English writing skills. This study finds that only two departments hire native speakers 

of English to help international faculty polish academic writing.  

Thus, it is suggested that the institution should organize teaching and English training 

programs to promote international faculty’s cross-cultural teaching competence as well as 

academic growth, which will be beneficial to the institution. 

2) The institution should encourage international professors who have leadership potential 

to take up administrative positions within the department or the college where international 

faculty constitute the majority of the faculty body. Leaders from international backgrounds may 

have a better understanding of the pressures and concerns that international faculty may have.  

Recommendations for the Department Leaders 

Department leaders should be able to influence the department’s climate and guide 

department dialog in a positive and fruitful direction (Hecht, Higgerson, Gmelch, & Tucker, 

1999). The following recommendations are presented. 

1) With the shifting demographics of the faculty population, it is suggested that department 

leaders should have an international perspective and justice. They should eliminate racial bias 

and discrimination and create a fair and motivating working environment. This can recruit and 

retain the best and brightest faculty, which is critical for the institution’s further development. 

2) Department leaders should initiate a flexible task allocation mechanism according to the 

advantages and disadvantage of each body of faculty, such as international faculty, U.S.-born 

faculty, junior faculty, and senior faculty, so that each faculty member can bring his/her potential 
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into full play. For example, the senior faculty members who have no interest in research can be 

assigned more teaching and administrative service tasks, whereas the faculty who have great 

enthusiasm and are productive in research and who have proved their ability in research can be 

supported by teaching and service loads reduction. Alternatively, department leaders may assign 

more graduate-level courses to the faculty who are very productive in research so that those 

faculty can involve their research achievements in graduate teaching.  

3) Guided by a flexible task allocation mechanism, a flexible reward structure should be 

implemented. It is beneficial for the organization to keep highly productive faculty being 

satisfied with their jobs, because increased job satisfaction will further encourage good 

performance and retention (Gruneberg, 1979; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011; Schultz, 1973). 

Recommendations for Asian International Faculty 

This study offers the following suggestions for those prospective and early-career Asian 

international faculty to assist their career navigation processes.  

1) In order to facilitate their integration into the dominant culture, East Asian faculty 

should keep language and American culture learning by watching TV or reading newspapers. 

They should be open to other cultures. Sufficient English proficiency and knowledge of the 

target culture are particularly important for their interactions with American students and 

colleagues as well as for their active engagement in internal service.  

2) East Asian faculty should overcome psychological barriers in cross-cultural 

communications and take the initiative in reaching out to and communicating with students and 

colleagues. Actually, East Asian faculty are not really “silent” or “quite”. It is their deficiency in 

spoken English and lack of the knowledge of the target culture that make them silent. As one 

participant explained,  
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            I may behave differently and have different characters when speaking Chinese or English. 
I have always had a deficiency when speaking English. Some people may not care about it, 
but the people who are a little sensitive to it may become introverted. 

 
East Asian faculty should get rid of their fears of being wrong. They should be more outgoing 

and vocal to disrupt the social stereotypes of Asian Americans. They should take an active part 

in social activities within the institution and enact their roles of cultural reshaping. 

3) They should be more actively involved in internal service in order to achieve balance 

among teaching, research, and service. Those who have administrative abilities should try to 

pursue leadership opportunities.  

4) It would be better for them to share their feelings, problems, or experiences of living in 

the U.S. with others, which can help them relieve stress and seek survival tips.  

5) It is suggested that Asian faculty or international faculty should make effort to ignore 

their foreign racial identity rather than highlighting the differences. Otherwise, they will isolate 

themselves from the dominant culture further and further away.  

Recommendations for U.S.-Born Faculty 

With the increasing internationalization of the university and the continuous rise in the 

number of international faculty, U.S.-born faculty should also try to accommodate themselves to 

the changing situation. They should understand the difficulties faced by Asian international 

faculty in adjusting to a new social, cultural, and academic environment. They should also give 

more encouragement and tolerance for their unintended language and cross-cultural mistakes, 

and help them socialize into the organizational culture. 

Recommendations for U.S. Students 

Not only should Asian faculty or other international faculty adapt to the U.S. pedagogical 

culture, students should also make great efforts to adjust themselves to the changing university 
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environment.  

1) Students should recognize and value international faculty’s cultural backgrounds, and 

see their experiences with international faculty as a wonderful learning opportunity to gain more 

cross-cultural knowledge and different viewpoints. Student should also overcome stereotypes 

about other people and places, which will be beneficial for their future experiences.  

2) Students should demonstrate more tolerance and acceptance for foreign-born faculty’s 

language and cultural mistakes. They should approach international professors with an open 

mind and make an effort to understand.  

3) Students should fairly and objectively evaluate international faculty’s instructions.  

Overall, by providing recommendations from various standpoints, this study intends to 

promote the institution’s cultural and academic construction as well as to enhance its national 

prominence and competitiveness.  

Conclusion 

American higher education has hired an increasing number of international faculty to 

diversify campus culture, foster scientific development, and maintain its advantageous academic 

position throughout the world. East Asian faculty occupy a critical niche within the international 

faculty group. In light of the scant research on Asian faculty’s career experiences, this qualitative 

study investigates East Asian international faculty’s professional experiences at a U.S. public 

research university. Specifically, this study explores the reasons why East Asian faculty choose 

to pursue academic careers in the U.S. rather than return to their home countries, the challenges 

they encounter, the support they receive, and how they navigate career paths through enacting 

agencies. 

The findings of this study indicate that due to language barriers, cultural differences, and 
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racial identity, East Asian faculty go on an unusual journey through the career process.  

First, language as the basic and necessary tool for social communication affects East Asian 

faculty’s professional experiences in almost every aspect. Insufficiency in English speaking and 

listening affects their instructional effects, their communications with students, and students’ 

evaluations. Language barriers also affect their academic writing and presentation, 

communications with colleagues, and their level of participation in administrative service.  

Second, because of cultural differences and the impact of home culture, East Asian faculty 

encounter difficulties in determining curriculum difficulty and addressing students’ diversity in 

academic abilities during their adaptation to the host educational culture. A lack of knowledge of 

the host cultural also hinders their communications with students and colleagues, as well as 

service involvement and quality. 

Third, this study sheds light on the positive and negative impacts of racial identity. The 

recent fast rise of some East Asian countries and the implementation of various talent and 

technology introduction programs have brought unprecedented opportunities for the professional 

development of East Asian faculty in U.S. higher education. On the other hand, their racial 

identity and the model minority myth produce negative impacts on their career experiences with 

respect to tenure, promotion, salary, resource allocation, social connection, working morale, and 

retention.  

This study also finds that their motivations for academic career advancement and diligence 

strengthen their ability of overcoming the challenges and legitimating their existence in the U.S. 

academy.  

By examining the career experiences of East Asian faculty, this study enriches the ongoing 

debates about international faculty. It not only deepens our understanding of the internal and 
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external factors that enhance or impede East Asian faculty’s career development, but also 

empowers this underrepresented group to have their voices heard. Additionally, this study offers 

recommendations for promoting mutual understanding and facilitating the further development 

of the institution.  

More importantly, this study has significant implications for the construction of U.S. 

institutions of higher education. The fast rise of some Asian countries has intensified the 

worldwide competition for talents. If U.S. higher education intends to retain its advantageous 

position in the global knowledge economy, it is important to have faculty who are diverse in 

background, experience, and teaching philosophy. Faculty diversity can ensure educational 

excellence, bring different perspectives, and infuse new blood into the institution. Admittedly, 

faculty diversity may give rise to conflicts across multiple cultures and power dynamics. In this 

situation, administrators play a vital role in orienting the institution and departments towards a 

fair, collegial, encouraging, and supportive climate to attract and keep the best and brightest 

faculty. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

1. When did you begin your professional career at this university? 

2. Could you briefly describe the organizational culture (e.g. faculty members, students, gender, 

or racial/ethnic makeup)? 

3. What support did you get from the organization for your socialization to the organizational 

culture? 

4. What was/were the most difficult aspect(s) for you in the first year? How did you solve the 

difficulties? 

5. How about your professional experiences after initial entry? 

6. What support did you get from the organization for your socialization to the organization? 

7. How do you think of the influence of your racial identity, including language and cultural 

differences on your socialization? 

8. What challenges have you faced during the process? How do you solve the challenges? 

9. What insights do you bring to the organization? 

10. What are your suggestions for other or future international faculty members? 

11. Is there anything else that you would like to add in order to help me understand your 

experiences as an international faculty member?
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Appendix B 

Observation Form 

Participant: _____         Date: _____         Place: _____         Course: _____         Time: _____ 

Area Observations Comments 

Organization 

 
  

English Proficiency 

 
  

Instructional Strategies 

 
  

Interaction with Students 

 
  

Communication Skills 
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