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Understanding the Influence of Discrimination in the Graduate 

Employment Market for English Language Teachers in China: 

Lessons for Higher Education Institutions. 

Abstract 

Higher education institutions are under pressure to maximise student employability. 

However, the realities of graduate employment, and the criteria upon which 

employers select candidates, is complex. Higher education often promotes 

meritocratic rewards, however real-world hiring decisions are subjective and 

sometimes discriminatory. Equally complex is the division of responsibilities and 

accountabilities between different university departments, including Careers Service 

Offices. This study seeks to advise higher education institutions how they can better 

prepare students for the discrimination that they may encounter in graduate 

employment markets, specifically that for English language teachers in China. 

This study adopts an interpretivist methodology. It utilises interviews and surveys to 

gather comprehensive qualitative and quantitative data on the experiences of 

graduates with discrimination in the English teaching industry in China. This research 

builds upon ample literature discussing discrimination both within the global English 

language teaching industry and within China. Although factors such as age, weight, 

and sexuality emerge as pivotal to some individual experiences, the most common 

themes to emerge relate to discrimination based upon ethnicity and first-language. 

Through the research and existing literature we identify the value judgements 

idealising the ‘native speaker’, and the broader challenges of racism in China. 

This study looks at the relative influence of factors such as qualifications and 

experience compared to demographic factors such as ethnicity in employment 

decisions, while asking graduates how well they feel they were prepared for the 

realities of discrimination in the employment market by their higher education 

institutions. The study seeks to develop a broad understanding of the varied 

experiences and opinions of graduates, and as such cannot guarantee a full picture of 
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person-independent reality. Nevertheless, the experiences identified are real and are 

likely to be shared by future graduates entering the same context. 

This study concludes with a series of recommendations for higher education 

institutions, including that; they should consider mandatory, or voluntary, courses to 

advise future graduates on finding employment, both locally, and internationally; they 

should overtly discuss discrimination in the job market with all students; they should 

overtly address differences between discrimination in the domestic and international 

employment markets; and they should directly address the unique challenges of 

international job-seeking, and issues of culture-shock when pursuing international 

careers. 

Keywords 

English Teaching, China, Discrimination, Racism, Graduate Employment, Job 

Market, Employability, Higher Education 
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1.0 Introduction 

The research questions which underpin this thesis initially emerged as practical 

challenges within my working life. Despite feeling well prepared for my official 

professional responsibilities, the experiences I had enjoyed in other contexts, and the 

expectations I had developed about education recruitment, clashed with the realities of 

daily experience on the ground in China. My previous experience as an English 

teacher across Europe, and as kindergarten principal in Germany, left me largely 

uncritical of traditional models of employability. Indeed, while it would be extremely 

naïve to assume an absence of discrimination within those contexts, discrimination  

never emerged as an overt, fundamental, or widespread concern. Instead, 

discrimination was largely discussed as something that we are all occasionally guilty 

of, leading to numerous training sessions geared towards understanding our own 

subconscious prejudices, and striving towards true equality. Even as an administrator 

in a Saudi Arabian University I was never exposed to overt racism in hiring decisions, 

although I was introduced to the realities of systematic wage discrimination against 

non-native English speakers hired to teach English. 

Upon arrival in China I served as a multi-department director for a large network of 

education institutions across 18 Chinese provinces. In essence the role was similar to 

that of an internal consultant. I managed a team, and together we travelled the country 

auditing the academic quality of our diverse centres, offering training and advice, with 

a special focus upon “international education standards”. Our primary objective was 

the creation of bilingual learning environments, involving high quality English 

language teaching. I have since moved to a smaller company, but maintain a very 

similar role. 

In both contexts I was shocked to see how often ‘academic quality’ seemed to be 

associated with superficial factors by local managers. I was regularly told that an 

individual was not a good teacher because they were too old, too fat, or (most often) 

not white enough. I was also amazed at how so-called ‘native’ English speakers were 

treated with significantly more respect, and paid significantly more, than non-native 
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English teachers, even when all other indicators (such as experience and 

qualifications) would have suggested that the reverse should have been true. 

As I explored the taught modules of the University of Liverpool’s EdD programme, I 

could not help but notice stark differences between the contexts described by many 

writers of employability theory, and the contexts in which I found myself operating. 

Even where writers acknowledged the role of discrimination, they did not seem to 

consider employability models in which discrimination was the primary and dominant 

force in HR decisions.  

On a human level I felt powerless and ineffective in challenging the status quo. While 

small victories could very occasionally be won, through passionately defending highly 

qualified, experienced, or talented candidates, the scale of the challenge was daunting. 

In my company alone, I was facing the same predicament within over 50 large 

education centres, and anecdotal evidence from associates working in different 

companies suggested that other employers were no different. As a result, rather than 

eliminating these barriers, I and my team focussed upon mitigating their effects. We 

established systems of pastoral support for educators, including developing support 

networks for individuals from similar backgrounds, in order to help them understand 

that they were not alone nor isolated in the discrimination they faced. 

However, I felt that there was more that could be done. One common trait I observed 

was that individuals would arrive in China completely ignorant of the reality, only to 

plunge into a rather sharp culture shock upon arrival. Even those who were not 

personally targeted by discriminatory practices would be genuinely shocked when 

confronted with overt discrimination such as job adverts seeking “whites only”. 

Ultimately, I wondered whether there was anything which could be done at the higher 

education level to better prepare all graduates for the diverse realities of international 

employment. Specifically, I wondered what programmes such as English Language 

Teaching, which overtly prepare large numbers of graduates for international 

employment, could do. It seemed reasonable to expect such courses to provide 

sufficient pre- and post-graduation advice, guidance, information and pastoral support 

	14
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



for students, in-line with the specific career paths for which the programmes were 

preparing them. I also wondered about the potential role that centralised offices, such 

as Careers Service Offices, might be able to contribute through collaborative action. 

Indeed, one objective of higher education institutions (HEIs) is to prepare students for 

employment within their prospective fields (McCaffery, 2010). Indeed while “some 

academics think that embracing employability could infringe academic autonomy” 

(Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 10), universities typically embrace preparations 

to provide students with appropriate knowledge and practical skills as required by 

their future industries (Helyer, 2011). Moreover, HEIs increasingly consider preparing 

students for the broader socio-political industrial contexts into which graduates will 

migrate as a key responsibility (Lanier et al., 1995). Accordingly, institutions such as 

the University of Reading have "provided for groups likely to encounter 

discrimination in the labour market" through various initiatives designed to raise 

awareness and preparation (Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 14).  

However, every context is different, and the needs of graduates entering one graduate 

employment market may differ from those entering another. Likewise, the existence 

of “discrimination in the labour market” (ibid) may also differ between contexts. This 

creates a fundamental challenge for higher education institutions, as they seek both to 

prepare graduates for the challenges that appear commonly across broad swathes of 

the employment market, and those that may be more specific to individual industries. 

The primary objective of this research is: 

• To provide higher education institutions with clear and actionable 

recommendations for how they can better prepare future graduates for the 

graduate employment market for English language teachers in China, and 

specifically for the influence of discrimination in that market. 

In order to achieve these objectives, this research needs to build an understanding of 

the experiences that graduates encounter within the employment market for English 
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language teachers in China, especially with regards to discrimination. Furthermore, 

this research needs to establish the level to which graduates feel that they were 

successfully prepared by their higher education institutions for the experiences that 

they have encountered, and areas where they would have benefited from 

improvements. Understanding each of these areas in turn requires an understanding of 

the contextual background in which this research is conducted. 

In the industry of English Language Teaching (ELT), as in many other industries, 

graduates seeking employment may encounter discrimination and other unexpected 

barriers to employment. It is therefore important for higher education institutions who 

prepare graduates for the ELT industry to reflect upon whether those graduates have 

been adequately prepared for the specific challenges they may face. ELT graduates 

may find employment applications evaluated subjectively for suitability according to 

variables that differ from those used by HEIs to assess students' academic and 

vocational attainment. Specifically, ELT graduates may find that their countries of 

origin, first languages or perceived first languages, accents, or racial heritages 

influence access to employment opportunities (see Zhou, 2007, and Appendix A). 

Within the ELT industry, such discrimination is often viewed in reference to the idea 

of linguistic imperialism. Linguistic imperialism accounts for the tendency of 

dominant languages, especially international languages such as English, to be seen as 

the property of a select elite group, who often represent only a minority of the actual 

language users (Phillipson, 1992). Through this mechanism, an elite group is seen to 

have authority over the systems, methods, and practices of a language and the cultural 

traditions embedded within it. One segment of language users is seen to define how 

the language can be ‘correctly' used and what cultural traditions shape the language. 

Through these mechanisms, other language users are denied jurisdiction over the 

tongue (Al Rubaie, 2010). The result of these processes may lead to the opinions and 

ideas of people from select ethnicities, social classes, or cultural backgrounds being 

granted prestige over others. 

Issues of discrimination may have consequences for HEIs preparing students for 

employment in the ELT industry post-graduation. While HEIs (and graduates 
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themselves) often discuss ‘employability’ with an emphasis upon academic 

qualifications, professional experience, and practical skills, employers within the 

marketplace sometimes prioritise the social-cultural backgrounds and superficial 

attributes of candidates when considering who to employ. This can result in 

discrimination if, for example, employers perceive that only white native English 

speakers possess ‘genuine proficiency' over the language. Indeed, appendix A shows a 

range of ‘recruitment advertisements’, publicly promoted within Chinese digital 

media, that specify a required ethnicity for candidates (white or Caucasian). 

In theory these challenges could be alleviated through direct communication between 

academic experts and graduate employers themselves. Indeed, an academic 

understanding of linguistic imperialism could help ELT employers as they seek to 

develop internal employment practices. This understanding would also support the 

development of relationships between graduate employers and HEIs. However, the 

forces shaping the employment practices of employers, many of whom operate in the 

private sector, and who span diverse contexts across the entire globe, are extremely 

complex. These forces are further complicated by differences in local cultures, 

economic realities, and historic experiences. As a result, different contexts may 

require separate consideration. Just as this research focuses only upon one industrial 

context, the ELT industry, this research also focuses upon only one cultural context, 

the People’s Republic of China. Within this context forces of discrimination interact 

with other cultural forces to shape the experience of graduates seeking employment.  

Rather than seeking to change the cultural realities of the context, this research seeks 

to provide HEIs with actionable recommendations that may help them to better 

prepare future generations of graduates, who may wish to enter the Chinese ELT 

industry (see ‘research questions’ in chapter 3). Moreover, this study adopts an 

interpretivist methodology. The objective is to build a strong understanding of the  

personal experiences of English language teachers in China, even though this study 

cannot offer a complete and correct analysis of person-independent reality. 

In order to achieve the aims of this research, information is required beyond that 

available through a review of the available literature alone. An understanding of the 
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real-world experiences of contemporary graduates within the graduate employment 

market for English teachers in China is required to provide a contemporary 

perspective, which can itself be analysed in reference to existing literature. 

Accordingly, this study records such experiences through in-depth interviews, and 

analyses them through an established framework, to reveal the primary factors which 

graduates believe influence the decisions of employers within the market. Following 

deep thematic analysis of the interviews, this study expands upon the available data 

by undertaking a broad quantitative and qualitative survey, which is designed to 

reflect the themes that emerge through the interview process. Indeed, the survey is 

designed to further investigate the main themes which emerge through the interview 

stage, in order to better establish the relative breadth to which the factors raised by 

interviewees are common across the community of graduate English teachers in China 

as a whole. However, the surveys also offer respondents the opportunity to provide 

qualitative data to enhance the survey through a series of open-ended questions. 

Having established the realities of the graduate employment market for English 

teachers in China, from the perspective of the graduates themselves, this study turns 

attention to the universities and other HEIs from which the job-seekers graduated. In 

doing so, the research asks both interviewees and survey respondents to provide data 

regarding the extent to which higher education institutions successfully prepared 

them, as graduates, for the realities of employment and the employment market. This 

involves understanding the extent to which graduates were prepared for finding 

employment both within the ‘local’ context, and the ‘globalised’ context. It also 

involves understanding the extent to which Higher Education Institutions prepared 

graduates for issues such as discrimination within the employment market. This 

includes overtly ensuring that every graduate understands that discrimination is a 

universal phenomenon. Discrimination is universal because any individual’s specific 

traits, differences or attributes may be exploited by others for their own purposes, to 

marginalise or suppress the interests of that individual or those of an associated group. 

Once these factors are established this research is able to provide concrete and 

actionable recommendations for higher education institutions in order that they can 

better serve future generations of graduates seeking employment within this industry. 
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The recommendations are drawn from analytical study of the data, as well as through 

the documentation of direct requests and suggestions raised by participants throughout 

the research process. 
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2.0 Literature Review 

In order to understand the background context in which this research takes place, it is 

important to first examine the context of the education industry within China. We then 

need to turn our attention to the broader issues surrounding employability, embracing 

a critical perspective upon established theories.  

In order to better understand issues of race and discrimination within the English 

Language Teaching industry, we examine writers who have looked at the pressures of 

discrimination in the ELT industry, and writers who investigate specific areas of 

discrimination in English Language Teaching, such as the perception of the ‘native-

speaker’ as the ideal English teacher. Then, in appreciation of the specific context in 

which this research is being conducted, we also need to investigate existing literature 

which discusses discrimination within China and specifically the Chinese education 

industry, including developing an understanding of the underlying cultural perceptions 

of race and linguistic identity within China. 

Finally to understand the context in which this research develops its 

recommendations, we look at writers who have analysed the role that higher education 

institutions play in preparing students for the employment market, as well as the 

issues surrounding how higher education institutions prepare students for issues of 

discrimination that they might encounter. 

2.1 The Research Context 

In order to understand the influence of discrimination in the graduate employment 

market for English language teachers in China, and in order to develop actionable 

recommendations for higher education institutions, it is essential that we first 

understand the context in which this research takes place. This study is set within the 

English language teaching industry in the People’s Republic of China. This context 

combines influences from the global English language teaching industry, the HEIs 

who provide training and qualifications for English teachers, as well as influences 
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from the cultural, legal, political, and historical context of the People’s Republic of 

China, as defined during the contemporary era. 

In many parts of the world, the English language is taught through state education 

systems as the dominant second-language or non-local language. In order to fulfil this 

demand, a professional network of English language teachers, both native and non-

native speakers, has developed across the world, while an industry of specialised 

English language teaching establishments has emerged alongside them. Although 

English is spoken across a diverse range of cultures, Kachru (1992) discusses how the 

English language teaching (ELT) industry predominantly favours standardised English 

features from countries that he terms to be in the ‘inner circle’, such as the United 

Kingdom and the United States of America. Indeed, Khodadady and Shayesteh (2016, 

p. 604) remind us that “it used to be a commonly held belief that English was the 

exclusive property of native speakers.” 

As a result, it is common for both private and state school systems to import language 

teachers from abroad, in order to provide a language education that is deemed to be 

authentic. Phillipson (1992) has written extensively about how this global English 

language teaching industry was deliberately led and funded by vested interests within 

countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States of America as a way to 

exert soft-power and maintain a global economic advantage. For example, the British 

Council, far from simply teaching English to willing learners, has a clear geopolitical 

role and socio-political objectives derived from the United Kingdom government. 

This approach to language policy is different to that of many other countries where 

English is an official language, such as India, or Ghana, (from the ‘outer-

circle’ (Kachru, 1992)) which widely use English, especially within official capacities, 

but do not aggressively export the language, and whose citizens may not be 

considered as native-speakers of the language by education institutions in third 

countries.  

Meanwhile, countries such as China with limited historical experience of anglophone 

colonisation, form an ‘expanding circle’ within the ELT industry, (Kachru, 1992). For 

most contexts within the ‘expanding circle’, the ELT industry has grown alongside 
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rapidly increasing exposure to English within increasingly globalised societies. 

Indeed, in many places there has been a national acceptance at the government level 

of the ‘need’ for children to learn English, despite those countries having no 

substantial, or limited historical, internal English-speaking communities. Indeed, the 

explosion of English has been especially noteworthy in the former communist 

countries who have undergone dramatic transformations since the late 1980s and early 

1990s, in large part due to the real and perceived connections between English and 

wealth, English and development, and English and global travel (Prendergast, 2008).  

Likewise, China’s increased integration within the global economy is clear. As early 

as the middle of the 20th century China was encouraging, even financing, foreign 

students and others to migrate to China (Hevi, 1966). While, in recent years China has 

welcomed increasing numbers of international businesses to its shores, has engaged in 

major investments abroad, and has itself become a major supplier of international 

students to universities around the world (Barron, Gourlay, and Gannon-Leary, 2010). 

These forces have ensured that an increasing number of Chinese people are coming 

into regular contact with foreigners, either as visitors within their own country, or as 

visitors abroad themselves.  

When these varied forces are taken together, the increasing importance of English 

language learning for Chinese people, and the changing attitudes toward education, 

are hardly surprising. Zhang and Bray (2015, p. 84) provide an important summary to 

the specific context of the education industry in China when they remind us that: 

“Until the 1980s, public schools were the sole providers of formal education for 

children and youth in the People's Republic of China, under the strict socialist regime. 

Now, fueled by the advent of the market economy and the strength of social demand, 

private provision of education has gained general social acceptance.” 

The importance of these changes, for this study, cannot be underestimated. The 

increasing market demand for private education in China is directly connected to the 

growth of the English language teaching industry, through the increasing demand for  

(and the associated prestige of) English-medium tertiary education. Already a decade 
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ago Altbach (2009) explained that there were 11,000 students in China studying 

through the British academic system thanks to international partnerships between 

institutions, indeed Altback (2009) explains that in total well over 1000 international 

academic institutions have collaborative arrangements with Chinese partners 

This situation has since continued to expand with the arrival of increasing numbers of 

international higher education brands, such as the University of Liverpool, the 

University of Nottingham, and the University of Leicester, as well as school brands 

such as Wellington College, Wycombe Abbey, and Sedbergh School.  

Indeed, the drive for English-medium private education has shaped the English 

language teaching industry across China. English has been adopted as one of the core 

subjects within mainstream school education in China, ensuring that all children in 

China study at least some English. However, this is only the tip of the iceberg, as 

Zhang and Bray (2015) explain, almost 30% of all children pay privately for 

additional English classes beyond those provided by the school system. This has 

fuelled the demand in China for English teachers from across the world. This demand 

has seen 55% of urban students engaged with extra-curricular classes,  including over 

70% in major cities such as Shenzhen and Wuhan, while even in less economically 

developed regions three quarters of children had received at least some sort of tutoring 

outside of school by grade 10 (Zhang and Bray, 2015; Xue & Ding, 2008; Tang, 2009; 

Shen, 2008; and Zhang, 2011). 

With China consistently amongst the fastest growing major economies, citizens the 

world over are increasingly attracted by the opportunities available through 

employment in China. Many graduates arrive having studied English language 

teaching, education, or a similar field. However it is important to note that graduates 

from absolutely any degree programme are considered qualified to teach English in 

China, providing that they have a 120 hour TEFL certificate and a passport from a 

‘recognised’ native English speaking country. Interestingly, until 2016, China did not 

restrict the issuing of visas for jobs as English language teachers to any specific 

nationality, instead simply requiring certain qualifications (namely and TEFL or 

TESOL certificate). However, in an attempt to improve the quality of teaching, China 
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has now copied countries such as South Korea in limiting (new) visas to specific 

passport holders. Ironically this has resulted in many experienced English teachers, 

with relevant degrees in education or linguistics, struggling to enter the market, while 

making it even easier for so-called ‘native’ English speakers even if they have neither 

experience nor relevant higher education qualifications. 

Moreover, these changes are not unprecedented. Kachru (1992), and Khodadady and 

Shayesteh (2016), make it clear that ‘expanding circle’ countries almost universally 

seek to import English language teaching systems (and often teachers) from ‘inner 

circle’ countries (such as the United Kingdom and the United States of America). 

Indeed, Khodadady and Shayesteh (ibid) and Kachru (1992) emphasise how there is 

an irony that countries like China, which seek to expand English learning due to the 

perceived ‘global power’ of the language, choose to focus only upon the Englishes 

represented by a small number of ‘traditional’ dialects, rather than focussing upon the 

global Englishes used to facilitate international trade between countless ‘outer-circle’ 

and ‘expanding circle’ countries. 

The growth in the ELT industry also appears to parallel the major increases in global 

higher education funding and enrollment over recent years (Sarker, Davis, & 

Tiropanis, 2010). Indeed, the ELT industry is one of the many industries benefiting 

from the growth in the number of graduates entering the market. This expansion can 

be seen especially within countries that previously had limited exposure to the English 

language. However, the growth in the provision of graduates by higher education 

institutions has accompanied changing expectations regarding the overall purpose of 

higher education and the services that higher education institutions are expected to 

provide, especially in the area of graduate employability (see section 2.2 and 2.3). 

2.2 A Critical Review of Employability 

Definitions of ‘employability’ and ‘what makes a graduate employable’ have changed 

over time. Indeed, “neither government nor its agencies in the governance of higher 

education (at the macro-level) define employability in any degree of specificity to 

direct activities related to its application in practice” (Holmes, 2013, p. 541). Boden 
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and Nedeva (2010, p. 42) discuss how traditionally most major graduate employers 

have “defined employability skills as ‘traditional intellectual skills’, ‘key skills’, 

‘personal attributes’ and ‘knowledge of organisations and how they work’.”   

Even this ‘traditional’ approach includes the open category, ‘personal attributes’, so as 

to allow for the reality that employability includes elements beyond those that might 

be measured in official quantitative assessments of the education system. Indeed, 

understandings of employability need to recognise the importance of factors that are 

subjectively assessed, and therefore employability models must acknowledge that 

discrimination may influence decisions made by employers. However, as Burke, 

Scurry, Blenkinsopp, and Graley (2017, p.88) have argued, our current policies are 

influenced by “dominant perspectives of graduate employability that over-emphasise 

individual agency”. 

In order to move beyond traditional approaches, Boden and Nedeva (ibid) “argue that 

it is not possible in principle to define precisely the content of ‘employability’ as that 

is where heterogeneous employers’ needs and individuals’ attributes meet, and of 

course this will vary over time”. This, more progressive, approach also seems to 

concede the possibility that employment decisions may be taken based upon factors 

beyond ‘skills’ acquired in formal education settings and ‘experience’ acquired in 

traditional employment contexts. Employability is influenced by diverse factors 

including social, cultural and personal capital, and there is a need to explore the 

influence of discrimination (Burke, Scurry, Blenkinsopp, & Graley, 2017). Therefore, 

if higher education institutions are to prepare graduates for finding work in 

international employment markets, then they need to account for all of these varied 

elements. 

This is not to ignore the fact that many dimensions that make up an individual’s 

‘employability’ are controlled, or at least influenced, but the individuals themselves. 

Indeed, Cashian (2017, p. 125) approaches the issue of employability from a critical 

realist perspective, explaining that: 
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“Under the critical realist lens employability becomes a multifaceted phenomenon at 

the heart of which are individual students/ graduates consciously, and unconsciously, 

creating and developing their employability in response to the surrounding social 

structure.” 

Nevertheless, throughout Cashian’s (2017) analysis of employability, issues that are 

beyond the control of students / graduates, such as “a student’s social and 

demographic background” (ibid, p. 126), “gender” and “ethnicity” (ibid, p. 117) are 

raised. Likewise, Lindberg and Rantatalo (2017) discuss how traditional views on 

employability often overlook the reality of discrimination within selection processes, 

arguing that studies focused on employability tend to be prescriptive when looking at 

candidate selection. They suggest that most research ignores the actual question of 

candidate selection, in favour of helping employers to develop systems in order to 

recruit the ‘best’ candidates for the job. As a result, such studies overlook issues of 

discrimination, despite the fact that there is a general consensus that labour markets 

and hiring practices are biased towards certain individuals due to factors including 

class, gender and race (Horverak et al. 2013; Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; and Siivonen, 

2017). 

Likewise, McQuaid and Lindsay (2005, p. 207) have discussed “the increasing 

acceptance that discussions of employability cannot be limited to the orthodoxies of 

solely supply-side and demand-side economic theory”. Indeed, McQuaid and Lindsay 

(ibid) emphasize that: 

“if employers in an area practice discrimination (based, for instance, on area of 

residence, gender, ethnicity, or age) then a person who may have all the required 

employability skills and attributes will still not get employment if they belong to the 

discriminated group”. 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2005, p. 214) also remind us that individual hiring decisions 

alone cannot be used to disprove the existence of discrimination within an 

employment market. Instead, it is vital to examine broader trends and to understand 

the deeper qualitative reality of recruitment processes, because “in a ‘tight’ labour 

	26
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



market, an employer may accept (or find employable) someone whom they would not 

consider in a ‘looser’ labour market”. 

Moreau and Leathwood (2006, p. 319/20) looked specifically at the way that 

historical definitions of employability underestimated the influence of social and 

demographic factors. Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) described a large group of 

individuals as ‘non-traditional’ graduates, due to issues ranging from social class to 

ethnicity and gender. In a foreshadowing of the research questions investigated within 

this paper, Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) found that ‘non-traditional’ graduates do, 

indeed, seem to suffer an ‘employability’ problem. They also reference the need for 

higher education institutions to provide specific support to these individuals, 

highlighting the influence that “ethnicity, gender, social class background, disability 

or age” (ibid) can have upon the employability success of graduates (see also 

Siivonen, 2017).  

Moreover, Burke, Scurry, Blenkinsopp, and Graley (2017, p. 101) remind us that elite 

groups may be seen “moulding the market/structure rather than passively existing 

within one”, in other words, existing elite groups may reaffirm, or even construct, 

barriers to protect their privilege at the expense of other groups, which might explain 

the continued existence of the ‘native speaker fallacy’ in language education, while Li 

(2017) notes further complications caused by language and cultural skills when 

graduates seek employment abroad. 

Indeed, Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) stress that there is no “level playing field” in 

graduate employment markets and thus graduates who are likely to suffer from 

discrimination need to be provided extra support. Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) 

suggest that this should include training so that these graduates learn how to best 

emphasise the strengths that they possess, which may be advantageous to future 

employers, an opinion that shall be considered as this paper advances towards making 

recommendations to higher education institutions. Moreover, Moreau and Leathwood 

(ibid) advise as to the importance of providing “students and graduates with a critical 

framework within which to interpret concepts of employability and their experiences 

in entering the graduate labour market” (ibid). This approach offers not only a 
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practical route for higher education institutions to confront a difficult challenge, it also 

provides graduates with a mechanism to understand hurdles in employability from a 

wider perspective than simply ‘personal failure’. 

Moreau and Leathwood’s (2006) study offers a strong foundation upon which the 

research objectives of this paper, the construction of actionable recommendations to 

higher education institutions, can build. However, Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) did 

not provide any specific details within their broad recommendations for higher 

education institutions. This may be due to the limited scope of their research 

objectives, or may be an indication of the sheer complexity of the task at hand. 

Indeed, it is worth noting that Moreau and Leathwood (ibid) reviewed all 

disadvantaged groups and their industries collectively. In other words, their study 

attempts to understand the macro-level situation encompassing how discrimination 

influences employability overall. Conversely this study seeks specifically to identify 

the experiences of key demographics within one isolated industry’s graduate 

employment market, within only one geographic context. Accordingly, unlike Moreau 

and Leathwood (ibid), this study ultimately seeks to make detailed and actionable 

recommendations to higher education institutions, so that they can better prepare 

future graduates for the realities that they will encounter. In line with the context of 

the study, recommendations will focus upon higher education programmes with a 

clear link to English language teaching and international education, as well as TEFL 

programmes and other similar adult-education courses. 

2.3 Higher Education Institutions and Graduate Employability 

This study is positioned from an epistemological assumption that universities and 

other higher education institutions are, in part, responsible for helping graduates to 

prepare for employment markets after graduation. Many students attend higher 

education institutions specifically to improve their employability, and many 

governments view higher education as an economic investment. Indeed, Sarker, 

Davis, and Tiropanis (2010) have highlighted how modern higher education 

institutions are coming under increasing pressures to change and adapt their systems 

to take account of the economic needs and expectations of both governments and 
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individuals, such as maximising graduate employability. Likewise, Burke, Scurry, 

Blenkinsopp, and Graley (2017, p.88) have argued that “there has been a growing 

emphasis on the role of higher education institutions (HEIs) in relation to graduate 

employment”. 

Indeed, although the traditional and historic role of universities may have emphasised 

research for enlightenment, rather than practical application, modern “universities are 

now charged with raising the employability of their students” (Li, 2017, p. 200). 

Consequently, it is assumed that universities and other higher education institutions 

are required to support students not only with the skills needed to succeed within 

employment, but also the skills needed to secure employment in the first place.  

However, this view is not universally held. Alternative opinions regarding the role of 

higher education institutions often stem from the changing role of education 

establishments over time. Ek, Ideland, Jonsson, and Malmberg (2013, p. 1305) discuss 

the process of the ‘marketisation of education’, explaining that “the scientific 

community has criticised higher education as becoming increasingly subject to 

economic forces, since the allocation of resources is determined by student 

performance, as well as research achievements”. This suggests that research-oriented 

institutions, or at least individual research focused academics, may resist pressures to 

prioritise student employability, fearing that it will lead to research resources being 

allocated according to student earning potential, rather than to areas deemed most 

important by academic themselves.  

These internal conflicts of interest raise questions about the role and responsibilities 

of different higher education departments and administrative functions. For example, 

should responsibility for issues of graduate employability be isolated to departments 

such as The Careers Service Department? Should these issues be considered pastoral 

in nature, and primarily a function of student experience? Or should graduate 

employability be embedded within all academic courses and programmes? Should 

every lecturer or course designer be committed to explaining how each course directly 

addresses issues of employability? 
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Traditionally universities have provided careers services through dedicated offices or 

departments, for example Careers Service Offices, that are often rather detached from 

the daily academic operations of their institutions (Usher et al., 2014). However, 

recent studies and strategy papers have highlighted the potential need for careers 

services to become more holistic, focussing upon long-term skills, competences, and 

student confidence, rather than simply focussing upon short term employability skills. 

Moreover, Usher et al. (2014, p.8) explain that university Careers Service Offices are 

increasingly acknowledging the potential benefits of “developing stronger 

partnerships with internal and external stakeholders, such as university faculty and 

potential employers”. This raises the prospect of direct collaboration between 

academic faculty and careers officers. Such changes offer a unique opportunity to 

engage stakeholders in a debate about discrimination by employers. 

Whatever higher education institutions decide about the internal division of 

responsibilities, the broad scope of these changes now seems inevitable. Indeed, 

despite resistance Ek, Ideland, Jonsson, and Malmberg (ibid) explain that this 

fundamental change of focus is not only emerging due to market forces, it has also 

been integrated within intergovernmental policy agreements, for example “the 

Bologna process has increased the focus on employability.” Moreover, writers such as 

Holmes (2013, p.539), have emphasized how international governmental trends have, 

over recent years, increased the focus of universities upon employability, due to 

shifting financial pressures and commitments, with families increasingly bearing the 

costs of higher education which they assume to be an investment that will return 

increased incomes for their child. Moreover, these fees are often paid through up-front 

loans that will then be recouped from the students’ incomes post-graduation, which 

places even more pressure upon students to convert their studies into increased 

income Holmes (2013). 

Indeed, Bartell (2003) acknowledges that internationalisation in the global economy 

has transformed student expectations, while influencing and affecting a broad range of 

stakeholders connected to higher education institutions in varied ways. Amongst the 

most important stakeholders are the students themselves who place a great emphasis 
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upon the need to be prepared for an internationalised working environment. Bartell 

(2003, p. 66) states that:  

“Students, preparing for careers, as the twenty first century unfolds, require global 

competence to understand the world they live in and to function effectively as citizens 

and in their work lives. Based on this premise, it means in part, that the knowledge 

and information generated, transmitted and disseminated by the professionals in 

universities (the professors) must be congruent with the objective of educating for 

global functioning.” 

Indeed, Boden and Nedeva (2010), point out that higher education institutions are 

themselves commonly and publicly judged by the number of their graduates who 

enter employment, for example by the Higher Education Statistical Agency’s (HESA) 

graduate employment survey. Furthermore, such contemporary reviews of 

institutional performance increasingly look at longer-term trends in employability as 

well as the status of recent graduates. With higher education institutions having their 

entire performance ranked upon such measures, can they afford to limit the 

departments that focus upon graduate employability to those of ‘Careers Services’, 

‘Graduate services’ and those engaged with pastoral support? 

Some academic departments might counter that their fundamental missions of 

knowledge attainment and the development of research skills are fundamentally 

separate from the ‘employability’ skills sought by most employers, and that they are 

ill-suited to help students develop them. Indeed, Tymon (2013) argues that experience 

and training gained through employment itself is better suited to enhance individual 

employability than the formal curricula encountered through higher education. 

Although perhaps ironically Tymon (ibid) cautions that a rapidly growing number of 

employers are reluctant to invest in the transferable skills of their employees, due to a 

seeming lack of long-term commitment by workers in the modern economy. 

Nevertheless, assuming that higher education institutions embrace a focus upon 

employability, to what extent should these efforts reflect the challenge of 

discrimination in employment? There have been studies which have strongly argued 
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that higher education institutions should provide increased careers education to 

students, taking “account of the diversity of the student population” including issues 

of social class, family background, and thus the social capital with which they enter 

the employment market (Greenbank, 2009, p. 167). 

The quality of careers education is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to 

discussing the role that universities play in preparing future graduates for the 

employment market of their chosen industry, and the potential influence of 

discrimination upon their experiences. Indeed, when potential discrimination in 

employability is considered, the discussion about which higher education institution 

departments should be involved becomes even more complicated. Naturally, 

departments with a focus upon pastoral student support may have the most experience 

dealing with these issues. However, is there a case that absolutely all programmes, 

courses, and departments should actively consider how their syllabi and procedures 

actively address issues of discrimination? 

The fundamental challenge is that higher education institutions not only possess a 

duty of care for the academic attainment of students, they are also inherently 

connected with the long-term societal trends surrounding equality and social justice 

(Brennan and Naidoo, 2008). Indeed, all HEIs must consider whether their systems 

and provisions help to progressively disseminate opportunities or reinforce the elite 

status of certain groups (Moore, 2004). Anderson, Louis, and Earle (1994) have 

shown the strong correlations between HEI cultural climates and future employment 

events. Accordingly, the broader social challenges that students face should inform the 

duty of care that HEIs have towards students both pre- and post-graduation. 

2.4 Race and Discrimination in English Language Teaching 

The graduate employment market within the English language teaching (ELT) 

industry owes its size and growth to the development of English as an international 

language. However, the dominance of English as a global language brings ethical 

challenges (Pennycook, 1994). Indeed, writers such as Canagarajah (1999) help us 

understand the existence of linguistic imperialism, while Karmaini (2005) and Kabel 
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(2007) have publicly debated the extent to which the ELT industry remains a tool of 

cultural oppression as against being a force for unity. They have also analysed the 

rights of English speakers from ‘periphery’ language communities, as have Al Jarf 

(2008), Al Samaanim (2014), and Mirhosseini (2008).  

HEIs need to ensure that students are aware of the privilege afforded by their 

linguistic knowledge and status, and students who will later work as English language 

teachers need to be aware of the cultural and linguistic rights of all individuals 

(Phillipson, 1992 and Pennycook, 1994). This awareness must include an 

understanding of how discrimination affects both learners and teachers of languages 

from minority or marginalised groups. 

Indeed, HEIs need to be aware that future language teachers themselves will 

experience different levels of discrimination, depending upon their backgrounds and 

circumstances. The existence of this discrimination is nothing new, however the 

increasing marketisation of language education, and the unregulated nature of many 

institutions where language is taught, is magnifying the challenge (Ramjattan, 2019). 

Faculties within HEIs who run courses for aspiring English language teachers must 

develop policies to ensure that students of different backgrounds are afforded equal 

rights and respect within courses, within admission processes, and with regards to 

pastoral care (see Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 14). These policies might 

include acknowledgment of the right of individuals to appropriate the English 

language (this paper adopts the definition of ‘appropriation' as put forward by Kabel 

(2007, p. 136) who argues "that appropriation, far from being drenched in a 

confrontational idiom, is a move towards new sites of collaboration and contestation, 

towards much wider human possibilities").  

Indeed, how can we expect employment markets for English language teachers to 

foster equality, if we operate an industry in which all English teachers, whether from 

Glasgow, Delhi, or Accra, are expected to emulate (and teach) a very narrow version 

of English that is only actually used on a daily basis by small communities near 

Cambridge, England or Cambridge, Massachusetts. Indeed, Galloway and Rose 

(2015) argue for the need to accept ‘Global Englishes’ as a concept that embraces 
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English as a lingua franca, English as an international language, and World Englishes, 

and thus recognises the rights of diverse communities to own (and teach) their 

English. Meanwhile, Mahboob (2018) argues that we need to go even further, and 

embrace the idea of teaching English as a dynamic language (TEDL) if we are to truly 

recognise and empower and legitimise the diverse variations that exist across English 

speaking communities. 

Moreover, HEIs must also consider the employment markets into which their students 

are likely to graduate. Even in countries with legal protections against discrimination 

“the age and socio-economic/ethnic background of a graduate appears to influence 

recruitment decisions” (Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 18). Indeed, Clark and 

Paran (2007) showed that even in the UK market for English Language Teachers, 70% 

of institutions viewed “native speaker status” as being an important consideration 

when hiring, meaning that “English teachers who are fluent, well qualified and 

experienced, and who have the legal right to work in Britain, may struggle to find 

employment because of their NNES status” (ibid, p. 423). 

Meanwhile, although the majority of scholarship into the English teaching industry 

has focused upon discrimination based upon native language, rather than 

discrimination based upon race or ethnicity, the second is as prevalent, if not more 

prevalent in certain contexts (Kubota & Lin, 2006, and Ruecker, Frazier, & Tseptsura, 

2018). Indeed, in graduate employment markets such as China, it is still common to 

see ‘preferred’ racial identities stated on job adverts (see Ruecker & Ives, 2015, and 

Appendix A). Moreover, individuals who are classed as ‘non-native’ English speakers 

are often paid less than others based solely on nationality, regardless of language 

proficiency or qualifications (Zhou, 2007). Accordingly, someone who is white with 

no degree or teaching experience, may earn more and find readier employment than 

someone who is non-white but has relevant experience and qualifications (see 

appendix A). Indeed, Ruecker (2011) highlights multiple examples of non-white 

teachers, with advanced qualifications, struggling immensely to secure employment as 

English teachers. 

	34
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



However, there are gaps in the understanding of how these challenges influence the 

discrimination that graduates encounter. Some prominent voices promote the benefit 

of ‘non-native English teachers’ (NNES) in supporting the learning of students (for 

example Jenkins, 2013), while Ruecker (2011, p. 418) has argued that “NNES 

teachers have a number of advantages such as being bilingual and bicultural and a 

vital role model as a language learner and one who can, in fact, better empathize with 

students.” Nevertheless, these arguments do not automatically mean that employers 

welcome diverse teaching communities. Indeed, there needs to be more research 

directed towards understanding the barriers to employment that newly graduated 

teachers face (Zhou, 2007). 

The dominant focus of existing literature, on the rights of language users and learners 

within the ELT industry, differs from the emphasis of this study upon the rights of 

teachers within the ELT graduate employment market. While the over-arching moral 

themes remain relevant, such as issues of language appropriation, individual rights to 

use primary languages, the right to racial equality, and the right to use non-standard 

linguistic forms, this study seeks to enhance the debate through an alternative 

approach. Indeed, it is a need to understand how discrimination impacts employability 

in the ELT industry that underlies the research questions within this thesis. 

However, in order to understand discrimination within the employment market for 

English language teachers in China, one must first understand how discrimination 

arises. The first concern is the idea, called the ‘monolingual fallacy’ by Phillipson 

(1992), that languages should be taught exclusively in the target language (called the 

L2). As Canagarajah (1999, p. 126) asserts, “it is claimed that an impressive tradition 

of empirical research confirms the assumption that English should be the sole medium 

for instruction for non-native students, and that the use of their first languages should 

be eschewed at all costs”. However, this is heavily contested, and the perspective 

ignores the arguments of Jenkins (2013), that language learners benefit from a non-

monolingual learning environment. Pennycook (1994), argues that there are socio-

political forces which encourage the continuation of these fallacies for the benefit of 

certain privileged groups. Indeed, Canagarajah (1999, p. 126) argues that the notion of 

a ‘monolingual ideal' "ensures that speakers of centre-based Englishes can market 
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themselves as teachers in periphery communities without having acquired any 

proficiency in the local languages". 

These arguments are then inter-connected with what Phillipson (1992) refers to as the 

‘native speaker fallacy’. The logic continues that if monolingual language 

environments are the best, then this can be assured by eschewing teachers who speak 

local languages in favour of those who only speak the L2. Moreover, Canagarajah 

(1999) argues that the ‘native speaker fallacy’ promotes the idea that native 

competence is both a measurement of teaching quality and a goal for learners, despite 

the argument that “considering native competence as the target to be achieved is 

meaningless, since the needs and contexts of L2 speakers differ in many ways from 

center-based speakers” Canagarajah (1999, p. 127). Indeed, rather than idealise the 

native-speaker, Piller (2002, p. 201) argues that “it would help to set up more realistic 

goals, and support SLL by presenting students with realistic role models of successful 

L2 users rather than the monolingual native speakers they can never be”. Moreover, 

being a native speaker of a language does not directly infer that an individual has a 

strong understanding of the methods and systems of that language. However, the 

‘native speaker fallacy’ elevates such individuals without consideration of 

qualifications or experience. 

Despite these arguments, many employers in certain countries, including China, hold 

the idea that the “ideal teacher is a young, White, enthusiastic native speaker of 

English” (Ruecker & Ives, 2015, p. 734) and produce job-advertisements with a 

‘clear’ overall message that “non-native-English-speaking teachers from countries 

outside of the approved list, regardless of qualifications, need not apply” (ibid) (see 

Appendix A). This may be, in part, due to a view of “students as consumers, not of 

language education delivered by well-trained and committed professionals, but rather 

of a Western, English language experience characterized by exciting interactions with 

enthusiastic native English speakers” (ibid, p. 751). 

Moreover, ever since Philipson’s Linguistic Imperialism (1992), which helped to 

define the research area, students of linguistic imperialism have noted the 

“intersections of race and native speakerism” (Ruecker & Ives, 2015, p. 736). Indeed, 
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when the ‘native speaker fallacy’ combines with a system of racial understanding that 

regards English speaking countries as inherently ‘Caucasian’, then a picture emerges 

with a very narrow definition of the ‘ideal’ English language teacher. As Lee (2009, 

p.10), describes, for many East Asians, “Whites are an ideally globalized group who is 

equipped with political and economic power and speak ideal English”. 

Of course, China is not unique as a context where overt preferences for linguistic 

identity and race blur with qualifications and experience in defining a graduate 

applicant’s employability. For example, in Thailand “a lot of the ads [for hiring 

teachers] that ask for a native speaker really mean ‘Asians need not apply’. If you 

look like a Westerner (i.e. you’re white) you’ll often be accepted as a native speaker 

even if you’re German, Dutch etc.” (Watson-Todd & Pojanapunya, 2008, p.25). 

Indeed, racial and linguistic discrimination is a global phenomenon and Lin et al 

(2004, p. 496) argue that people of colour, especially women of colour are typically 

pushed to the ‘bottom ranks’ of the English teaching community. Studies in places 

such as Indonesia and Thailand have demonstrated a preference for ‘native-

speakers' (Kramadibrata, 2016), while also raising the idea of white non-native 

English speaking teachers being preferable to non-white native English-speaking 

teachers (Watson-Todd & Pojanapunya, 2008).  

Likewise, Lee (2009) and Grant and Lee (2009) argue that in Korea, Koreans seek to 

actively emulate cultures seen to be dominant, which are predominantly the ‘West’, 

‘central English-speaking countries’ and ‘white people’. They argue that “Koreans are 

eager to position themselves closer to these groups, as opposed to the non-West, the 

Periphery, or non-Whites” (Lee, 2009, p.3). They argue that in cultures such as Korea, 

Japan, and Malaysia national systems are encouraging citizens to learn English, “by 

connecting English competency to a strong national economy” (ibid, p.2), while for 

many “globalization means global economic leadership, (and) Whites symbolize 

economic advancement… Whites have become a global representation of power and 

privilege” (ibid, p.3). 

A revealing study into attitudes towards race and linguistic identity in ELT was 

undertaken by Amin (1997), who examined the attitudes of English language teachers 
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and learners within Canada. The study suggests that relevant experience and 

qualifications of teaching candidates matter less than either their ‘first-language' status 

or their ethnicity for students. The overarching discourse which permeates the study 

suggests that English language learners in Canada believe that “only White people are 

‘real’ Canadians” (ibid, p. 580), and therefore “only White people can be native 

speakers of English” (ibid). Consequently, because of the broadly held opinion that 

“only native speakers know ‘real’, ‘proper,’ ‘Canadian’ English” (ibid), it thus follows 

that only white people can teach ‘real’ English. These findings mirror the findings of 

Shuck (2006, p. 274) who argues that “U.S.-born citizens, native English speakers, 

and Caucasians come to stand in for each other as conceptual categories”. These 

realities result in an overwhelming preference for white teachers, while minority 

educators face discrimination and additional barriers to success within their career. 

The absence of a focus upon teacher qualifications and experience is fascinating when 

correlated with research that shows that students perceive native English-speaking 

teachers as generally lacking pedagogic skills, despite being ‘preferable’ in other ways 

(Ma, 2012). If ‘native-English teachers’ really are lacking in pedagogic skills then 

either there is a mass failure of higher education institutions in English speaking 

countries to prepare pedagogues, or (Watson-Todd & Pojanapunya (2008), and others 

suggest) teachers are being employed regardless of qualifications and experience, 

potentially purely due to their ethnicity or nationality (in which case it is no wonder 

that they lack the required skills). Sadly, as seen in Appendix A, “racist hiring 

practices… (are) explicit as seen in job advertisements that openly ask for white 

instructors” (Ramjattan, 2019, p.128). 

Accordingly, the economic dominance of the English language as a linguistic force 

has combined with the historic economic dominance of white people as an 

imperialistic force, so that the two are perceived as being essentially related. When 

combined with the cultural ambition to ‘emulate' perceived dominant groups (Lee, 

2009), the role of a language teacher moves beyond linguistic talent, or the ability to 

foster linguistic advancement in learners, to a role of economic, cultural, and even 

racial, ambassador. 
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It is also worth considering how English language curricula reinforce and encourage 

the attitudes that lead to discrimination in language education. While English as a 

language is presented as being a feature of ‘internationalism’, the idea of 

internationalism is presented only in relation to specific cultures. In many situations, 

‘whites’, ‘the west’, and ‘international’, are treated as synonymous concepts. As 

argued by Lee (2009, p.9), “textbook authors’ choice of content that depicts foreign 

cultures and foreigners perpetuates prejudice against the non-West, hence negating 

any notion of true intercultural understanding and global awareness”. These factors 

highlight the complex reality that varied forms and sources of discrimination 

intertwine and interconnect within teacher recruitment processes, which further 

complicates any counter-measures that could be undertaken by higher education 

institutions to prepare future graduates. 

2.5 Race and Discrimination in China 

According to the State Council of the People's Republic of China (2014), China is an 

ethnically diverse nation, combining 56 recognised indigenous ethnic groups 

(nationalities), and an extensive range of ethnolinguistic identities. According to the 

Constitution of the People's Republic of China, as adopted in 1982, "all nationalities 

in the People's Republic of China are equal” (see The People’s Daily).  

Nevertheless, despite the inherent diversity within China, some issues of linguistic 

and ethnic privilege remain present within society. Indeed, while certain minority 

groups are tolerated, sometimes celebrated, others may encounter overt 

discrimination. This reality was summarised by Blum (2005, p. 145), who wrote that: 

"Despite the existence of a national standard language, China is still a vibrantly 

multilingual country. At least for languages historically related to Mandarin – local 

dialects and other Chinese languages – there is no stigma attached. Languages 

spoken by ethnic minorities, in contrast, are relatively more disdained." 

Tuttle (2015, p.39) argues that, despite the rhetoric, Chinese government policies are 

often in practice “an expression of deep-seated ethnic prejudices and racism at the 
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core of contemporary Chinese society". Tuttle (ibid) describes an ambiguity relating 

to understandings of race and ethnicity within China, despite acknowledging some 

positive changes over recent history. Tuttle's (2015) opinions reflect the assertion by 

Cheng (2011, p.562) that "society does not provide anti-racist education or promote 

public awareness of sensitivity to racism". Cheng (ibid) refers to a "racism with 

Chinese characteristics", echoing the common government mantra about socialism. 

Racial attitudes in China, just as in other countries, have been shaped both by history 

and the emergence of scientific theory, most notably social Darwinism (Dikötter, 

1991). Indeed, Lufrano (1994), Dikötter (1991), and Cheng (2011) discuss how 

historical perspectives on race in China were shaped by history to view racial groups 

as distinct, separate, and as having unique attributes. Lufrano (1994, p 84) quotes a 

turn of the century writer, Liang Qichao, as saying: 

"The Westerners are wrong! China is no India or Turkey... India's failure to rise... is 

due to limitations of the race. All black, red, and brown peoples are in the 

microorganisms of their blood and the slope of their brains quite inferior to white 

men. Only the yellows and the whites are not far removed from one another... The 

brown and black races are stupid and lazy. They are not able to order their lives. They 

are not willing to work hard. They multiply, but they are always as before. They are 

like walking corpses, and there is no talent to be had among them." 

Likewise, Dikötter (1992) references 1920's school books from the period of the 

Republic of China to show how such ideas were embedded within official ideas and 

practices. Indeed, Dikötter (1992, p 163) quotes a translation by Wieger (1921, p. 180) 

to show what students were being taught: 

“Mankind is divided into five races. The yellow and white races are relatively strong 

and intelligent. Because the other races are feeble and stupid, they are being 

exterminated by the white race. Only the yellow race competes with the white race.” 

Well documented historical accounts describe in detail the way that different racial 

groups have been treated not only by individuals and groups within Chinese society 
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but also by official institutions. For example, Hevi (1966), who wrote an extensive 

account of his time as an African student in China in the early 1960’s, noted how 

monthly stipends for European students (specifically Albanians) were set 50% above 

the level set for African students (p.185). Likewise, Hevi (ibid) recorded instances of 

racially delineated treatment being administered in such varied and diverse areas as 

entry to shops (p. 183), treatment by doctors (p. 187), and acceptance of personal 

relationships (p. 127). He likewise references the perceived pervasiveness of 

paternalistic attitudes directed at black students from Chinese locals, as if they did not 

expect “normal intelligence” (ibid, p. 187). 

In revisiting Hevi’s experiences, 50 years after they happened, Liu (2013) provides 

some cultural and historical context to help account for the events described. Liu 

(2013, p.132) describes how numerous writers bemoan Hevi’s failure to acknowledge 

the political and legislative efforts undertaken by the Chinese government to educate 

the population and spread a message of inter-ethnic friendship, and see his account as 

over-simplified and emotional. Nevertheless, Liu (2013) provides a detailed overview 

of how racism, especially against black individuals, has been present in Chinese 

society for many hundreds, if not thousands, of years and remains embedded within 

the civilian populace, routed within cultural expectations, and even the language used 

to describe different racial groups. 

Understanding this background to how racial groups have traditionally been viewed 

within China is essential when it comes to contextualising the present situation. 

Dikötter (1991, p. 412) argues that within the nineteenth century a racial 

understanding had developed in China “based on the belief that mankind could be 

divided into several permanent racial types, each of which had existed without change 

since their creation on earth”. Of course, China was far from the only country in the 

world where racial pseudoscience and eugenics rose to prominence; indeed Dikötter 

(1991) argues that such ideas were more prevalent in the West, leading at times to 

genocidal results. Nevertheless, Dikötter (1991, p. 419) cautions that “it would be 

wrong to underestimate its pervasiveness and tenacity” within modern China, 

suggesting that “the myth of race was more than a tool for nationalism: it provided a 

sense of orientation and gave meaning to life” (ibid).  
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Dikötter (1992) expands further upon the background and history in China of race and 

the understanding of race. In looking to events following the post-war rise of modern 

China, Dikötter (1992, p.194) documents how black students in China continued to 

experience turmoil long after Emmanuel Hevi returned to Ghana, peaking in the 

1980s violent clashes that resulted in casualties. One occasion referred to as the 

‘Nanjing incident' erupted following displeasure at African males engaged in romantic 

relations with Chinese females. Cheng (2011, p 562) recounts how the events:  

“developed into a mêlée which led the local government to evacuate African students 

from the campus and even the city. The intense racial hatred was reflected in slogans 

such as "Down with the n*****s!" (Dadao heigui 打倒黑鬼), "N*****s go the hell 

home" (Heigui gunhuiqu 黑鬼滚回去) and "N*****s! Kill the n*****s!" (Heigui! 

Sha heigui! 黑鬼杀黑鬼).”  

(Out of respect for the reader extremely strong racist slurs in the above quote have 

been partially redacted using the symbol *, they remain intact in the original text). 

Moreover, within China it is still widely expected that race, nationality, and language 

conform and align with few exceptions. As Bodomo (2012, p. 3) argues, “it is still 

common for all black people in China to be perceived as being from Africa… (and) in 

China, very few people are aware that there are people from Africa who are white". 

Alternatively, “any Caucasian speaker of English (even Eastern Europeans who speak 

it as a second or foreign language) are automatically considered to be native speakers 

of English” (Braine, 2010, p.74). Furthermore, native English speakers, may be 

discriminated against as non-native speakers if they are non-white. The English 

teacher is expected to represent an economically dominant culture as well as a 

language, accordingly they may be expected to conform to a certain physical 

appearance, an appearance that conforms along traditional expectations of racial and 

cultural divisions. 

Ultimately, the level to which a graduate may encounter discrimination will depend 

upon the attitudes and beliefs of those within the employment market. Sautman 
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(1994) outlines an extensive survey of different Chinese groups asked to rank ethno-

geographic groups (such as ‘Western Europeans' and ‘South-East Asians') along with 

Chinese groups (such as ‘Chinese peasants' and ‘Chinese intellectuals') for a range of 

descriptors. Almost all Chinese groups surveyed ranked ‘Western Europeans’ the 

highest for categories such as ‘cultured’ and ‘beautiful’, even above their fellow 

Chinese citizens, meanwhile: 

“Africans were said to be undisciplined, wild, ignorant, uninhibited, primitive, 

uncivilized, lazy, foolish, ugly, weak, rude, incapable, backward, troublemakers, 

nuisances, not welcome, and the least intelligent tribe of black apes. They were held 

to lack the strength to resist suppression, to project a bad impression and lack a 

capacity for progress.” (Sautman, 1994, p. 434) 

These attitudes create a situation in which the reality of the English speaking (and 

English teaching) community is starkly different to that which is expected. The 

mythical ‘English teacher' of anticipation is a beautiful and cultured creature whose 

strengths surpasses one's own in at least some dimensions. However, the ‘English 

teacher' of reality may have a completely different ethnic appearance to that which is 

expected, even if they are from a native English-speaking country. Indeed, their 

ethnicity may give rise to the prejudice customarily reserved for the mythical 

‘African'. Reconciling the idea of a black person hailing from Western Europe, or a 

white person hailing from sub-Saharan Africa may be one challenge. Explaining the 

benefits of hiring English teachers from diverse backgrounds may be yet another 

challenge. Tackling the underlying prejudicial assumptions that lead to these 

expectations may be even more difficult.  

2.6 Higher Education Institutions and the Preparation of Students for 

Discrimination in Employment 

Higher education institutions have, in many instances, led the way in fighting for 

equality in all workplaces and the employment market (see University of Nevada Las 

Vegas, 2020). Indeed, universities are endlessly pioneering systems, policies, and 

protocols to enhance equality within their own internal procedures (see Noack, 2016). 
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Moreover, in many instances academics from higher education institutions have 

supported the work of civil servants by reviewing and analysing proposed and enacted 

legislative changes in order to understand how they influence issues of equality and 

discrimination across industries and nations as a whole (for example, see Allen, 2018).  

Moreover, it is common for certain higher education programmes of study to 

challenge students to consider their own privilege (Lin et al, 2004, p. 493). Indeed, 

many programmes reflect upon racial privilege and challenge students to analyse the 

racial discourses that they encounter. As Leonardo (2002, p.31) argues, dissecting 

dominant racial discourses can bring benefits to both non-white and white students, 

and indeed many higher education programmes seek, by engaging students, to 

“dismantle race without suggesting to students of color that their racial experiences 

are not valid or ‘real’”. This proactive approach is vital to advancing understanding of 

racial privilege for students, because “in order to confront whiteness, they have to be 

familiar with it” (ibid). 

However, these courses are normally integrated only within certain programmes or 

tied to ethics policies, rather than forming an integral component of every single 

higher education programme. Moreover, it is sadly not uncommon for powerful forces 

within higher education to see minority concerns as ‘trivial’ and a repeated focus upon 

the rights of non-dominant groups as being ‘repetitive’ (Lin et al, 2004, p. 497). 

Thankfully, increasing numbers of higher education institutions do actively recognise 

the need to address issues of privilege directly with students. Indeed, there are many 

academics, such as Mason (2016, p. 1055), who are “scholars of teacher education 

who have worked for decades to find meaningful ways to build socio-political 

consciousness among white preservice teachers”, to ensure they develop an awareness 

of their privilege. In seeking to achieve this, some universities offer courses such as 

“Foundations of Multicultural Education” (ibid, p. 1045, italicized as in source). Such 

courses seek to expand students' awareness of privilege specifically within their future 

workplaces.  
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Indeed, Ruecker and Ives (2015, p. 752) argue the need for teacher training courses to 

directly address issues of linguistic imperialism and racial privilege within education 

programmes, stating that: 

“An important place to begin is our own programs because that is where we can have 

the most immediate influence on future leaders in the field. Instructors in these 

courses can alert students to the politically contested nature of their future 

professions… (and) students can engage in critical discourse analysis of ELT teacher 

recruitment discourses, discussing ways to collectively respond to these 

discriminatory practices.” 

Despite these efforts, many academics, such as Boske (2015), continue to argue that 

student teachers are ill-prepared for confronting issues of racism and privilege within 

the education environment once they graduate from their studies. Moreover, the focus 

of the programme components and courses that do exist is unapologetically upon 

developing the teacher's understanding of privilege within the classroom context with 

the teacher as a figure of authority who must respect diversity amongst students. 

Meanwhile, there seems to be little or no attempt to research the influence that 

discrimination may have upon the teacher's personal life and their career as they 

traverse differing employment contexts. Perhaps this should be less surprising given 

the similar arguments presented by Lin et al (2004) that, despite plenty of research 

into the experience of non-white female students, there seems to be a dearth in 

published research focused upon the experience of women of colour who work in 

education themselves. 

This does not mean that teachers are not consciously, or subconsciously, aware of the 

discrimination that awaits them in the employment market. There has been some 

research to understand how minorities respond to discrimination within the job 

market. For example, studies have identified that African American job seekers "apply 

to a wider pool of openings relative to comparable whites" (Pager & Pedulla, 2015, p. 

1040), due to concerns about their employability. However, these studies seem to be 

predominantly focussed upon ‘western’ contexts in which employer prejudice and acts 

of discrimination, while common, may be covert or even subconscious (and, in many 
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contexts, explicitly illegal). These studies do not account for job markets in which the 

prejudice may be overt, and acts of discrimination public, where racial preferences are 

commonly asserted as one of a company’s ‘requirements’ or ‘preferences’ (see 

Appendix A). Unfortunately hiring practices within the English language teaching 

industry are regarded as a clear example of “institutional or structural racism” 

(Kubota & Lin, 2006, p. 479). 

If higher education institutions are to prepare graduates for careers within the English 

Language Teaching industry, indeed for any globalized industry, then a part of that 

process inevitably involves preparations for the international job market and its 

recruitment processes. After all, according to Ramjattan (2019, p. 128), it is primarily 

within the hiring stages that discriminatory divisions emerge, because “the valuing of 

the white native speaker mostly occurs in recruitment practices”. Although, it should 

be noted that hiring practices alone do not account for all discrimination in the 

industry. Sadly discrimination has been shown to emerge from students themselves 

and even the colleagues of educators (Ruecker, Frazier & Tseptsura, 2018). 

Nevertheless, if the international job market recruitment process contains overt 

prejudice, it falls on every higher education institution to be upfront, honest, and 

prepare their students. This is no less true just because the discrimination itself may be 

illegal in the context where the higher education institution is located. After all, 

medical students still need to learn about illegal drug misuse, and business students 

need to learn about corporate fraud. 

University managers may hope that ‘qualifications’ and ‘experience’ are regarded as 

the key factors when employers choose candidates for jobs as English language 

teachers. However, in employment contexts where “parents do care about the white 

face, even to the point of preferring a white non-native speaker to an Asian native 

speaker" (Watson-Todd & Pojanapunya, 2008, p.25), employers may also express 

these overt preferences. Moreover, expressing these preferences in recruitment 

processes may be both legal and socially acceptable within the context. Higher 

education institutions may wish to be progressive forces within industries, but they do 

not accomplish this through denial of the realities that graduates encounter; indeed, 

the opposite may be true. 

	46
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



For example, while equal opportunities legislation may limit overt discrimination 

within hiring processes in contexts such as the UK, other countries may tolerate such 

discrimination openly. For example, “non-Whites, are often belittled by Koreans” 

(Lee, 2009, p.10), meaning that non-white graduates hoping to work as educators in 

Korea are likely to encounter barriers to employment that white graduates will not. An 

awareness of these obstacles could help prepare all future educators for the realities of 

the job market. It is not good enough to assume that students already know what 

discrimination they may encounter once they graduate.  

Moreover, it is not enough to assume that the discrimination that students will face in 

their future graduate job markets will be the same as that found within their domestic 

context, or that of the country in which they have chosen to study. This is especially 

true where courses are specifically targeted at a globally mobile workforce, such as 

courses in teaching English as a foreign language. Indeed, it could be argued that 

universities that actively prepare students for careers in industries that are highly 

globalised, and yet fail to prepare students for the challenges they may face while 

seeking international employment, are shirking their moral responsibilities.  

Accordingly, higher education institutions have a responsibility to consider the level 

to which different courses lead to different numbers of students relocating globally for 

employment. Furthermore, higher education institutions have a responsibility to 

understand which contexts are likely destinations for students following different 

programmes, because different contexts will host different challenges for graduates in 

terms of discrimination and employability. For example, Braine (2010, p.31) explains 

how the majority of students in certain contexts embrace non-native English teachers, 

while China and Korean students are less likely to. Fundamentally, only by 

understanding the contexts into which graduates seek work, can higher education 

institutions practically prepare them for the context-specific challenges of 

discrimination. For the purposes of this study, the key context is the English Language 

Teaching industry in China, and they key stakeholders include Chinese employers and 

international graduates who are seeking employment. 
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2.7 Summary of Available Literature 

The primary objective of this research is the provision of meaningful and actionable 

recommendations that higher education institutions can follow to better prepare future 

graduates for discrimination in the employment market for English teachers in China. 

In order to achieve this objective, consideration must be given to the existing data 

related to the themes at hand. Please see Figure 2.1 below for a pictorial 

representation (a concept map) of some of the key and available literature that is 

relevant to this study.  

The literature discussed above includes Khodadady and Shayesteh (2016), who have 

provided a contextual overview of the English language teaching industry as an 

industry deeply influenced by issues of prejudice and discrimination. Likewise, the 

discussion includes Tuttle (2015), who has provided a context for understanding 

discrimination in China, and Zhang and Bray (2015), who have helped to illustrate the 

education industry in China as a context in which these challenges exist, and into 

which data themes connected to this research can emerge.  

Beyond the contextual background of this research, it is important to gain an 

understanding of the existing literature related to employability and the role and 

responsibilities of higher education institutions. The discussion above includes Bartell 

(2003), who engages in the broader debate about the responsibility of higher 

education institutions to prepare students for the employment market. Moreover, the 

discussion includes Mason (2016), Boske (2015), and Ruecker and Ives (2015) who 

have paid attention to the specific challenge that higher education institutions face 

when addressing issues of discrimination with their student bodies. Furthermore, the 

discussion above includes reference to the works of Cashian (2017), McQuaid and 

Lindsay (2005), and Moreau and Leathwood (2006) and others, who have critically 

reviewed traditional academic perspectives of ‘employability’ to better account for 

variables such as discrimination in employment market decision making processes.  

Meanwhile, it is important when forming actionable recommendations for higher 

education institutions, regarding how they can better prepare students for 
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discrimination in the employment market, to reference underlying theories related to 

issues such as racial discrimination, linguistic imperialism, and native-speakerism 

within the English language teaching industry, especially the industry in China. 

Accordingly, the discussion includes reference to the opinions of Canagarajah (1999), 

Karmaini (2005), and Kabel (2007), who provide a background to the relationship 

between the English language teaching industry and discrimination. Similarly, to 

better understand the ‘native-speaker fallacy’, and the relationship between linguistic 

imperialism and racism, the discussion focusses upon the ideas of Phillipson (1992), 

as well as the context specific work of writers such as Amin (1997) and Kramadibrata 

(2016). 

Moreover, beyond the general theories of discrimination in the English language 

teaching industry, it is vital for this study to understand the specific context of the 

industry in China. In order to accomplish this, the above discussion references not 

only the works of Lufrano (1994), Dikötter (1991), and Cheng (2011), who help to 

provide an historical background to the issues of racial and linguistic discrimination in 

China, but also Bodomo (2012) and Sautman (1994) who help to set the scene for the 

contemporary context in China, regarding social and political viewpoints relating to 

race and linguistic identity.  

Reviewing this existing literature collectively provides certain clarity with regards to 

what is ‘known’, and raises questions about what is ‘unknown’. It is clear from 

reviewing the above data, that there is plenty of research into the broader thematic 

areas under consideration. For example, numerous academics have looked at how 

universities could prepare students for employability in the graduate employment 

market, and many have discussed how higher education institutions should tackle 

issues of discrimination. Moreover, many writers have detailed the presence of 

discrimination in the English language teaching industry, and many have 

acknowledged the specific challenge of discrimination in China. However, there 

remains areas of intrigue, which seem under researched.  

For example, how should considerations of tackling ‘discrimination’ within higher 

education institutions influence their policies regarding the preparation of students for 
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employability? Moreover, we might understand that both the English language 

teaching industry, and the context of China, face challenges with regards to 

discrimination, but do we truly understand how this discrimination manifests itself for 

graduates seeking employment within the English language teaching industry in 

China? 

Moreover, if we understand more about the experiences of individuals engaged within 

the English language teaching industry in China, can we utilise those experiences to 

influence how higher education institutions choose to integrate their policies on 

tackling ‘discrimination’ with their policies regarding students’ employability? In 

order to tackle these questions, it is important to develop the right research tools in 

order to uncover useful data. This requires building research methods, developed in 

accordance with relevant theories of research methodology. 
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 Figure 2.1 – A concept map summary of the available literature relevant to this study 
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3.0 Methodology 

This study adopts an interpretivist methodology. The objective is to develop a broad 

understanding of the experiences and opinions of graduates who have entered the 

English language teaching industry in China. This study cannot, and does not pretend 

to, provide a complete and correct report of person-independent reality. Nevertheless, 

the data is a valid representation of the lived experience of a broad range of 

representatives, analysed at depth. It is therefore highly likely that future graduates 

entering the same market will encounter similar experiences; experiences for which 

higher education institutions could better prepare them. 

It should also be overtly affirmed that this research comes from an emancipatory 

research perspective, as it is unapologetically connected with countering 

discrimination in hiring practices. As with all emancipatory research, the ultimate aim 

is to produce research that “emancipates equally the researcher, researched and the 

discourse of the field of investigation” (Drake, 2011, p. 44). The research is also 

approached from a social constructivist perspective, and results in the need for actions 

to be recommended by the research. 

I have been actively engaged with hiring processes for many years within the English 

Language Teaching industry in China. Over the years I have essentially functioned as 

an internal consultant, auditing various campuses across diverse geographic locations, 

assessing English teaching programmes, and service provision, and offering training, 

support, and advice. I have regularly been included in hiring decisions, providing 

‘academic’ judgements about candidates, but have never had the executive authority 

to make offers of employment. It is through these experiences that I witnessed many 

cases of discrimination, and became interested in the research questions that underlie 

this study. 

3.1 Research Questions and Introduction to Methodology 

This research seeks to enhance our understanding of the following research questions: 
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1). To what extent do non-white and non-native English speaking graduates suffer 

from discrimination within the graduate employment market for English language 

teachers in China? 

2). To what extent could higher education institutions better prepare graduates for the 

discrimination that they might encounter within the relevant graduate employment 

and international working environments? 

In order to select an appropriate methodology from which to approach this research, 

and select the best methods, and analytical frameworks, to meet the objectives of this 

study, it is important to first consider the broader context of the research, as well as its 

aims and objectives. Accordingly, it is important to look at how existing studies have 

approached similar issues and concerns, in order to understand the advantages and 

disadvantages of different methodologies that have already been pursued. Holmes 

(2013, p. 546), has noted particular limitations with the approach most studies have 

taken to understanding employability post-graduation, arguing that:  

“In most cases these projects have been survey based: various stakeholders, students/

graduates, academic staff and particularly employers are invited to respond to 

questions that typically present a list of purported skills and/or attributes and ask for 

an indication of the relative importance of these.” 

The danger with this approach is that it may lead universities, and other higher 

education institutions, to approach employability from a purely ‘skills based’ 

perspective. In order to combat this risk, this study is concerned with finding an 

approach that accounts for the deeper realities of employability, including issues of 

discrimination. Indeed, Holmes (ibid), stressed that research into employability 

typically “provides no way of explaining differences in employment outcomes between 

graduates from particular demographic groups.”  

Furthermore, Holmes (ibid), in reference to Connor et al. (2005), Furlong and Cartmel 

(2005), Pollard et al. (2004), and Purcell et al. (1999), identifies that there is 

compelling evidence to suggest that a multitude of disadvantaged demographic groups 
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demonstrate poorer employment outcomes than would be statistically expected from 

other variable factors alone. This leads to the logical conclusion that “employment 

disadvantage arises from discriminatory practices by employers, explicit or tacit or 

structural” (ibid).  

Taken together, this data emphasises the need for further research in the area, beyond 

existing studies of employability, and calls for a different approach to data collection, 

which de-emphasises the skills that employers purport to seek, in favour of a study 

that better understands the actual lived experiences of graduate employment seekers, 

and the realities that they have experienced on the ground. Accordingly, this research 

focuses upon the qualitative, real life experiences of graduates who have sought work 

as English teachers, within the given context. It documents and analyses the 

experiences of such graduates through in-depth interviews. This research then 

performs a respectful analysis of the opinions and experiences that the graduates have 

expressed and shared, in order to construct an additional survey, featuring both 

qualitative and quantitative lines of investigation. 

3.2 Context of the Study and Research Participants 

It should also be acknowledged that, as researcher, I am employed within the industry, 

and am regularly involved in human resource department decisions relating to the 

hiring of English teachers, therefore I am almost acting as a ‘practitioner-researcher’ 

in so far that the “research paradigms are about actually using the research process to 

support change and development” (Fox, Martin & Green, 2007, p. 47). However, 

unlike a true ‘practitioner researcher’ I am not in a professional position to directly 

make, analyse, and evaluate changes as part of the study. Nevertheless, plenty of 

recommendations will be made for higher education institutions as part of a 

discussion of the research implications within chapter 6.  

Unlike a quantitative study in which the researcher’s role is theoretically non-existent 

(Simon, M., 2011, p.1), the mixed-method research presented within this study is 

“mediated through (a) human instrument” (ibid, italics as per the original), namely 
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myself as researcher. Accordingly, it is important that my precise role as researcher 

within the research process is identified and overtly acknowledged. 

The extent to which my role as researcher is emic, internal and engaged, as against 

being etic, external and objective, is addressed within the analytical process in order 

to ensure that conclusions and summaries are viewed within their full context. In this 

specific project there were two different avenues for research, a mixed qualitative and 

quantitative survey, and a qualitative in-depth interview stage.  

Throughout the mixed qualitative and quantitative survey stage of the research, my 

role as researcher was primarily etic. The survey participants and I had no direct 

contact, and other than a written statement explaining the objectives of the study, the 

participants were largely unaware of any epistemological or ontological contexts. 

However, during the qualitative interview stage of the research, I naturally adopted a 

more emic position.  

Following the guidance of Simon, M. (2011, p. 1) I sought to model a researcher who 

“asks probing questions, then listens, then thinks, then asks more probing questions to 

get to deeper levels of the conversation”. Accordingly, despite aims to remain 

relatively etic, relatively objective, and attempts to refrain from influencing the 

research, I naturally interacted with the opinions and viewpoints of participants. It 

would be fair to assume that interview participants were able to form some opinions 

regarding my epistemological and ontological approach to this research, and regarding 

my broader opinions on the subjects under discussion (see below).  

Controlling for this requires a process of ‘reflexivity’, that is to say a “process of 

reflecting critically on the self as a researcher” (Guba & Lincoln, 2008, p. 278). This 

reflexivity must include reflecting on factors including the selection of research 

questions and objectives, the choice of research methodology, participant selection 

processes, and interactions with participants.  

It is therefore important to acknowledge that I had some sort of pre-existing 

relationship with each interview participant (primarily as former work colleagues). It 
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is entirely possible that, in addition to developing an understanding of my opinions 

during the interview stage, participants may have arrived at interviews with 

preconceived anticipations based upon their prior experience of having met me. 

However, although I was previously employed with most of the participants, and held 

a position of authority over them in the past, I was not – at time of research – 

employed in any capacity with any of them. 

Nevertheless, it is possible that I influenced qualitative data derived through the 

interview process, and the research data cannot be viewed as being entirely 

independent of the researcher. However, the risk to which my involvement might limit 

the meaningfulness of the data is mitigated because that data is presented alongside 

anonymous survey data. By approaching the same research themes through different 

data collection processes my influence as researcher has been limited, and any undue 

influence should be evident (for example, if the two research methods produce 

extremely different data sets). 

Both the interview and survey participants for this study were found using simple 

peer-to-peer advertising using Chinese-based social media applications (primarily 

WeChat). Every volunteer who offered to be interviewed was accepted, and the survey 

was open for anyone to fill, as such all the participants were self-selecting. The only 

restrictions were that participants needed to be university graduates who are looking, 

or have previously looked, for work as an English teacher in China. Any online survey 

participants who failed to meet these criteria, found that their survey ended in thanks 

after the section used to collect demographic information.  

One further restriction was added for the interview stage, which was that the 

individuals needed to self-identify either as a non-native English speaker, or as non-

white, or both. The justification for this restriction is that the interviews sought to 

understand the experiences of those who might have been directly and personally 

affected by racial or first-language discrimination. This study sought to provide 

maximum opportunity for individuals to share first-hand accounts. I sought to limit 

the extent to which the voices of those who had experienced discrimination were 

recounted by others. However, white native English speakers were welcome to 
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complete the survey which followed the interview stage, and indeed they made the 

largest single group. 

One potential limitation of this study comes from the non-random selection of 

participants. It is possible that individuals with a vested interest in the topics 

addressed by this study were more likely to volunteer to participate. However, this 

was mitigated by two factors. The first is the broad range of backgrounds represented 

by the interview participant cohort. Table 3.1 below provides a clear biographic 

summary of all interview participants, and shows that the interview participants 

represented 13 different nationalities, and at least 8 distinct self-identified ethnicities. 

9 of the participants had specifically studied education, or a related field in higher 

education, while 6 had not. However, all bar one had completed a TEFL, TESOL, or 

CELTA certificate in language education. Most, but not all, had studied in their home 

country, although 5 had studied at least some of their higher education in China itself, 

indeed 7 had studied in more than one country. Yet, despite the diverse biographies of 

these interviewees, they found incredible common ground across a large number of 

themes related to employability and discrimination. It is upon these areas of common 

ground that this research focuses. Such diversity limits the risk that the survey 

participants represented a specific or isolated ‘angry’ demographic. Another 

mitigating factor is the strong support for the themes that emerged from the interview 

participants, by those who later undertook the survey.  

There are additional demographic features of the survey participant cohort that must 

be acknowledged. Interestingly none of the interviewees at time of interview worked 

within a state-financed education institution, all were within what might loosely be 

termed ‘the private sector’. However, this may reflect the fact that ‘international 

teachers’, while a standard feature of private education establishments, are rare within 

the public sector in China. Moreover, the entire notion of ‘the private sector’ is itself 

mitigated due to China’s system of governance, whereby ‘privately managed’ 

education institutions are still heavily controlled by the local district governmental 

authorities, even where issues such as fees and admissions are concerned. 

Additionally, all participants had been working in China for over three years, most 

over 5 years, and therefore had legal working visas issued before the tightening of 
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visa regulations (see below). This was not a deliberate requirement, but perhaps 

reflects the social media communities in which I was able to promote my recruitment 

advertisement seeking volunteers. 

Another interesting feature was that at the time of interview 10 out of 15 of the 

participants were working within the kindergarten sector, with only 2 working within 

private training centres, 1 working within education recruitment as an HR manager, 

and 2 seeking employment (both of whom had most recently been employed within 

the kindergarten sector). This is almost certainly a reflection upon the social media 

communities in which I was able to advertise for volunteers, which were biased 

towards groups concerned with early years education, in reflection of my own 

professional focus at that stage. Indeed, while I was not employed within the same 

company as any of the participants at the time of interview, I had previously worked 

within the same company as each participant at some previous point of time. These 

factors are accounted for during the stage of ethical consideration (see section 3.5 

below), and are referenced within the research limitations (see section 5.3 below).  

Participant Nationality Native	
Languages

Race,	
Gender

Country	of	
Higher	
Education

Current	
Job	and	
Location

Higher	
Education	
Studies	in	
Education	
Field?

TEFL	/	
TESOL	or	
CELTA	
certificate?

One Ghana English	&	4	
Local	
Dialects

Black,	M Ghana,	
China

KG	English	
Teacher,	
Wuhan

No Yes

Two Philippines English	&	
Filipino

Filipino	
Asian,		M

Philippines KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Three United	
Kingdom

English Mixed	
White	and	
Black	
Caribbean,	
M

United	
Kingdom

KG	Lead	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Four Ukraine Ukrainian	
&	Russian

Caucasian	
Ukrainian,		
F

Ukraine,	
China

KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Five Chile Spanish Latino	
Caucasian,	
M

Chile,	
China

Job	
Seeking,	
Stockholm

No Yes

Six Serbia Serbian,	
English	&	
Portuguese

White,	F Serbia, KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

No Yes

Participant
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Table 3.1 - Biographic summary of all interview participants 

Like the interview participants, the survey respondents were sought using education 

industry groups within Chinese social media platforms. The survey allowed for 

unlimited numbers of participants, providing that they were graduates who had (or 

were currently) seeking work within the industry. Technological safeguards ensured 

that multiple entries from individual electronic devices were not permitted. In total 

186 individuals volunteered to take part in the survey stage of this research. Figure 3.1 

shows that the vast majority of survey respondents had worked as English teachers in 

China for under 4 years, with 39.25% (73 respondents) serving in the role for between 

2 and 4 years, and 26.34% (49 respondents) serving in the role for under 2 years. A 

further 14.52% (27 respondents) having served between 4 and 6 years, while 19.9% 

(37 respondents) had served for over 6 years. 

Seven Nigeria Yuruba	&	
English

Black	
African,	M

Nigeria Job	
Seeking,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Eight Zambia English Black,	M China KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

No Yes

Nine Philippines English	&	
Filipino

Filipino	
Asian,		F

Philippines,	
United	
Kingdom

KG	English	
Teacher,	
Chengdu

Yes Yes

Ten Ukraine Russian White,	F Ukraine KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

No Yes

Eleven USA English African	
American,	
F

USA,	
United	
Kingdom

KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes No

Twelve Ecuador Spanish Mestizo,	M Ecuador KG	English	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Thirteen Canada English Black	
Canadian,	
M

USA KG	Lead	
Teacher,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Fourteen Bosnia Bosnian Caucasian,	
F

Bosnia,	
United	
Kingdom

Teacher	
Trainer,	
Beijing

Yes Yes

Fifteen Mexico English	&	
Spanish

Latina,	F Mexico,	
Germany,	
China

Human	
Resources,	
Beijing

No Yes

Nationality Native	
Languages

Race,	
Gender

Country	of	
Higher	
Education

Current	
Job	and	
Location

Higher	
Education	
Studies	in	
Education	
Field?

TEFL	/	
TESOL	or	
CELTA	
certificate?

Participant
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Figure 3.1 – The breakdown of survey respondents in relation to years of experience in the 
English language teaching industry in China 

 
Figure 3.2 – The breakdown of survey respondents in relation to age 
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With regards to the age of participants, 67.74% (126 respondents) were between the 

ages of 25 and 34, with a further 21.51% (40 respondents) between the ages of 35 and 

44. This may be unsurprising considering that younger respondents (and those over 

60) may struggle to meet the visa requirements of China. The ‘anomalous’ feature of 

one respondent who claims to be under 18 is unusual considering the requirement that 

participants are university graduates, however, while extremely unusual it is not 

impossible, or could represent an accidental data input.  

 
Figure 3.3 – The breakdown of survey respondents in relation to gender 

The gender breakdown of the survey respondents was biased 53.23% (99 respondents) 

to 45.7% (85 respondents) in favour of male respondents, with 1.08% (2 respondents) 

declining to define themselves in either category. 

 
Table 3.2 – The breakdown of survey respondents in relation to self-identified race 
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In order to understand the racial make-up of the survey community, each respondent 

was invited to enter their own race/ethnicity, using their own chosen terminology. The 

self-identified racial breakdown reveals that by far the largest group, 52.69% (98 

respondents) identified as ‘white’, with the second largest group of 8.60% (16 

respondents) identifying as ‘black’. However, due to the fact that individuals could 

self-identify there are also categories such as Caucasian (2.69%, 5 respondents) and 

Black African (3.23%, 6 respondents) which correlate with the dominant categories. 

Moreover, other self-described racial categories such as British (7.53%, 14 

respondents), American (6.99%, 13 respondents), and South African (4.30%, 8 

respondents), expose self-identities that do not reveal an ethnicity.  

This ‘self-identification’ complicates efforts to identify correlations between data and 

respondents’ race or ethnicity. However, it was felt important to allow self-

identification in this category, given the prevalence, within the interview stage, of 

experiences where the Chinese graduate employment market had discriminated 

against participants in the area of racial self-identity. Specifically, Chinese employers 

were repeatedly accused in the research interviews of prescribing ethnicities, and even 

nationalities, to applicants by asserting that specific nationalities must adhere to 

certain ethnic identifiers, such as black people being ‘African’ and white people being 

‘US American’, or by refusing to acknowledge candidates’ native language due to 

skin colour. 

 
Table 3.3 – The breakdown of survey respondents in relation to self-identified native language or 
languages 

Regarding the first language of respondents, over three quarters (see Table 3.3) of 

survey respondents self-identify as native English speakers, while just under one 

	62
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



quarter do not, with only 3 individuals claiming dual native languages (in all three 

cases Afrikaans and English). 

3.3 The Collection of Data and Instruments of Collection 

To be appropriate, the methodologies and analytical frameworks used within this 

study must return data that: is significant in its potential impact; is generalisable 

beyond the direct participants; is reliable to suggest a high chance of potential 

replicability; and use valid tools given the input data available, following the guidance 

of Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (2006).  

This research adopts a mixed-methodological approach to the research objectives, in 

which a series of qualitative interviews are used to understand the unique perspectives 

and lived experience of a range of participants. Subsequently, this research identifies 

areas of thematic agreement across the interviewees, before subjecting the areas of 

thematic agreement to broader quantitative and qualitative analysis using a survey. 

The survey is designed to to ascertain whether there is broad community support for 

the over-arching themes that emerge from the interviews, as well as to gather 

additional qualitative data to assist in the hermeneutical and dialectical analysis of the 

data. 

In other words, the qualitative research tools allow each individual to explain their 

own unique and subjective experiences, contexts, and circumstances, acknowledging 

the validity of their own a deep personal reality, while the quantitative research tools 

allow a level of measurement to understand the extent to which the general viewpoints 

of the participants align, or do not align, with the opinions of the broader population. 

Together these help develop an understanding of the socially-constructed reality of the 

context, given the social construct of meaning present across that community.  

Indeed, the quantitative data provides an underlying support to the qualitative data, by 

emphasising that the qualitative analysis, while only representing a handful of 

individuals, may be representative of the reality experienced by the wider populace. 

Meanwhile the qualitative data provides an underlying support to the quantitative 
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data, by providing a depth of detail to understand the broad opinions expressed by the 

community at large. To achieve this mixed-methodological approach, this research 

required the selection of multiple research methods that are complimentary, yet that 

focus in turn on qualitative and quantitative data gathering. 

There are multiple avenues through which qualitative and quantitative data could be 

collected. Upon reflection of the research objectives, as well as the social 

constructivist approach of the study, the two data collection sources that were selected 

for use within this study were: 

• Interviews 

• Surveys 

While on the surface the choice of ‘interviews’ and ‘surveys’ might imply a two-stage 

approach, with interviews returning qualitative data and surveys returning quantitative 

data, this is not necessarily the case. Indeed, it is possible to analyse the data collected 

across interviews from a quantitative perspective, such as “when non-numeric 

answers are categorized and coded in numeric form” (Blaxter, 2006, p. 64). Likewise, 

surveys can easily integrate both questions that return quantitative data, and open-

ended questions that return qualitative data. Indeed, as Blaxter, Hughes & Tight 

Blaxter (2006, p.199) explain: 

“the quantitative and qualitative also have a tendency to shade into each other, such 

that it is very rare to find reports of research which do not include both numbers and 

words. Qualitative data may be quantified, and quantitative data qualified.” 

One option initially considered for this research was to use only written 

questionnaires and surveys. however, Ponce and Pagan-Maldonado (2015) outline 

how such methods, if used in isolation, often fail to address the ‘whole’ issue on 

behalf of respondents / participants in situations where the research includes reference 

to complex experiences. Indeed, such research scenarios often require an additional, 
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alternative method through which participants can express their opinions in a more 

descriptive manner, in order to express all of the relevant data that they wish to reveal.  

These challenges led me to consider the need to include an interview element within 

the research, through which participants are offered the opportunity to explain, 

describe, and discuss their experiences. Indeed, the benefits of interviews are 

numerous, and include the way they generate deep accounts, their facilitation of 

understanding, their flexibility, their verbal and non-verbal dimensions, their potential 

support for both qualitative and quantitative analysis, their potential use within 

democratic emancipation, and their ability to help ‘unrepresented’ voices be heard 

(Coleman, 2019).   

However, not all interviews are designed in the same model. In deciding to make this 

research selection I reflected upon the logic provided by Clegg, Tan, and Saeidi 

(2002) that the most appropriate type of interviews would be semi-structured in 

nature, in order to guide the participants towards themes of interest to the research, 

without overly dictating the course of the conversation. Indeed, Clegg, Tan, and Saeidi 

(ibid, p. 134) explain that the selection of semi-structured interviews is the most 

appropriate method of qualitative data collection in research contexts where the 

ultimate objective of the data collection is the “understanding of participant 

experiences”.  

The argument in favour of semi-structured interviews is that they encourage 

participants to express their experiences using their own terminology, and they allow 

the participants to select those issues and experiences that they felt to be the most 

important, albeit within the broad thematic framework of the study’s interest areas, 

which emerge through the ‘semi-structure’ (ibid). 

However, it is important to acknowledge that interviews are not flawless data sources. 

Coleman (2019) explains how interviews are “not merely a data collection method, 

but a complex form of social interaction shaped by a wide range of social, physical, 

intrapersonal and interpersonal variables including beliefs, values, experiences, 

culture, class, language, socialisation, gender, age, ethnicity, and context”. Indeed, the 
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subjective nature of the data provided by interviews often results in texts that may be 

seen as ‘messy’ for they “seek to break the binary between science and literature, to 

portray the contradiction and truth of human experience” (Guba & Lincoln, 2008, p 

280). Moreover, as Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (2006, p.201) remind us: 

“Even direct speech is selective… spoken only after the speaker has thought, for a 

longer or shorter period, about what they might say; and determined in part by what 

the speaker thinks the listener might want to hear. It also, when compared with written 

English, betrays the effects of improvisation in its punctuation, stumblings, repetitions 

and pauses.”  

Indeed, the objective of the interview is to “collect people’s life stories in order to 

study various aspects of the human experience” (Jacob and Furgerson, 2012, p. 2). In 

order to ensure that the interview protocol served its academic purpose, it was created 

following the guidance of Jacob and Furgerson (2012). The framework involves 15 

sequential development stages, follow by 10 structural stage points to be followed 

during the interviews themselves (these are outlined in Appendix F). The framework 

argues that the protocol should function as a procedural plan for the entire data 

collection process. This guidance ensured that, for example, the interview questions 

were guided by research into the field, that all questions were open-ended, that the 

interview protocol included carefully scripted opening and closing segments for the 

interviews, that questions progressed from relatively straight-forward questions to 

those that were more complicated, that interviewees were asked to ‘tell (the 

interviewer) about' experiences, while multiple prompts were prepared for alternate 

narrative avenues, and that the protocol was practised in advance of the interviews 

being delivered (including the practice of providing on the spot revisions to account 

for unforeseen responses). It also included reminders for the need to collect informed 

consent from all participants, and a series of potential sub-prompts to each question 

area. 

In order to follow the guidelines of Jacob and Furgerson (2012), and to ensure that 

eye contact and focus was maintained throughout the interview, and to ensure that 

interviewees felt that the interviewer remained attentive, extensive note taking was 
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avoided. Instead, an audio recording device was utilised as recommended by Jacob 

and Furgerson (2012).  Likewise, it was ensured that the interviews were conducted 

within a peaceful and quiet location with privacy, and interviews were allotted more 

than enough time in the schedule to ensure no unwarranted interruptions. 

The initial rationale for developing a survey is that as the research project codifies the 

interview data, identifies themes, defines the themes, and labels the themes, that data 

can be used to design the survey. In doing so the survey can acts as a check, balance, 

and support for the interviews. In essence the survey and interviews should mutually 

assist each other. 

The guiding principles used throughout the methodology selection process were based 

on principles outlined by Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (2006, p.221) who discussed the 

need for competent research to meet the four tests of “Significance… 

Generalizability… Reliability… (and) Validity”. The use of a survey is especially 

beneficial in assuring that the final research conclusions meet the test of 

‘generalizability’. Likewise, the use of a survey increases the likelihood that the 

research is ‘reliable’, in the sense that a future attempt to replicate the research would 

produce results which generally support the findings of this project. It is in the 

interview stage of the research that themes receive the most in-depth scrutiny, 

contributing the most to ensuring the ‘validity’ of the study. By using both an in-depth 

interview process, and a wider survey process, there is a greater chance that the 

resultant data is truly representational. The survey itself can be found in full in 

Appendix C. 

3.4 Theoretical Framework for the Analysis of Data 

The research outlined within this thesis seeks to provide lessons for higher education 

institutions and graduate employers by enhancing our understanding of the influence 

of discrimination in the graduate employment market for English language teachers in 

China. The interviews are thematically analysed following the Clarke and Braun 

(2013) framework. In doing so this study ‘codes’ and then ‘thematically aligns’ the 

data which emerges from the interviews. The results provide a rich tapestry of detailed 
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personal accounts and experiences to inform the writing of the data, however, the 

coding process also produces what is, in effect, a quantification of experiences in 

terms of regularity of thematic occurrence (see below). 

A quantitative ‘overview’ of coded themes, allows the study to identify ‘trends’, and 

quantifiably observe which ‘themes’ are the most common across the range of 

interviewees and their varied experiences. This quantitative data then informs the 

creation of the research surveys, which in turn offer further quantitative data regarding 

the prevalence of ‘thematic experiences’ across a wider populace. However, the 

surveys in turn also offer open-ended questions which provide additional qualitative 

data. 

In order to fully comprehend the issues involved in this study, one needs to understand 

both the detailed reality of the issues addressed and the prevalence to which these 

issues are commonplace. The initial, qualitative, interview-based research stage “aims 

to achieve ‘depth’ rather than ‘breadth’” (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight 2006). The 

subsequent, broader, ‘survey' is designed to help quantify the prevalence of these 

issues and thus reveal the ‘breadth' of the challenges faced. 

If the purpose of the follow up survey was in to establish the ‘breadth' (Blaxter, 

Hughes & Tight 2006) of the issues identified within the interviews (the ‘depth'), then 

the first stage of survey development was to understand the contents of the interviews 

themselves. This required "a method for identifying and analysing patterns in 

qualitative data" (Clarke and Braun, 2013, p. 121) in order to accomplish this, a 

thematic analysis framework was required (ibid). Accordingly, the analysis of the 

interview data followed the six-step process identified within Clarke and Braun 

(2013). The six steps identified within Clarke and Braun are "familiarization with the 

data… coding (of the data)… searching for themes… reviewing themes… defining 

and naming themes… (and finally) writing up” (ibid, p. 122-3). In addition to these 

six steps, the themes (as ‘defined' and ‘named' in the fifth stage) were collected to 

create the survey for broader distribution. 
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However, the interview process itself posed particular challenges that needed 

addressing. Many of the challenges associated with undertaking research interviews 

stem from that fact that, as a research practice, “it is bound up with social interaction 

and the communication of meaning in language” (Sarangi, 2004, p. 79). As a result, 

there is not only an inherent subjectivity to the language used but also a social 

dimension to the choice of language and choice of response. Indeed, “like other 

interactional events, research interviews are sites for negotiating role identities, 

knowledge asymmetries, and so on, through a manipulation of discourse devices 

available to participants” (Sarangi, 2004, p. 70). Designing, delivering, and analysing 

these interviews, therefore, required an overt acceptance of the socio-linguistic 

context in which the interviews occurred, a recognition of the potential influence of 

that socio-linguistic context, and an acknowledgement of the context within all 

findings and conclusions. Furthermore, as a researcher, I was required to analyse my 

position within the interview process and the natural “shifting between institutional, 

professional, and lifeworld frames… (because) these shifts are crucial for managing 

the interview activity” (Sarangi, 2004, p. 79). 

When it comes to the processes used for analysing the interview data, the Clarke and 

Braun (2013) framework is similar to the ‘explicitation of data’ framework as 

proposed by Groenewald (2004, outlined within Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2006). In 

both instances, and “like most methods of qualitative data analysis, (they work) by 

steadily extracting from the data collected a series of themes” (Clarke and Braun, 

2013, p.210). The stage by stage process of thematic analysis, in accordance with the 

Clarke and Braun (2013) model, is analysed in chapter 4 below. 

Once the interview data had been successfully collected, it required a systematic 

processing in order to reveal the ‘themes’ that would be carried forward into the 

second stage of the research, the qualitative and quantitative survey. As described 

above, the chosen framework for this analysis was that outlined by Clarke and Braun 

(2013). Following the Clarke and Braun (2013) framework, the first stage of interview 

data analysis is ‘familiarisation with the data’. This analytical stage requires the 

repeated review of audio data files, and the transcribing of data, especially crucial data 

points, for future use when coding data, identifying themes and writing up the data. 
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Familiarisation with the data ensures that vital themes are not excluded from further 

analysis and review. 

The second stage of the analytical framework is the ‘coding of relevant data features’.  

Codifying the interview data requires organising and systematising the data under 

summary headings (codes) which are ‘non-vague’. The vital process element to 

remember is that “themes are developed from codes” (Clarke and Braun, 2013, p. 

130), and so Clarke and Braun (ibid) discuss the need for codes to ‘evoke’ the spirit 

and substance of the data they represent. 

The next step in the analytical process framework advocated by Clarke and Braun 

(2013) is to search for themes amongst the codes. In essence, the key is to identify 

which relevant codes are present in multiple interviews and thus most suitable for 

further study and investigation, given the objectives of the study in question. This 

process of ‘searching for themes’ is thus directly connected to the later formation of 

the additional research survey, which aims to gather additional data on specific 

identified thematic areas. 

The next two stages in the qualitative interview analytical framework as advised by 

Clarke and Braun (2013) involves the reviewing of themes and the defining and 

naming of themes. These stages require first, that the themes identified through the 

coding process are considered in regard to their relevance to the study’s objectives, 

and then that they are processed into clearly defined topics for further research. 

In the final stage Clarke and Braun (2013) advise that the data is explained and 

analysed in reference to the themes, as defined and named in the previous framework 

stages. This process is designed to promote an understanding of the details, the depth, 

of the experiences that participants revealed during the interview stage. This process 

is followed at length starting in section 4.6 below, which reviews all of the themes 

discussed with reflection upon all relevant and available qualitative data.  

However, the research objectives of this study are being pursued from a mixed-

methodological approach. In order to understand the breadth of the challenges that 
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graduates face as well as the depth of individual experiences, the data collected was 

used to inform the selection of questions for a mass survey. The questions selected 

follow the data themes, as extracted through the Clarke and Braun (2013) framework 

(see section 4.5 below). Accordingly, the quantitative results of the survey, combined 

with a thematic analysis of the interview data, provide a mixed qualitative and 

quantitative overview of the identified themes. 

This survey naturally required a small number of identification variables, and 

questions to ensure that participants belonged to the target community. Accordingly, 

the survey commences with questions to ensure that each participant is a university 

graduate who is looking, or has looked, for work as an English teacher in China (see 

Appendix C). Other chosen variables selected for potential future data correlation 

purposes include the total number of years that a participant has worked as an English 

teacher in China, each participant’s age, each participant’s gender, each participant’s 

self-identified native-language or languages, and their self-identified racial ethnicity.  

There was an academic discussion during the formulation of the survey as to whether 

questions about ethnicity and native language should provide pre-selected options for 

participants to choose from in the manner, for example, of a British national census. 

There were certainly merits to this argument, and it could have made data 

categorisation and data configuration analysis easier. However, throughout the 

interview process one of the most common ‘themes’ to emerge (see section 4 below) 

was the idea that participants had been denied the right to self-identification by the 

graduate employment market, and often had racial or language identities forced upon 

them that they were not comfortable with (for example Participant 3, from the United 

Kingdom, who self-identifies as mixed white and black Caribbean, who felt pressure 

to sell himself as being as light-skinned as possible, and Participant 4 from Ukraine, 

who identifies as a Ukrainian native speaker, who felt pressure to identify as an 

English native speaker due to her white ethnicity – see chapter 4). Accordingly, and in 

respect to these experiences, it was decided that the survey should offer a safe-

environment in which self-identification was openly welcomed and directly 

encouraged. 
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Following these identifiers, the survey seeks to establish the base line viewpoints of 

respondents with regards to the thematic data areas that emerged during the interview 

stage of the research process. At this stage the survey respondents were not exposed to 

the key themes, any quotes, or general opinions from the interviewees, as these may 

have led the respondents. At a later stage (see below) the survey respondents were 

given the opportunity to directly state their agreement or disagreement with ideas 

provided by the interviewees, which represented the key themes which emerged from 

the Clarke and Braun (2013) analytical framework. 

Accordingly, at this stage the two questions (one ‘ranking’, and thus quantitative, one 

‘open’ and thus qualitative) were designed to determine the underlying opinions of 

survey respondents. They looked at the factors that employers within the context find 

important when choosing employees. One question remained completely open, 

inviting the survey respondent to write their own description of “the 'perfect' English 

teacher from the perspective of employers in China (based upon your experiences).” 

(see Appendix C). The other question presented 7 potential variables, ‘qualifications 

(e.g. BA)’, ‘experience (e.g. 2 years)’, ‘age’, ‘gender’. ‘attractiveness’, ‘race / skin 

colour’, and ‘first language’, and asked respondents “which of the following attributes 

would be the most important in the mind of a Chinese employer when choosing which 

English teacher to hire?” 

Following these questions, which gather the base opinions of the survey respondents, 

the survey sought to understand the extent to which the survey respondents agreed or 

disagreed with the key thematic areas from the interviews. In order to accomplish this 

model statements, derived from the interviews, were selected to be representative of 

each emergent thematic area. The statements were then represented across a five-point 

Likert style scale, to help identify the breadth of agreement or disagreement with the  

given opinion. The chosen statements needed to represent the challenges identified 

within the thematic areas, as drawn from the interviews using the Clarke and Braun 

(2013) analytical framework. The use of a five-point Likert system was designed to 

help quantify the prevalence of agreement across survey respondents. 
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In order to understand the prevalence of non-native speaker discrimination within the 

graduate employment market for English teachers in China, the respondents were 

asked to provide their level of agreement or disagreement with the idea that 

“employers in China prefer to hire native English-speaking teachers to non-native 

English-speaking teachers, even if they are less qualified and have less experience”, 

and that “non-native English teachers are offered lower wages than native English 

teachers for doing the same job”.  

In order to understand the prevalence of racism within the graduate employment 

market for English teachers in China, the respondents were asked to provide their 

level of agreement or disagreement with the idea that “employers in China value 

‘white’ ethnicity more than qualifications or experience when hiring English 

teachers”, and that “non-white English teachers are offered lower wages than white 

English teachers for doing the same job”. 

Them, in order to understand the comparative discrimination experienced by non-

native English speaking teachers and non-white teacher within the graduate 

employment market for English teachers in China, the respondents were asked to 

provide their level of agreement or disagreement with the idea that “for employers in 

China finding a ‘white’ teacher is more important than finding a native English-

speaking teacher”. While, in order to more broadly understand the prevalence of 

discrimination based upon appearance within the graduate employment market for 

English teachers in China, the respondents were asked to provide their level of 

agreement or disagreement with the idea that “qualifications and experience matter 

less than physical appearance when trying to find a job as an English teacher in 

China” (see Appendix C). 

The stage of the survey outlined above was designed to widen our understanding of 

the experiences faced by graduates within the employment market for English 

teachers in China. The next stage of the survey directly referenced the overall 

objectives of this research, namely the development of advice and actionable 

guidelines for higher education institutions, by seeking to better understand the 

experiences respondents had encountered during their own studies, including the level 
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they had been prepared for the realities they encountered in the graduate employment 

market. Accordingly, the survey asked the respondents to provide their level of 

agreement or disagreement with the first-person statements, “my university actively 

prepared me for finding work in the job market”, “my university specifically prepared 

me for finding work internationally in the international employment market”, “my 

university specifically discussed prejudice and privilege in employment markets”, and 

“my university specifically discussed how I may personally be affected by prejudice 

and privilege in employment markets” (see Appendix C). 

Once the views of the survey respondents, in relation to the thematic areas that 

emerged during the interview analysis, had been collected, the survey moved on to a 

final stage. At this stage the survey respondents were invited to provide additional 

qualitative feedback (written statements of opinion) regarding the various topics 

which were raised through the interview-analysis process. 

As such, the questions were designed to allow all survey respondents uninhibited 

freedom to express their views, in relation to their own personal experiences. While 

the nature of an ‘online survey’ does not easily facilitate the same provision of 

detailed information, and does not allow for deep follow-up questions, as is afforded 

to interviewees during an interview, the survey was able to reach a far wider 

community of respondents. The open-ended questions were selected to encourage 

respondents to expand upon the themes that they had already encountered, and as such 

included the following topics: “What other factors influence the experience of English 

teachers trying to find work in this industry in China?”; “What was your main 

challenge establishing yourself as an English teacher in China?”; “What have you 

learned about the international job market from your experiences in china?”; “How do 

you feel the job market in this industry has changed and will change in the future?”; 

and “What advice would you give future English teachers who will soon start to look 

for work in China?” (see Appendix C). 

The survey concludes in a similar manner to the original interviews, with a statement 

offering contact information for anyone seeking more information regarding the study. 
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3.5 Ethical Considerations of the Interview and Survey Research Stages 

The sensitive nature of the topics under discussion ensured that the ‘ethical approval’ 

process for this research was undertaken with the utmost attention and focus. The 

steps required for participant recruitment (including promotional materials requesting 

volunteers) were adequately described and discussed with the university in advance, 

to ensure that any risks and burdens to participants were clarified before any potential 

participants volunteered their services. Likewise, participant privacy and 

confidentiality was ensured through a process of data anonymisation and security 

guarantees regarding the recording, storage, and distribution of all gathered data. 

One of the main potential ethical risks connected to the research process related to the 

potential for research to be influenced by the professional relationship between 

researcher and research participants (with the prospect of interview participants being 

employed in directly junior positions to the researcher). These risks were mitigated in 

various ways, with guarantees of anonymity and academic independence, moreover as 

it finally emerged no interview participant was employed within the same 

organisation as the researcher at the time of the interview (although many had 

previously been colleagues employed at a subordinate level).  

Fundamentally, ethically appropriate research methods were guaranteed by the 

provision of participant information sheets, which explained clearly the purpose and 

objectives of the research, as well as the demographic justifications for those chosen 

to participate within the interview process. Participants were alerted as to the 

voluntary nature of the research, and the rights and guarantees all participants were to 

be afforded. These participant information sheets were mirrored by debriefing 

documents, which likewise afforded support and reassurance to participants. 

The research necessarily referenced sensitive topics throughout both the interview and 

survey process. Accordingly, the potential psychological risks to participants needed 

to be considered and reviewed sensibly. All participants were offered guidance and 

advice regarding professional psychological and emotional support, with interviewees 

provided specific contact information of support agencies (including at least one with 
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24 hours contact options) within the debriefing document that participants were 

provided upon the conclusion of their interview.  

Furthermore, all participants were reminded of their right to end the interview / survey 

at any stage of the process. Moreover, participants were provided with multiple 

occasions upon which they could comfortably withdraw their consent. I believe that 

the fact that not a single interviewee withdrew their consent, despite most participants 

revealing multiple incredibly personal stories, is testament to how keen the 

interviewees were to share their experiences, in hope for an improved future for all 

involved, especially future graduates entering the same context. The next chapter 

allows us to share these important research findings. 
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4.0 Findings 

The research findings are divided here between two connected, but distinct, chapter 

halves. Sections 4.1 to section 4.5 reveal the general thematic findings from the 

interview procedure, in accordance with the analytical framework discussed in chapter 

3. Accordingly, section 4.1 discusses the process of interview data familiarisation, 

section 4.2 reveals the coded data features that emerged from the interview analysis, 

section 4.3 describes the process of searching for themes amongst the coded data 

findings, section 4.4 discusses the process of reviewing the themes that emerged, and 

section 4.5 details how these data themes were defined and named. These stages 

represent the early data findings, which helped to inform the development of the 

subsequent survey. Detailed data that emerged from the interviews and surveys are 

withheld until the second half. 

Section 4.6 overviews the demographics of the survey data in order to provide a 

demographic context to the statistical data that is later presented. Any relevant 

demographic information relating to data provided by interview participants is 

presented together with the data itself. Likewise, qualitative responses taken from 

survey respondents during the open ended stages of the survey, are connected with the 

respondents’ demographic information where relevant.  

Section 4.7 presents the bulk of the qualitative and quantitative data as derived from 

the interview participants and the survey respondents, with regards to their 

experiences within the graduate employment market for English teachers in China. 

This section seeks to identify areas where the data is clear, areas where the qualitative 

and quantitative data are mutually supportive, as well as areas where additional 

research would be required in order to better understand the reality. This section 

establishes which shared experiences demonstrate an agreed ‘reality’ observed by the 

majority of graduates, and thus which experiences could best inform higher education 

institution policy makers when they seek to adjust their systems to better prepare 

future graduates for the employment market. 
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Figure 4.1 – The codification of essential interview data 
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Section 4.8 looks at the roles of higher education institutions themselves. It looks at 

the detailed experiences of interview participants with regards to their own studies, as 

well general data from survey respondents regarding how their own higher education 

institutions prepared them for the job market, the international job market, the 

prevalence of discrimination within the job market, and the specific risks that 

graduates personally face as victims of discrimination in hiring practices. 

The final section, 4.9, looks at the recommendations for higher education institutions 

as presented by the interview participants and survey respondents themselves. It 

should be noted that the purpose of section 4.9 is to specifically reflect, and give 

direct voice to, the individuals whom the data represents. The recommendations 

within the section are those specifically and independently raised by interviewees and 

survey respondents. Section 4.10 discusses the process through which this data can 

then be analysed in order to produce actionable recommendations for Higher 

Education Institutions. Chapters 6 and 7 then bring together the relevant data in order 

to make final recommendations. 

4.1 Familiarisation with the Interview Data 

In line with the Clarke and Braun (2013) framework, the initial process of interview 

data analysis is to become familiarised with the data. This process resulted in an 

understanding of the information, which in turn allowed the codification of the 

interview findings (see Figure 4.1), as well as assisting in the process of searching for 

themes amongst the findings (see Table 4.1), the process of reviewing the themes that 

emerged through the findings (see section 4.4) and then the system of defining and 

naming the themes discussed within the findings (see section 4.5). Accordingly, the 

process of interview data ‘familiarisation’ (as described by Clarke and Braun, 2013) 

underlies all interview data findings. 

4.2 Coding Relevant Data Features 

After the process of familiarisation with the data, the next stage of the process was to 

codify the data features, as described within the discussion of methodology in chapter 
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3. Figure 4.1 shows a wide range of relevant data codified in order to support the later 

development of themes. The final codes that emerged were: 

• Participant identifies as native-English Speaker, Chinese system rejects this. 

• Government Visa restrictions. 

• Racial-preference in the graduate employment market. 

• Prejudice based upon accent. 

• Personal suffering at the hand of prejudice in employment or job-seeking. 

• Racism in a workplace based on skin colour. 

• Unhappiness in an institution due to prejudice. 

• Participant told to fake their name. 

• Participant told to fake their nationality. 

• Preference based upon nationality within employment. 

• Race or nationality leading to different (lower) wages. 

• Race prioritized above experience and qualifications. 

• Language background prioritized above experience and qualifications. 

• Lack of clarity about required qualifications. 

• Lack of standards in Education in China. 

• The connection between racism and restricted internet/information access. 

• Prejudice in the workplace based upon sexuality. 

• Advertisements specify nationalities. 

• Advertisements specify gender. 

• Employers dogmatic belief in stereotypes. 

• Race or ethnicity raised as a factor in recruitment advertisements. 

• Race raised as a factor during recruitment processes. 

• Chinese ‘obsession’ with white beauty. 

• Ageism in employment. 

• Religious prejudice in employment system. 

• Employers fear of customers. 

• Chinese history and its influence on modern prejudice. 

• Native speaker status raised as a factor in recruitment advertisements. 

• Native speaker status raised as a factor during recruitment processes. 

• Extra pressure to prove worth due to race/language. 
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• No support for finding employment by HEIs. 

• No preparation for international employment by HEIs. 

• No preparation for encountering prejudice in the workplace by HEIs. 

• Need for universities to discuss general international living issues. 

  

4.3 Searching for Themes  

Following the Clarke and Braun (2013) framework, the next process in understanding 

the interview findings, was to search for themes amongst the data codes. The first 

stage of this system was to disregard certain codes that, while connected and 

interesting, ranged too far from the scope of the research objectives of this study to be 

suitable for further investigation. For example, P13 from Canada described the 

situation of a friend, asserting that “parents have refused to put their children in his 

class because he is gay and that he is black”. This case certainly offers a worthy line 

of future investigation, however, as this was the only reference to sexuality amongst 

the interviews it did not represent a ‘data theme’. Accordingly, codes that were 

‘unique’ to one interviewee, or which ventured beyond the remit of discrimination in 

hiring practices were removed, this included ‘codes’ such as those identifying 

discrimination based on ageism, gender inequality, and sexuality. This was done with 

the respectful acknowledgement that each ‘removed area’ is worthy of further study 

and investigation, but with the assertion that this particular study was not the right 

vehicle for that research at this time. The themes that were carried forward for further 

investigation all emerged in a majority of interviews, or in some cases within 

absolutely every interview, providing a strong and clear basis for further study. 

The next part of the process to ‘search for themes’ was to identify how often, how 

regularly, each ‘coded’ data area was raised within the research interviews. This 

process revealed those ‘codes’ which were universally, or near universally, raised by 

interviewees, against those that were identified by only a single interviewee or a small 

minority of interviewees. Table 4.1 demonstrates the frequency with which selected 

codes were raised, along with a brief biography of each interviewee. 

4.4 Reviewing Themes 
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After having searched for themes amongst the codified interview data, the next stage 

of the process was to review the themes that had emerged. In doing so, there were two 

key areas of consideration. 1). Where coded data areas are repeated across multiple 

interviewees, do they stand alone as thematic subjects, or do they connect with other 

codified data areas to form umbrella themes? 2). Where coded data areas are repeated 

across multiple interviewees, do they nevertheless represent research avenues that are 

appropriate and relevant for this study?  

One major challenge, which instantly emerged from a review of the data themes, was 

that a lot of graduates in the English language teaching job market in China report 

barriers to entry due to visa regulations (often connected to an applicant’s country of 

origin). Unfortunately, however, these barriers are enforced by Chinese laws. 

Throughout the literature review and preparation for the study, it was acknowledged 

that the ‘native speaker fallacy’ as outlined by Phillipson (1992), is a powerful 

example of linguistic imperialism, as it values birth-status above actual subject 

knowledge, qualification, or experience. However, where these privileges are 

enshrined in Chinese labour law, or visa regulations, tackling them falls beyond the 

primary objective of this study. The study does not aim to provide recommendations 

for legislative changes at this stage, regardless of how much this study might embrace 

them. 
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Table 4.1 – Searching for themes amongst codes 
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Indeed, while it is undoubtedly true that Higher Education Institutions should remind 

students to review legal visa requirements of countries before submitting job 

applications, this is a very different area of ‘employability preparation’ than that of 

alerting students to discrimination during recruitment procedures. In that regard, when 

seeking to understand how widespread the influence of discrimination is within the 

graduate employment market, this study needs to be careful to separate any 

manifestations of lawful obedience to the visa system. 

Nevertheless, reviewing the themes that emerged from the data, while continuing to 

engage further in the processes of familiarisation with the data, revealed plenty of 

thematic areas, which could be appropriate for further investigation. One example 

theme that emerged, and was repeated often, was the notion of caucasian job 

applicants receiving preferential treatment even if they were neither qualified, nor 

experienced. Through the process of searching for themes it was quantified that every 

single interviewee had encountered or witnesses discrimination based upon skin 

colour within the Chinese graduate employment market for English Language 

Teachers, with almost all interviewees reporting direct accounts of experiences they 

had personally witnessed.  

This theme was considered suitable for further consideration, because it emerged 

through the analysis of interview themes, because further qualitative analysis of the 

interview data could expand our understanding of the issues raised, and because 

quantitative data collection could reveal the breadth to which this theme is relevant. 

Finally, this them was considered suitable for further investigation because it is within 

the feasible realm of themes that higher education institutions may wish to consider 

when preparing future graduates for employment. 

However, another crucial element within this analytical process is the refining of 

themes to ensure that similar themes are considered under collective umbrellas of 

related issues, rather than each considered separately, which could lead to inefficiency 

and duplication. In order to refine the thematic areas, and in order to select which 

should be subjected to deeper qualitative data analysis, and which might be 

investigated further during the quantitative (survey) research stage, the information 
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from Table 4.1 was used to group the codes under broad thematic categories. It was 

then possible to identify five umbrella themes in total, of which three were selected 

for advancement (for reasons explained below). 

The five groups are presented below, with the initial ‘codes’ (see section 4.2) being 

utilised to highlight the development process and stage-connections within this 

thematic analysis framework: 

1. Participant considers them self a native-English Speaker, but the Chinese visa 

system does not. 

References the government Visa restrictions and new regulations based upon 

passport. 

Participant has encountered preference based upon nationality within 

employment. 

2. Participant has encountered / witnessed discrimination based upon accent. 

Participant has experienced language background being prioritized above 

experience and qualifications in employment decisions. 

Participant has encountered / witnessed native speaker status raised as a factor 

in recruitment advertisements. 

Participant has encountered / witnessed native speaker status raised as a factor 

during recruitment processes. 

3. Participant has encountered / witnessed racial-preference in the graduate 

employment market. 

Participant has encountered / witnessed racism in a workplace based on skin 

colour. 

Has witnessed race or nationality leading to different (lower) wages. 

Participant has experienced or witnessed race being prioritized above 

experience and qualifications in employment decisions. 

Participant has encountered / witnessed race or ethnicity raised as a factor in 

recruitment advertisements. 
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Participant has encountered / witnessed race raised as a factor during 

recruitment processes. 

4. Participant expressed their personal experience of discrimination in 

employment or job-seeking. 

Participant expresses unhappiness in an institution due to discrimination. 

Participant has encountered extra pressure to prove themselves due to race / 

language. 

5. Participant was not provided active training or support for finding employment 

by their university / college. 

Interviewee was not specifically prepared for international employment 

searches by their university / college. 

Participant did not have specific training or support for encountering 

discrimination in the workplace during their university / college experience. 

Of the five umbrella thematic groups, outlined above, it was determined not to 

advance the first and fourth thematic groups to the next stages of qualitative and 

quantitative research. The first theme was excluded as it relied heavily upon 

government regulations and visa restrictions. This paper is not intended to provide 

guidance for Chinese immigration policy, and while this may be a fascinating topic, 

with huge influence upon the graduate employment market for English language 

teachers, it is beyond the scope of this investigation. That is not to say that there are 

not clear lessons for higher education institutions, in the need to ensure that graduates 

have a legal understanding of their working rights, but this would be true of any sector 

within any context. 

The next area to be excluded for further research, the fourth theme, was excluded as it 

focussed upon micro employment details rather than macro trends. This is not to say 

that such experiences are irrelevant. Indeed, some of these accounts are used to 

illuminate the lived experience of graduates. However, what is beyond the scope of 

this study is to analyse each individual’s present employment circumstance. 

Moreover, the primary objective of this thesis is to provide advice for higher 
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education institutions in relation to the graduate employment market. That requires 

understanding the process through which graduates find employment, and the related 

experiences, rather than focussing upon conditions within employment.  

However, the above statements and decisions should not be taken as value judgements 

with regards to the relative importance of different research areas or avenues. Of 

course, advice that relates to ‘discrimination in the workplace’ would also be 

extremely valuable, and could provide an excellent future avenue for research. 

However, such research falls beyond the direct remit of this study, and would require 

a different research approach, with differently constructed research tools. 

4.5 Defining and Naming Themes 

Taking forward the three umbrella themes for qualitative analysis, write-up, review, 

and then use in creating a survey for additional quantitative analysis, required that 

each umbrella theme be defined and understood. Of the three umbrella themes carried 

forward to this analytical stage, the first concerned discrimination in graduate 

employment markets based upon accent and linguistic background. It included ‘native 

language status’ being prioritized above experience and qualifications in recruitment 

advertisements, and recruitment processes. 

Unfortunately, relatively recent (2016) government stipulations have dramatically 

changed the requirements for receiving a visa as an English teacher in China. Indeed, 

the new stipulations are so strict and specific that this entire thematic research avenue 

almost became irrelevant. However, familiarisation with the interview data, made it 

clear that the situation is not as simple as one might be led to believe. 

Multiple interviewees discussed the ability of ‘ineligible’ teachers to find work, 

primarily through the use of visas for alternative official employment responsibilities 

(managing, marketing visa etc), or alternative purposes of residing in China (student, 

tourist, marriage visa etc). Many interviewees also discussed the interaction between 

race and ‘non-native status’ with seemingly little regard for the law, defining a 

complex hierarchy where white native English speakers were seemingly followed in 
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rank by white non-native English speakers, followed by non-white native English 

speakers, and finally non-white non-native English speakers, regardless of visa status 

(and with complete disregard to issues of qualification or experience, see section 4.7). 

However other interviewees discussed how, while easy for white non-native English 

speakers to find English teaching positions, they would often face work conditions 

and remuneration levels far below those of their ‘native speaking’ colleagues. The 

interrelation between these different areas of discrimination is what justifies the 

advancement of this thematic area for further analysis and quantitative research. 

The second thematic area selected relates to the influence of race and ethnicity upon a 

graduate’s experience of the employment market. This theme presented by far the 

most data, with every single interviewee recounting at least some experiences of 

having encountered or witnessed racism within the industry (as outlined in section 

4.7). Moreover, data from this theme was often blended with data from the first 

theme, especially in areas such as linguistic heritage and accent. 

The final thematic area to be chosen for qualitative analysis, write-up, review, and 

then use in creating the survey was the failure of higher education institutions to 

prepare students for the experiences they encountered in the job market. While the 

data seemed split on whether higher education institutions had prepared students for 

finding work at all, it seemed almost universal that institutions had failed to address 

both general issues of finding employment internationally, and specific issues of 

discrimination which exists in the international graduate employment market (as 

detailed in section 4.9 below). 

Following the reasonings provided above, the three thematic areas chosen for data 

review, analysis and further quantitative investigation are: 

1. The Native Speaker Fallacy: The influence of a graduate’s linguistic 

background upon discrimination in the employment market for English 

teachers in China. 
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2. Racial Discrimination in the Job Market: The influence of a graduate’s 

racial heritage upon discrimination in the employment market for English 

teachers in China. 

3. The Preparation of Graduates for Global Employment Markets: The level 

to which higher education institutions prepared graduates for the cultural 

reality of finding employment internationally, including issues of 

discrimination within job markets. 

4.6 Survey Data Demographics 

In accordance with the findings that emerged through the analytical framework 

outlined in sections 4.1-4.5, and the methodology explained in section 3, a survey was 

developed to gather additional qualitative and quantitative data on the selected themes 

of investigation, (see Appendix C). The development of recommendations for higher 

education institutions requires comprehensive consideration of all findings, and 

comparison of all data. Accordingly, data from both the interview and the survey 

stages of the research are presented together in this and subsequent sections.  

The survey included both open-ended questions, as well as closed questions in the 

form of rankings and Likert scales. In order to appreciate the resulting qualitative and 

quantitative data, it is important to have an overview of the demographic breakdown 

of the participants. Where qualitative data is presented, for example using quotations, 

any available relevant demographic information is provided. For survey data, specific 

demographic correlations are presented if relevant, otherwise data is presented on 

behalf of the entire 186 survey respondents.  

The detailed demographic breakdown of the 186 respondents, in respect to all 

available variables, was presented in Chapter 3. Limitations in this research will be 

discussed at length in section 5.3. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the 

demographics here discussed do present certain limitations. For example 75% of 

survey respondents had been in China for under five years, limiting the ability to 

make judgements about longer term changes to the job market (with only 8 

	89
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



respondents serving over 10 years). The age bias of the respondent group was even 

starker, with over two thirds of all survey respondents aged 25-34, and a further fifth 

of respondents aged 35-44. This ensures that the data overwhelmingly represents the 

opinion of 25-45-year olds, those who could be considered to be in the early to middle 

stages of their career. 

With regards to gender the survey respondents were fairly evenly split, with slightly 

more male respondents than female. With regard to race, the survey included 12 self-

identified categories. In total around 55% of respondents identified as being either 

white or caucasian, 15% as Asian, Chinese, or Indian, and 12% black, while many 

respondents chose identities such as ‘South African’ or ‘American’ that do not 

inherently disclose an ethnicity. While the process of self-identification may 

complicate the ability to identify data correlations, it was felt to be important 

considering how many of the interviewees revealed experiences in which they were 

robbed of the ability to determine their own identity by employers during hiring 

procedures. For example, interview participant 3’s (P3’s) employers “assume white 

males or females… (are native English speakers)” regardless of their country of 

origin, while Asian Americans “are not seen as good enough because they look like 

everyone else” according to P11.  

With regards to the first language of survey respondents, almost 80% classed 

themselves as native English speakers (or bilingual native speakers). The implications 

of this may slightly limit the ability of the survey to speak on behalf of non-native 

English teachers, as they are less represented. Nevertheless, data from the interview 

stage strongly indicates that self-identification as a native English speaker does not 

necessarily mean that the Chinese employers agree with this classification. Indeed, six 

of the interview respondents identified as native English speakers, yet indicated that 

the Chinese system rejected this identity, including P1 from Ghana who stated,  

“They go like, we are sorry we can’t employ you and the reason is you are not a 

native speaking country, like, and you try to explain to them, this is it, like my country 

is a native speaking country”. 
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4.7 Survey and Interview Findings, Qualitative and Quantitative Data 

The following figures, tables, and qualitative data sets, overview the experience of 

graduate job seekers in the Chinese employment market for English language 

teachers. This is followed by section 4.8 which looks at the extent to which 

respondents and participants feel their higher education institutions prepared them for 

these experiences. 

 4.71 General Findings with Regards to Employability Variables 

Figure 4.2 shows a word cloud of answers to the question of ‘what makes an ideal 

English teacher in the mind of a Chinese employer’ from the 186 survey respondents. 

It is important to note that this question (and the next) were presented before survey 

respondents were asked to pass judgement (agreement or disagreement) upon the 

opinions which had arisen through the interview process. Therefore, these answers 

were not influenced by the opinions of the interviewees. 

The size of the words indicates the frequency that the word was used within the 

description of ‘what makes an ideal English teacher in the mind of a Chinese 

employer’ as written by the survey respondents. Survey respondents were allowed 

unrestricted qualitative and creative freedom in designing these responses, although 

the vast majority chose to provide isolated words or a single sentence. On the diagram 

the lowest shown frequency (the smallest words) represent words that were found in 3  

(out of 186) responses, for example words such as ‘ability’, ‘tall’ and ‘qualifications’, 

while the highest frequency, and thus largest font size, went to the word ‘white’ which 

emerged on 97 unprompted occasions. 
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Figure 4.2 – A word-cloud created from the responses of surveyed English teachers to the 
question of ‘what makes an ideal English teacher in the mind of a Chinese employer’. 

These unprompted responses are extremely important, not least because the data, 

when quantitatively and qualitatively analysed, directly supports qualitative findings 

which emerged through the interview process. This is despite the fact that survey 

responses at this ‘opening’ stage of the survey had not yet not seen any opinions 

derived through the interview process (whereas during later survey stages respondents 

were presented with opinions directly derived from the interviews and asked to 

indicate their level of agreement or disagreement). 

When discussing employers’ desires, expectations and demands, every single 

interviewee provided qualitative data that echoed the survey findings shown in Figure 

4.2. Moreover, none of the interviewees expressed any counter opinion against the 

idea that racial discrimination was ultimately the primary challenge within the 

employment market. To show that every single interview participant provided data in 

support of this notion, Table 4.2 compiles evidence from all 15 participants together. 
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Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.

P1	from	
Ghana

When	discussing	applying	for	a	position	explained:	“this	was	what	they	
told	me,	they	were	like	‘oh,	we	were	looking	for	a	white	person,	sorry’”.

P2	from	
the	

Philippines

Explained	that	as	a	Filipino:“you	look	Asian	compared	to	native	
speakers,	from	the	west	they	look	blonde…	here	in	China	we	
experience,	not	just	me,	for	Chinese	schools	they	prefer,	or	they	also	
consider	a	big	factor	on	how	you	look	like	ethnically.”

P3	from	
the	United	
Kingdom

Told	of	an	experience	upon	arrival	in	China:	“When	I	first	came….	We	
had	to	send	a	passport	photo	with	a	CV,	I	was	super	dark	in	the	photo…	
when	I	landed	I	was	much	lighter	skinned…	instantly	my	agent	took	a	
new	photo	of	me…	I	realised…	it	might	be	easier	to	get	a	place	
somewhere	because	of	skin	tone”

P4	from	
the	

Ukraine

Told	a	fascinating	story	about	being	the	unwittingly	privileged	
beneficiary	of	racial	discrimination:	“I	went	for	an	interview	five	years	
ago…	was	waiting	with	two	other	people,	one	from	England,	Indian	
looking	English	man,	another	from	California,	but	African	American,	
then	there	was	me,	Ukrainian	girl…	the	American	man	has	a	degree	in	
teaching…	so	I	thought	I’m	not	going	to	get	this	job…	but	I	was	
surprised	I	got	the	job	not	them…	the	American	man	spent	5	minutes	in	
the	room…	the	Indian	looking	man	went	to	door	and	they	said	‘we	
don’t	need	you’…	I	went	in	and	they	said	‘you	look	great	you	have	nice	
looking	skin…’	this	is	how	I	got	the	job,	without	even	asking	me	about	
my	degree	or	if	I	could	speak	English”.

P5	from	
Chile

Spoke	of	benefiting	from	his	ethnicity	at	the	expense	of	others:	“I	met	
people	with	way	way	way	way	way	better	English	than	myself	and	they	
were	struggling	much	more	than	I	did…	people	who	came	from	Muslim	
countries….	people	who	looked	different…	who	racially	looked	
different…	African	American	or	Asian,	a	lot	of	people	from	the	States	
for	example	with	Asian	background	will	struggle	because	they	don’t	
look	like	an	English	teacher,	they	look	Chinese,	they	look	too	Chinese	to	
get	a	job”

P6	from	
Serbia

Recounted	a	personal	stories	she	had	witnessed,	“an	experience	of	a	
girl,	she	is	actually	a	native	English	speaker,	she	was	practically	kicked	
out	of	the	campus	of	a	renowned	company	here	in	Beijing	just	for	being	
of	‘African’	origin”.	She	also	described	how	discrimination	is	overt	even	
before	candidates	apply	for	job	interviews,	from	the	job	
advertisements	themselves,	saying	that	“I	have	seen	ads	that	actually	
bluntly	say	only	white	people,	they	don’t	even	say	Caucasian,	or	even	
say	‘no	blacks’	or	things	like	that,	it’s	just	terrible	and	I	was	completely	
shocked	when	I	first	encountered	ads	like	that	but	now	I	am	used	to	
them	because	you	see	them	everywhere.”

Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.
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P7	from	
Nigeria

Seemed	to	be	under	no	illusion	as	to	the	reason	he	had	struggled	to	
find	employment,	stating:	“it’s	not	about	my	qualifications	or	my	
teaching	abilities,	it	is	about	the	perception	of	my	colour...	if	I	am	not	a	
black	man	it	would	have	been	much	easier	for	them	to	employ	me....	
it’s	about	my	skin	colour”	Moreover,	echoing	the	experiences	described	
by	P4	and	P5,	he	had	actively	seen	the	way	that	others	were	treated	
differently:	“people	like	from	Russian	and	places	such	as	Ukraine	and	
others,	they	get	jobs	much	faster	than	Africans	just….	because	of	their	
skin	colour…	even	though	I	speak	English	and…	(teachers	from	Ukraine	
and	Russia	often	have	English	that	is…)	not	up	to	standard	but	they	get	
a	job	because	of	their	white	skin	colour”

P8	from	
Zambia

Described	the	shock	of	people	at	discovering	that	his	friend	was	both	
black	and	from	the	United	States	of	America:	“I	worked	with	this	girl…	
she	was	American…	when	she	would	come	to	work	a	lot	of	people	
would	ask	her…	where	are	you	from?	She	would	say	I’m	American,	they	
would	look	at	her	with	shocked	faces	and	say	‘but	you’re	black’”

P9	from	
the	

Philippines

Described	how	she	believes	that	parents	of	students	are	part	of	the	
challenge,	by	exerting	racist	pressures	upon	institutions,	and	by	
explaining	the	extent	to	which	education	institutions	will	go	to	fulfil	
parental	demands:	“they	want	their	kids	to	be	surrounded	by	white	
people…	I	know	some	native	speakers	who	don’t	have	an	education	
background…	they	can’t	even	write	proper	words…	but	they	are	
working	as	English	teachers…	they	are	not	even	supposed	to	be	
working	(for	visa	reasons)…	when	you	are	white,	they	don’t	have	any	
questions”

P10	from	
the	

Ukraine

Stated	that:	“(What	is	most	important	for	employers	here?)	…	skin	
colour…	how	you	look	like…	some	of	my	friends	are	totally	not	
qualified…	but	they	are	white	so	they	have	no	problem	finding	a	job…	
non-natives,	Russians.	Ukrainians”

P11	from	
the	United	
States	of	
America

Discussed	the	subtlety	of	skin-shades	as	a	factor	implicit	within	the	
decisions	of	Chinese	employers	saying	that:	“any	Asian	person,	they	can	
be	American	Asian,	American	Chinese,	and	have	all	the	qualifications	
and	all	of	everything	that	they	need,	but	they	still	wouldn’t	get	the	job	
because	people’s	perceptions	overshadow	the	qualifications	that	they	
have…	the	aesthetic	of	an	English	teacher	(is	seen	as)	a	young	white	
woman,	young	being	one	of	the	main	things,	ageism	is	a	big	thing…	if	
you	are	a	European	with	lighter	features	you	are	more	than	likely	going	
to	get	a	job	even	if	you	don’t	have	the	qualifications…	the	darker	the	
skin	the	more	difficult	it	is,	and	that’s	not	just	on	black	people,	but	on	
Mexican	Americans,	Argentinians,	Venezuelans,	Brazilians,	insert	any	
culture	you	like,	the	lighter	you	are	the	easier.”

Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.
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Table 4.2 - data from every single interview participant demonstrating the extent to which racial 
discrimination impacts the graduate employment market for English teachers in China. 

Along with gathering qualitative feedback from survey and interview respondents 

(and presenting a quantitative visual representation of them in Figure 4.2), this stage 

of the survey also sought to understand the relative importance of different factors 

through the use of a ranking system. To achieve this the survey took the seven 

‘factors’ mentioned through the various interviews as being relevant to Chinese 

employers, these included age, gender, attractiveness, experience, qualifications, first 

language, and race/skin colour. The only variable, raised within more than one 

interview, that was not included was legality (legal work visa). This was excluded on 

the principal that all teachers should have a legal work visa for their employment, and 

P12	from	
Ecuador

Described	the	shock	he	felt	when	he	first	encountered	overt	racial	
preference	in	the	employment	market:	“We	only	want	white	looking	
people	or	no	blacks,	I	was	shocked…	how	is	this	possible…	it	is	so	
explicit.”	He	then	discussed	how,	because	Chinese	employers	and	
customers	“link	English	with	white	looking	people”,	there	is	an	
economic	incentive	to	value	white	skin.	He	discussed	the	practical	
reality	of	the	market	forces	he	has	observed:	“the	value	of	(an	English	
teacher)	is	determined	by	how	he	looks…	the	whiter	you	look	the	more	
value	your	English	is	going	to	have	on	the	Chinese	market…	it	doesn’t	
depend	upon	if	you	are	a	good	teacher	or	your	English	level…	the	value	
of	looks	is	heavy”

P13	from	
Canada

Stated	quite	simply:	“first	judgement	is	based	upon	looks…	not	getting	
to	know	you…	they	want	white…	they	want	the	blonde	hair,	blue-eyed	
individual”

P14	from	
Bosnia

Recounted	the	experience	of	friends	of	hers,	informing	that:	“Many	of	
them	were	not	even	considered	for	job	interviews	because	of	their	
race,	many	teaching	job	advertisements	include	this	as	a	requirement…	
Many	of	these	companies	justify	these	requirements	by	saying	clients…	
family	members,	parents	prefer	beautiful	young	teachers.”

P15	from	
Mexico

Echoed	a	similar	belief.	Interestingly	P15	was	able	to	view	the	challenge	
from	two	perspectives,	having	both	worked	as	an	English	teacher,	and	
as	having	worked	within	human	resources,	hiring	English	teachers	for	
Chinese	education	institutions.	She	gave	the	following	assessment:	“the	
industry	in	this	country	is	very	much	oriented	to	the	Caucasian	teacher,	
so	an	ideal	of	a	white	male	teacher	or	a	white	female	teacher	in	your	
classroom	that	is	a	native	English	speaker	so	obviously	if	you	are	not	
Caucasian	then	you	are	definitely	part	of	everyone	else…	it	becomes	a	
problem	when	there’s	actually	a	certified	person	with	the	qualifications	
and	even	the	nationality…	that	you	are	allowed	to	hire	and	just	because	
of	ethnicity	institutions	are	saying	you	can’t	hire…	so	it	is	a	challenge,	
ethnicity,	for	non-Caucasians”

Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.Qualitative	evidence	of	racial	discrimination	from	all	15	interview	participants.
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while many do not, they risk lengthy imprisonment followed by deportation and 

extensive fines. Further discussions surrounding legal visa procedures are presented in 

section 5.3, Limitations of Research Data, below. 

The following table and figures reveal the responses to the question “In your 

experience, which of the following attributes would be the most important in the mind 

of a Chinese employer when choosing which English teacher to hire? (Please rank 

these attributes in order, with number one as the most important and number 7 as the 

least important - from the perspective of a Chinese employer)”. 

A Ranking of Variables According to Importance 

 
Table 4.3 – The total breakdown of responses ‘ranking’ the importance of different attributes. 
The ‘% score’ refers to the percentage of the 186 total respondents who ranked each variable in 
the given position, with the actual number of respondents presented below the percentage. 

Table 4.3 and Figure 4.3 display the overall relative rankings of ‘variables’ in terms of 

relevance to Chinese employers. While age and gender are deemed to be the least 

important variables, below experience and qualifications, first language and race/skin 

colour are deemed to be the most important. All in all, 61.83%, or 115 respondents, 

felt that race/skin colour was either the most, or the second most, important factor for 

Chinese employers when choosing candidates. 
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A Weighted Average of Variable Rankings (inversed) 

 
Figure 4.3 – The overall breakdown of ‘rankings’ (inverted weighted average) for all the 
variables in terms of the relative importance to Chinese employers following the survey 
instruction “Please rank these attributes in order, with number one as the most important and 
number 7 as the least important - from the perspective of a Chinese employer”. 

Many of the results revealed in Table 4.3 and Figure 4.3 seem counter-intuitive when 

compared with the general ‘career advice’ guided by employability theory (this topic 

is discussed in more length below with examples including Bortz (2019) and 

Monster.com. For example, only 17.74%, or 33 respondents, felt that ‘qualifications’ 

were the most important variable for Chinese employers when choosing a new 

teacher, and only 8.6%, or 16 respondents felt that ‘experience’ was the most 

important such variable. Furthermore 10.75%, or 20 respondents felt that 

qualifications were the least important factor for employers, while 9.14%, or 17 

respondents felt that experience was the least important. When each factor is looked 

at independently, it is interesting to see which factors are ranked ‘heavily’ towards the 

most important end of the spectrum, which are ranked ‘heavily’ towards the least 

important end of the spectrum, and which factors seem to observe an ‘even spread’. 
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A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Age' 

   

Figure 4.4 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘age’ in terms of relative importance to 
Chinese employers.  

A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Gender' 

 

      

Figure 4.5 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘gender’ in terms of relative 
importance to Chinese employers. 
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Figures 4.4 and 4.5 show the breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variables ‘age’ and 

‘gender’ in terms of relative importance to Chinese employers. They clearly show 

heavy weighting towards the least important end of the spectrum. This indicates that 

in most circumstances these are not considered to be particularly important factors. 

Nevertheless, in both instances a small minority of individuals has ranked each of 

these factors within the top three most important variables. 

Without further investigation it is impossible to know the reasons for these decisions, 

however it is worth comparing and analysing this quantitative data with the qualitative 

findings from the interview process. In both cases, these factors seem to be ‘minority 

concerns’, however for individuals and contexts where these variables are raised as 

concerns in the hiring process they seem to become extremely relevant, for example 

P11, from the United States of America, mentioned that “ageism is a big thing”, while 

P15, from Mexico stated that “candidates above 35… will have a lesser chance than a 

recent graduate”. Regarding gender, P4, from the Ukraine, describes seeing job 

adverts that demand “female, from European country, with good accent”, while P15, 

from Mexico, stated that “women are making less money even if they have more 

qualifications than males”. Accordingly, when the qualitative and quantitative data is 

brought together, it appears that discrimination based upon age and gender is less 

common than other forms of discrimination in hiring decisions, yet significant enough 

to cause considerable damage to some individuals. Furthermore, these limited 

numbers may reflect an ignorance of privilege by those who are not directly affected 

by such forms of discrimination, indicating the need for further research. 

The relative importance of attractiveness as a variable of importance for Chinese 

employers appears to be more evenly spread, with significant numbers of respondents 

ranking attractiveness in the top three factors, 41.66% (or 78 respondents), and 

significant numbers of respondents ranking attractiveness in the bottom three factors, 

45.7% (or 85 respondents).  
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A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Attractiveness' 

               

Figure 4.6 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘attractiveness’ in terms of relative 
importance to Chinese employers. 

One complicating factor here may be the definition of ‘attractiveness’. P9, from the 

Philippines, argues that “they (employers) don’t have the interest in looking at our 

qualifications only physical appearance”. However, the ‘physical appearance’ desired 

may not necessarily conform to a common definition of ‘attractive’, rather it is 

possible that ‘appearance’ refers to a ‘certain look’ which matches pre-conceived 

ideas about what an English teacher looks like. This hypothesis would correlate with 

data provided by P12 from Ecuador, who stresses that “they link English with white 

looking people”. Moreover, while we may hope that ‘attractiveness’ is a racially 

neutral concept, P3, from the United Kingdom, argues that “they (Chinese employers) 

prefer white skin as a beauty standard… looks better for marketing”. Moreover, this 

notion of a ‘suitable appearance’ extends beyond race and ‘attractiveness’ according 

to P11, from the United States of America, who notes the challenges faced by 

“teachers who look physically different because of religion”.  

Due to these varied and complex factors which could influence the subjective notion 

of ‘attractiveness’, such as skin colour, weight, religious identity, and age, it is 

difficult to know what thought processes underpinned the ranking decision made by 
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survey respondents when ranking ‘attractiveness’. To understand this further would 

require extended research (see below). 

A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Experience' 

 

Figure 4.7 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘experience (e.g. 2 years)’ in terms of 
relative importance to Chinese employers. 

When looking at the breakdown of opinions regarding the relative importance of 

‘experience’, the spread of responses is relatively even, with almost as many people 

ranking experience as the least important variable as the most. Unlike any of the other 

variables, ‘experience’ is not ranked in any one position by 20% or more of the 

respondents, again demonstrating the even spread of responses. 

The even spread of responses may indicate the ‘contextual’ dependence, or ‘varied 

importance’ of experience in different contexts. However, this in itself is somewhat 

counter-intuitive when one considers the careers advice typically espoused by higher 

education institutions and employment theorists (see below).  
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A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Qualifications' 

   

            

Figure 4.8 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘qualifications (e.g. BA)’ in terms of 
relative importance to Chinese employers. 

Overall qualifications were ranked as the third most important variable by survey 

respondents. This shows an appreciation for the importance of qualifications. 

Nevertheless, these rankings still appear somewhat counterintuitive, especially when 

combined with the rankings presented for ‘experience’, when considered against 

typical ‘advice’ provided to graduate job seekers. For example, Monster.com, one of 

the world’s largest digital employment websites, provides advice to job seekers, 

including ‘7 sure-fire ways to make yourself more marketable to employers’ (Bortz, 

2019), which mentions that job-seekers should “sell your skills and experience”, 

“Acquire new skills”, and “gain leadership experience”. Clearly implying that skills 

and experience are the most important factors, with no reference at all to a candidate’s 

attractiveness, age, gender, first language, or race / skin colour.  

This suggests that there is a huge gulf between the factors that define employability in 

the mind of employers in the ‘real context’ and those which are theoretically 

anticipated by academics, and within academic models of employability. Moreover, 

these survey findings correlate with the opinions expressed during the interview stage 

of the research. For example P8 from Zambia, lamented the ability of those who ‘fit’ a 
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certain stereotypical look, to find employment much more easily than qualified 

individuals who do not ‘fit’, expressing that: 

“It’s not even a problem finding work… because if they fit the criteria, oh they are 

white they have blonde hair, blue eyes whatever, they can barely speak English, but 

whatever they are hired… most of them are not even university graduates… a lot of, 

like, Canadian Chinese people or people from the Philippines… they speak perfect 

English… they look Asian… they have a problem finding work… people look at them 

and say they are Chinese” 

It is also worth noting how the survey responses to the ranking of ‘qualifications’ 

were also relatively evenly spread, so while 17.74% (or 33 respondents) ranked 

‘qualifications’ as the most important factor, 10.75% (or 20 respondents) ranked it at 

the least important variable. While this may seem a little paradoxical, it correlates 

with the views of P15, from Mexico, who discussed her HR experience, where she 

confirmed that qualifications can help applicants in the market, and yet “for this 

specific market you can still find a big majority where qualifications as opposed to 

nationality or ethnicity will maybe not give you a benefit”. 

Only in the last two categories, representing the variables ‘first language’ and ‘race/

skin colour’ (shown in Figures 4.9 and 4.10) do the graphs seem to be clearly 

weighted towards the ‘most important’ end of the spectrum. In both instances over 

half of all respondents’ place both categories within the top two most important 

factors, with 53.15% (or 97 respondents) placing ‘first language’ as either the most, or 

second most, important variable, and 61.83% (or 115 respondents) doing likewise for 

the variable ‘race/skin colour’. 
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A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'First Language' 

 

Figure 4.9 –The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘first language’ in terms of relative 
importance to Chinese employers. 

With regards to the ‘perceived importance’ placed upon first-language, the survey 

results would be of no surprise to the majority of interviewee participants, who 

recounted similar observations, including P2 from the Philippines, who explained 

that: 

“it’s clear that no matter how qualified you are, if you are not part of the countries 

that is so called native-speaker it is still not easy to find a job”. 

And P1, from Ghana, who observed that: 

“It (is) easier for, sorry for my language, for mediocre teachers to come in, like, to 

come into China, umm, all in the name of their native-speak… they are from native-

speaking countries to come and work in China, so in this case they have no much 

experience, which is one, and they also ride on the privilege that ‘I’m from a native-

speaking country’ which is two… But you are not getting what you want to achieve in 

the long run which is to educate the children… The priority should be placed on 

experience and qualifications (sic).” 
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A Breakdown of Rankings for the Variable 'Race / Skin Colour' 

          

Figure 4.10 – The breakdown of ‘rankings’ for the variable ‘race / skin colour’ in terms of 
relative importance to Chinese employers. 

At this stage it must be noted that agreement in these areas is not absolutely uniform. 

19.35% of (or 36) respondents placed ‘race/skin colour’ within the ‘three least’ 

important variables. However, it is striking how heavily weighted towards ‘most 

important’ Figures 4.9 and 4.10 are. 

This data implies that academic models of ‘employability’ should directly account for 

such areas of discrimination. Indeed, no context in the world is completely free of  

covert discrimination, and racist opinions may outweigh ‘qualifications’ and 

‘experience’ in the hiring decisions of individuals in a wide variety of contexts. 

However, the data presented within the graphs above imply the need for academic 

models of employability to go even further. Far from being an issue of ‘covert 

discrimination’, the racial variable actually appears to command an overt dominance 

in decision making procedures. It is almost as though ‘race/skin colour’ and ‘first 

language’ have become pseudo-qualifications of their own. If this is an accurate 

description, then it raises complicated questions for how higher education institutions 

should explain the graduate employment market to their aspiring English language 
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teaching students. P5, from Chile, argues that overt racial preference is connected to 

preconceived expectations: 

“in China they have a preconceived idea of how an English teacher is supposed to 

look like… parents invest a lot of money… to make the parents feel their money is well 

invested, they try to fit – to collect as many teachers as they can in a way that parents 

will be comfortable with… expectations of the parents” 

Indeed, the qualitative data, acquired through the interview process, offers ample 

support to these broad conclusions. Moreover, the interview data also provides a 

human perspective to these statistics. As P15, from Mexico, described: 

“Trying to look for a job as an English teacher when you know you can do it and you 

have the requirements necessary, and just being denied even an opportunity to 

interview just because of either your race or your passport, it’s a little demoralizing at 

the beginning, and it’s sad that it becomes the norm later on, and I wish other people 

didn’t have to go through that in the future.” 

 4.72 Detailed Findings with Regards to Discrimination 

In order to better understand the general opinions demonstrated through Figures 4.3 to 

4.10, the quantitative survey selected key thematic ‘broad opinions’ which had 

surfaced repeatedly though the interview process, and asked the survey respondents 

whether they agreed, or disagreed, with the interviewees. When combined with the 

deep and descriptive findings provided by the detailed interviewee accounts, these 

combined data sets allow us to better understand the reality within the job market. The 

interview data below is analysed to provide context and information, while the survey 

data allows us to measure whether these opinions are rare, or common, within the 

industry. 
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Figure 4.11 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement ‘Employers in 
China prefer to hire native English-speaking teachers to non-native English-speaking teachers, 
even if they are less qualified and have less experience. 

The first Figure, 4.11, seems to offer dramatic support to the above analysis and the 

data summaries displayed within Figures 4.3 to 4.10. Indeed, 91.4% of (or 170) 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “employers in China prefer 

to hire native English-speaking teachers to non-native English-speaking teachers, 

even if they are less qualified and have less experience.” Indeed, over 60% of 

respondents opted for the ‘strongly agree’ category. Only 14 respondents disagreed 

(7.52% of respondents), with only 3 respondents (1.61%) in strong disagreement. 

The implication of this supports the analysis presented above in Figures 4.7 – 4.10. It 

seems that employers are valuing ‘first language’ at such a premium that it has 

become in-and-of itself a form of pseudo-qualification. Curiously, it appears to be a 

pseudo-qualification which is held in higher regard than actual accredited university 

qualifications. Likewise, it seems to be held in higher regard than a candidate’s 

professional experience.  

As P9 from the Philippines explained: 
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“they don’t care, I have some friends, they are certified teachers… and then there is 

this guy from a native speaking country, they don’t even check qualifications” 

 
Figure 4.12 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘Non-native 
English teachers are offered lower wages than native English teachers for doing the same job.’ 

Another theme that emerged through the interview process was the issue of fair-pay, 

with allegations that variables such as ‘first-language’ influence pay levels. The 

results here seem, again, to be very supportive of that opinion. 89.25% of (or 166) 

respondents either agreed, or strongly agreed, with the statement that “non-native 

English teachers are offered lower wages than native English teachers for doing the 

same job”, with only 6 respondents disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. This seems 

intuitive if, as proposed above, ‘first language’ has become a highly sought-after 

pseudo-qualification, highly prized by employers. It seems that the desire for specific 

‘first language’ status leads companies to pay more in the open job market for 

teachers holding the ‘desired’ variable status. 

P4, from the Ukraine, discussed the issue of pay at length, stating that “I get 

emotional want to cry”, when describing salary differences expressed in relation to 

native English status. She described the higher pay received by so called ‘native 

English speakers’, even if the non-native English-speaking teacher has better 
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qualifications. She further outlined the story of a friend who was paid less than half 

due to their Ukrainian nationality. In a similar vein, P7 from Nigeria, explained that: 

“sometimes (qualifications) don’t matter… if you are a native speaker you won’t even 

go through half the interview that non-native speakers have to go through” 

This concern was also echoed by P14, from Bosnia, who explained: 

“I have also encountered different treatment, evidence of different treatment as in 

different salaries for natives and non-natives, for example many teaching jobs offer 

significantly lower salaries for non-native, or European teachers. They also seek 

Caucasian, young, and beautiful teachers, evidence of which I have in, I’d say, 

numerous WeChat messages and e-mails from various employers… their salaries were 

higher by 10 or 15000 RMB. They did not require native speakers to have any 

teaching experience, and in addition to this a bachelor’s degree or a CELTA or 

TESOL certificate were not a requirement.” 

This position is also supported by data from P15, from Mexico, who has both English 

teaching and human resource recruitment experience within the industry, who said 

that: 

“if you are from a non-native English-speaking country recognized by China, 

regardless of your education you’re still probably making a much lower salary than 

someone with the right passport without qualifications whatsoever.” 

Furthermore, P14, from Bosnia provided further ideas, potentially offering an 

explanation for the wage differentials. Referencing experience working for a private 

tutoring school, which offers out-of-school support classes for adults and children, she 

discussed how an English teacher’s nationality would directly influence the amount of 

money a company would charge for their services: 

“hourly rate will change, the 1 on 1 private lessons with a Chinese tutor would be 70 

to 100 (RMB), for a foreigner will be from 250 to 500… regardless of the quality. In 
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my experience… the vast majority of Chinese teachers are more experienced and 

better qualified than the natives, many have studied abroad.” 

 

Figure 4.13 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘Employers 
in China value ‘white’ ethnicity more than qualifications of experience when hiring English 
teachers’. 

Figures 4.11 and 4.12 consider the treatment of native and non-native English 

teachers, discussing the ‘value’ that seems to be attached by employers to native-

speaker status as a pseudo-qualification, or a pseudo-skill, above accredited 

qualifications and evidence-based experience. As a result, both figures connect to the 

‘first language’ variable in Figures 4.3 and 4.9. On the other hand, Figure 4.13 (above) 

refers to the ‘race/skin colour’ variable (see Figures 4.3 and 4.10), and compares that 

variable directly with the variables of ‘qualifications’ ‘and experience’ (see Figures 

4.3, 4.7, and 4.8). 

Throughout the interviews, one of the common themes to repeatedly emerge was the 

idea that ‘white’ ethnicity was considered much more important than either 

qualifications or experience for Chinese employers. P10, from the Ukraine, stated 

that: 
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“the most important thing is visuality, they need to show the place is international and 

for them whiteface is the most important, and the second most important thing is 

qualifications.” 

P10 also stated that: 

“they do care about qualifications, but for example if you are white but not qualified, 

and black but qualified, they will choose white.” 

Furthermore P12, from Ecuador, stated that: 

“if you are white enough… qualifications don’t even matter.” 

This viewpoint was supported by P6 from Serbia, who directly discussed the 

challenges of the Chinese employment market compared to other countries (indicating 

that the ‘preparation’ graduates need for a global career-hunt will require being 

prepared for multiple systems and realities. P6 stated: 

“(in other countries) you know what qualifications are expected… when you are 

applying for a job you know what your qualifications need to be… here the disparity 

between qualification people do have, and nationality, and a huge mix up of things, 

it’s not a fair game.” 

P4 from the Ukraine also discussed the difference between the approach to interviews 

and employment decisions between China and other countries with which she was 

familiar, stating that: 

“people won’t always ask about (qualifications / experiences) they will just have a 

casual conversation with you and just decide whether they want to work with you” 

However, for interview participants who themselves identified as ‘non-white’ the 

experiences were often a lot more personal. For example, P8 from Zambia stated: 
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“me as a black person, and someone else who can barely speak English… but they 

are blonde hair blue eyes… I have all the proper qualifications and they don’t… they 

have a higher chance of being hired than I do.” 

Indeed, P8 went further, by suggesting that preconceptions and stereotypes mean that 

certain stakeholders view certain races as ‘looking qualified’ regardless of the actual 

reality, as P8 stated: 

“the way they look is, in the employer’s mind, more important… they think a white 

person looks more qualified than a black person, or Asian person”. 

Based upon these collective experiences, brought together and analyzed from the 

research interview process, a statement emerged which said “Employers in China 

value ‘white’ ethnicity more than qualifications or experience when hiring English 

teachers.” The broader community of survey respondents were then asked whether 

they agreed or disagreed with that statement. 

As shown in Figure 4.13 (above), a full 87.09% of respondents agreed with the 

statement, representing 162 out of 186 respondents, with 62.9%, or 117 respondents, 

choosing to ‘strongly agree’. Against this view, only 4.3% of respondents, or 8 people, 

disagreed, with only 1 respondent (representing 0.54% of all respondents) choosing to 

‘strongly disagree’. 

It is worth emphasising at this stage that the quantitative data shown in Figure 4.13, as 

well as Figure 4.3, and the copious qualitative data provided through the interview 

process and presented above, refers not simply to a ‘racial preference’ in employers, 

but moreover a belief that the ‘racial preference’ surpasses, in terms of importance, 

issues of qualification and experience.  

Without a direct comparable study, it is difficult to know how similar data would look, 

were it collected for an industry in (for example) the UK or USA, and it would be 

naïve to pretend that ‘racial preference’ would not influence employment decisions in 

those contexts. However, the idea that ‘racial preference’ would be so dominant, and 

	112
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



valued so much higher than qualifications and experience, seems unlikely given the 

opinions expressed by the interviewees regarding their contexts of origin. 

What emerges, again, is the idea that being ‘white’ is treated as a ‘qualification’ with a 

higher value than any actual qualification accredited by a university. This has vast 

implications for those who seek to prepare future graduates for employment (as will 

be discussed at length in chapters 6 and 7). Reflecting upon the causes of this 

phenomena P1 from Ghana, provides the viewpoint that these issues are buried in 

stereotypes and misguided expectation, stating that: 

“It’s more of a stereotype than, like, any other thing. People have a picture of, like, 

foreigners or of people outside China inside their minds already, and they need 

education to change that. So, they have a picture of people of colour being… not 

being good at something.” 

 
Figure 4.14 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘non-white 
English teachers are offered lower wages than white English teachers for doing the same job. 

Following the logic that ‘white ethnicity’ is treated within the employment market as a 

highly sought-after pseudo-qualification, it is perhaps unsurprising that respondents 

within the interview stage, reported accusations of non-white teachers being paid less 

than white teachers, regardless of their qualifications of experience. For example, P8, 
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from Zambia, noted that Non-white native speakers “would not get the same salary as 

a white person from the same country”. 

When faced with the statement ‘non-white English teachers are offered lower wages 

than white English teachers for doing the same job’ (see Figure 4.14), a full 67.75% 

either agreed or strongly agreed (representing 126 respondents), against 8.06% (15 

respondents) who either disagreed, or strongly disagreed. It is perhaps noteworthy that 

45 respondents, representing 24.19% of respondents, chose the answer ‘unsure’. This 

is a significant rise compared to most other statements (for example only 2 

respondents claimed to be ‘unsure’ with regards to preference for native English 

teachers above non-native (even if they are less qualified and have less experience). 

Even on the issue of whether Chinese employers value white ethnicity more than 

qualifications and experience, only 16 respondents (8.60%) claimed to be ‘unsure’. I 

had (originally) hypothesized that this may represent a number of ‘white’ teachers 

who, having no personal experience nor knowledge of their colleagues’ salary levels, 

may genuinely have felt unsure about the data. However, these hypotheses and cause-

effect relationship may be non-existent or only limited at best, as only 57.78% of 

respondents who answered ‘unsure’ identified as ‘white’. This is only slightly higher 

than the 52.69% of the cohort as a whole, who identified as ‘white’. 

 4.73 Comparing Discrimination Against Non-Native English Speakers and 

Non-White Teachers 

Up until this point, the data has clearly identified two groups of teachers who seem to 

face ‘demographic’ hurdles in finding employment, regardless of their qualifications 

and experience, those being ‘non-native English speaking’ teachers and ‘non-white’ 

teachers. What was less clear from the interview data is the comparative disadvantage 

of each group. However, there was some qualitative evidence, emerging through the 

interview stages, to suggest that ‘ethnicity’ was seen to matter more that ‘first 

language status’ by employers. 

One indication of this came from P4 in the story, quoted above, where she was chosen 

over two highly qualified native English speakers, without the employer asking about 
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her own qualifications, due to her ‘white’ ethnicity. P4 also relayed the following 

experience: 

“I know a friend (Russian, Caucasian, Blonde) whose English is not so good… she 

couldn’t speak with any native speaker, they wouldn’t understand each other. She 

works with me at the same training centre, where they rejected the actual native 

English speakers.” 

Interestingly, the reliance upon ‘whiteness’ as a pseudo-qualification seemed to be so 

prevalent for P4 that, early in her career she was approached and offered a job, despite 

having no experience at that stage, and asked to fake her identity. She recounted the 

experience as follows: 

“I would go out on the street and get a job… even though they wouldn’t know if I 

spoke any English… They didn’t ask for any qualifications or any experiences at all… 

We will need to tell the parents you are from Canada… we don’t care where you are 

exactly from… So, you will say that your name is Kelly and you’ll say you’re from 

Canada… I don’t know how to do it…they will say, that’s ok… so basically, they didn’t 

care… I have a huge poster… you can see my picture, name Kelly, nationality 

Canada, which I felt very uncomfortable about.” 

This experience seems to have been shared by P14, from Bosnia, who stated that: 

“I had to lie about my country of origin, my background even, and many current 

former colleagues as well as friends had to do the same.” 

P3, from the United Kingdom, also emphasized a belief that many Chinese employers 

simply assume that white people are native English speakers, or at the least they are 

willing to lie about the nationality of teachers to parents and/or students if they are 

white, echoing the experience of P4, above. He said: 

“(Employers) assume white male or female… (are native English speakers)... I’ve 

been in two training schools where they lie about the origin of the teacher, but they 
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are white… appearance is a big factor more than actual language. They are hoping 

parents do not know their accents so they can say they are from…” 

P8, from Zambia, also suggested that the challenges finding employment do not 

equally affect non-native English speakers so long as they are white. However, P6, 

from Serbia does detail discrimination facing non-native English speakers, even if 

they do (as she does) identify ethnically as white. P6 described how: 

“I have encountered prejudice, discrimination, in terms of nationality… by just not 

having a passport that’s adequate for this line of work in China or that’s desirable… 

I’ve actually been told in one instance that I should fake my diploma by a very 

respectable institution, they sent me a template for how a diploma should look like… 

they wanted a diploma from a native English-speaking country. I did not give them 

that, I thought that was ridiculous… salaries… differ exclusively based on 

nationality.” 

However, despite the challenges and difficulties that P6 had faced, she still felt that 

“it’s even worse (for non-white people)”. As P10, from the Ukraine, summed up: 

“for them it is very important to have white people as teachers, because it is the 

‘finish’ of the place… they want to show they are high-level by having white people… 

they prefer white people for image” 

These experiences and opinions, which grew from the interview stage of the research 

process, also seem to tally with the quantitative data findings suggested by Table 4.3 

and Figure 4.3, both of which showed ‘race/skin colour’ as being more important than 

first language in the eyes of Chinese employers. So, when asked directly whether 

survey respondents agreed, or disagreed, with the statement that ‘for employers in 

China finding a ‘white’ teacher is more important than finding a native English-

speaking teacher the results below in Figure 4.15 support the other available data. 

Indeed, 74.73% of respondents (139 people) agreed, or strongly agreed, with the 

statement that ‘for employers in China finding a ‘white’ teacher is more important 
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than finding a native English-speaking teacher’. Against this 10.76% or respondents, 

20 people, disagreed. Of those who agreed and disagreed, 40.86% (76 people) 

strongly agreed, while only 0.54% (1 person) strongly disagreed. This overwhelming 

level of agreement seems to give support to the idea that ‘ethnicity’ is the primary 

variable of interest for Chinese employers when choosing which candidate to employ 

as an English teacher, above age, gender, attractiveness, experience, qualifications, or 

even their ‘first language’ status. 

 
Figure 4.15 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘for 
employers in China finding a ‘white’ teacher is more important than finding a native English-
speaking teacher.’ 

 4.74 Comparing Qualifications and Experience with General Appearance 

The final question of this category asked respondents to report whether they agreed or 

disagreed with the statement that ‘qualifications and experience matter less than 

physical appearance when trying to find a job as an English teacher in China’. 67.21% 

agreed or strongly agreed, representing 125 people, while 17.74% disagreed or 

strongly disagreed, representing 33 people. 

Given the data previously discussed above, the responses to this question are slightly 

more challenging to evaluate. Looking back at the data displayed within Table 4.3 and 

Figure 4.3, the indication is that ‘attractiveness’ is of less value to Chinese employers 
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than qualifications and experience, whereas Figure 4.16 suggests the opposite. 

However, ‘physical appearance’ is a very broad and subjective concept, which could 

include everything from a person’s weight to their perceived age, and of course their 

ethnicity. Being that the respondents had, prior to giving a view upon this statement, 

given multiple opinions on issues related to ethnicity, it is fair to assume that they may 

have retained ethnicity in mind when giving their opinion upon this statement.   

 
Figure 4.16 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, 
‘qualifications and experience matter less than physical appearance when trying to find a job as 
an English teacher in China.’ 

In order to separate the ‘relative importance’ of ethnicity, weight, perceived age, or 

other variables within the ‘physical appearance’ category (height, symmetry, hair 

length, tattoos, physical disabilities), this research would need to be extended and 

adjusted. Indeed, P15, from Mexico, discussed how she had encountered challenges 

facing differently abled candidates, stating: 

“if you have some sort of handicap… this market is not supportive of that… inclusion 

is a big question mark here.” 

Moreover, another interesting area of potential future research, which was raised by 

P14, from Bosnia, was the issue of religious-identifiers. She stated that: 
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“I have met a number of teachers, both native and non-natives who were instructed to 

not wear their hijabs.” 

This, again, would fall under the broad category of ‘appearance’, and yet the potential 

motives behind any discrimination may be completely different from those motives 

underlying weightism, ableism, or other ‘appearance categories’. Moreover, even 

issues of ethnicity are far more complex and nuanced than a simple categorisation 

may suggest, as indicated by P11 from the United States of America, a self-identified 

African American who is relatively ‘light skinned’, who stated that: 

“I’m lucky because I am American. China seems to be a country that holds nationality 

and appearance very high, so the fact I am American with an American accent… 

meant it was easy to find a job. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t face difficulties. The 

main challenge was that phone interviews were fine because I sound a certain way, 

but it was when I went to do actual interviews, there was always some hesitation, or I 

needed to restate my credentials and experience… that is the experience that a lot of 

people have had, who happen to have a darker pigment… because I am light skinned 

it was easier for them to pick me over other individuals.” 

In conclusion, the quantitative feedback shown in Figure 4.16 does not have enough 

directly corresponding qualitative data to contribute to broader conclusions at this 

stage.  

 4.75 Discussing Observed Changes and Developments Over Time 

Throughout all the qualitative data collection, both through the interview stage, and 

the open-ended survey responses, there was an additional theme which emerged 

recurrently. This emergent theme can be summarised as ‘change over time’ within the 

graduate employment market for English teachers in China. While the exact ‘changes 

over time’ that individuals had observed, or expected moving forward, varied in 

detail, the general opinion seemed to be of forces moving the market in a progressive 

direction. For example, one survey respondent wrote: 
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“I think people are slowly beginning to let go of the ridiculous notion that being white 

and attractive equates to being a good teacher. I imagine there will come a time when 

the market is so saturated with English teachers, that things like qualifications and 

teaching experience become more important than physical attributes.” 

While another expressed similar hope: 

“I hope it will be based on experience and not on physical appearances. I feel very 

sorry for the people that the schools bring over and when they see them in person, 

send them packing. It's disgusting” 

Another survey respondent felt that they had already witnessed improvements: 

“It’s improving a lot since I first arrived especially with the help of good agency 

companies fighting hard for fair treatment and equal rights” 

Indeed P4, from the Ukraine, agreed that things had moved in a more progressive 

direction since she had moved to China, stating that: 

“It’s getting better in Beijing. Current jobs (are) much better but still qualifications 

are looked at after ‘how you look’.” 

This was a perspective echoed by P3 from the United Kingdom, who stated: 

“I think it is getting less focused on race and more on how good you are as a teacher 

(as China gets more international there is) slow progress but getting better.” 

While P15, from Mexico, offered a slightly more cautious tone, suggesting that: 

“China is very homogenous and a new economy… economic development has been 

very fast, but social development not so fast… (Change is) on its very early stages” 
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Meanwhile other respondents expressed more negative predictions for future change. 

For example, one stated that they expected the future to see: 

“White teachers being preferred even if they have no qualification/experience and 

believe it’s only going to be more in favour if white teachers (sic).” 

While another responded that: 

“It’s embedded in the Chinese culture to think white is right, so not sure how things 

will change in the future.” 

And another stated that: 

“it’s become more racist, more ridiculous” 

4.8 The Extent that Higher Education Institutions Prepared Survey Respondents 

and Interview Participants for the Realities of the International Graduate 

Employment Market. 

The data above provides a depth of understanding regarding the valuation of pseudo-

qualifications, specifically race/skin colour and first-language status, within the 

graduate employment market for English teachers in China. The data collected 

through the interview process provides a qualitative insight into the experiences and 

the ‘daily-reality’ of individuals engaged within the English language teaching 

industry in China, and its associated graduate employment market. The survey data, 

collected from 186 respondents, helps us to understand the breadth of these 

experiences. That is to say, the quantitative data provided by the survey helps to 

reinforce the qualitative data by providing statistical evidence that the experiences 

analysed through the interview process are not ‘unique’ or ‘exceptional’, but rather 

correlate with the majority opinion and the majority experience. 

Having established this understanding of the challenges present within the graduate 

employment market (for English teachers in China), the next stage is to understand 
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the extent to which higher education institutions have prepared their graduates for 

these realities, and to make recommendations for how higher education institutions 

can better support future generations of graduates. 

 

Figure 4.17 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘my 
university actively prepared me for finding work in the job market.’ 

Interestingly, the feedback for higher education institutions appears negative even 

when looking at the most basic levels of ‘preparing’ future graduates for employment. 

At this point it is important to remember, as discussed within the literature review 

above, that not everyone within the higher education community agrees with the 

notion that it is the responsibility of higher education institutions to prepare students 

for employment within the economy.  

However, leaving aside the question of whether they ‘should’ or not, we can 

nevertheless ascertain that they do not, or at least not to the satisfaction of the cohort 

surveyed. It should be acknowledged that individuals were not asked to provide their 

higher education institution(s), so it is not possible to track whether some institutions 

received more positive responses than others. This naturally limits the ability of this 

research to offer ‘tailored’ advice to different institutions, as is discussed in the 

limitations section. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify overarching trends 

regarding the general state of the service provided to students across the global 

industry. 
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Figure 4.17 shows feedback in relation simply to the question of whether respondents 

felt that their university prepared them for finding work in the job market. At this 

stage the question left aside the complications of ‘international employment’ and 

‘discrimination within employment markets.’ Nevertheless, only 6.45%, or 12 

respondents, strongly agreed that their university had prepared them for finding work, 

against 15.05%, or 28 respondents, who strongly disagreed. In total less than a third of 

respondents (32.26%, 60 people) agreed or strongly agreed, against 58.6% (109 

people) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. 

This suggests that the majority of students do not feel that their universities prepare 

them sufficiently, or at all, for the job market they enter immediately after they 

graduate. This is reflected within the data collected during the interview process, 

where the majority of respondents told of similar experiences and concerns. For 

example, P4, from the Ukraine, stated that: 

“They don’t prepare their students for the future market at all… It’s up to you (trying 

to find work)” 

This position was echoed by P14, from Bosnia, who explained: 

“I studied both linguistics and literature and we hadn’t even any discussion or any 

support in terms of preparation for job hunting… I don’t recall any support or any 

discussion or meetings or even material shared about prospective job hunting.” 

A feeling supported by P15, from Mexico, who stated that: 

“we were thrown out into the world.” 

This feeling was not entirely universal, for although P7, from Nigeria, stated that, “my 

university didn’t prepare me so much”, he did acknowledge some assistance from the 

institution with regards to finding work in the local job market, however he expressed 
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concern that no focus was given to the notion of employment within the international 

job market, which is the theme of the next data set, represented in Figure 4.18. 

 
Figure 4.18 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘my 
university specifically prepared me for finding work internationally in the international 
employment market.’ 

When the focus turned upon whether universities had specifically prepared 

respondents for finding work internationally, in the international employment market, 

only 3.76% (7 people) strongly agreed, against 34.95% (65 people) who strongly 

disagreed. Overall 16.13% (30 people) either agreed or strongly agreed, against 

73.66% (137 people) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. 

This quantitative data sits in support of the qualitative analysis provided through the 

interview process. P6, from Serbia, when asked if her university had prepared her for 

international employment laughed, adding “Definitely not”. P11, from the United 

States of America, put it simply stating that “no-one let me know that was an option” 

(to come abroad to work)… I was never given that information.” In similar spirits 

P15, from Mexico, discussed not only her own experience, but those she has seen of 

teaching candidates from the human resources perspective, detailing how: 

“I noticed that a lot of people that come to China they don’t know either, how to apply 

for a job what to write, who to contact what can they expect, if you are going abroad 
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if you are staying in your same country it is always different. In my experience they 

didn’t tell me. No. Or instruct us, or prepare us, or come with the idea that maybe we 

could look abroad. You know, that idea was not even put out there.” 

Both Figures 4.17 and 4.18 ask very generally about preparations for the employment 

market, whereas Figures 4.19 and 4.20 focus specifically upon whether higher 

education institutions prepared graduates for the discrimination which exists within 

graduate employment markets. Logically, with only a minority of respondents feeling 

that their higher education institution had prepared them in any sense for the job 

market (Figure 4.17), the number who felt that they had been adequately informed 

about prejudice and privilege within the graduate employment market was even lower. 

 
Figure 4.19 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘my 
university specifically discussed prejudice and privilege in employment markets.’ 

Figure 4.20 shows the cohort’s agreement with the statement ‘my university 

specifically discussed prejudice and privilege in employment markets.’ Only 4.84% of 

respondents (9 people) strongly agreed. This stands against 34.41% of respondents 

(64 people) who strongly disagreed. In total 20.43% of people (38 individuals) agreed 

or strongly agreed, while 69.89% (130 individuals) disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
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Figure 4.20 – The level of agreement shown by survey respondents to the statement, ‘my 
university specifically discussed how I may personally be affected by prejudice and privilege in 
employment markets.’ 

Taking the idea further, Figure 4.20 shows the ‘agreement feedback’ from the cohort 

to the statement that ‘my university specifically discussed how I may personally be 

affected by prejudice and privilege in employment markets.’ In this instance only 

3.76% (7 people) strongly agreed, against 33.33% (62 people) who strongly 

disagreed. Overall 17.2% (32 people) either agreed or strongly agreed, against 72.58% 

(135 people) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. 

This quantitative data suggests that many of the findings from the qualitative analysis 

of the interviews align with ‘majority’ opinions detected through the surveys. That is 

to say they cannot be dismissed as ‘exceptions’ or ‘outliers’ to the norm. P9, from the 

Philippines, presented the opinion that: 

“Our university is saying as long as you are qualified for the job you are looking for 

you won’t have any problem.” 

P12, from Ecuador, argued that his university had discussed discrimination against 

others, in a theoretical format addressing issues of a local or national importance, but 

never addressed the possibility of discrimination against the actual students 

themselves, he said that such issues were always addressed as “studying the other 
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people”. He went on to argue that the university professors are too idealistic and 

because they are passionate about what they teach they ignore negative realities. He 

argued that sometimes people are racist, or ignorant, and teachers “forget to tell their 

students” about the raw details of life. 

P6, from Serbia, implied a belief that there are economic or social pressures upon 

universities to present a more ‘positive’ projection of students’ futures, thus limiting 

their incentive to tell the truth: 

“Universities are selling a service… they don’t want to tell you that your diploma 

won’t be enough to find your place in the workforce of tomorrow and that you are 

going to be discriminated against” 

P4, from the Ukraine, went slightly further, connecting the lack of ‘preparation’ by her 

university, with recommendations for it (something expanded upon in section 4.9): 

“I had absolutely no talks or help or anything coming from my university in this field 

or direction (being preparing for discrimination in employment) … It would be nice to 

have some kind of psychological class in university where they say, look life is not a 

bed of roses, people will treat you depending on how you look, how you speak.”  

P5 from Chile offered support for ‘action’ being taken, stating that: 

“(Discrimination in the workplace) it needs to be addressed, it needs to be talked 

about… to be open about it” 

Meanwhile, P3, from the United Kingdom, mentioned that, although the general 

concepts of racism and discrimination were often discussed throughout his time in 

university “it was never ‘this might be what you encounter when looking for jobs’”.  
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4.9 Recommendations for Higher Education Institutions, Data Derived from 

Direct Suggestions Presented by Research Participants. 

Chapters 5 and 6 of this paper shall provide a summary of the research data presented 

within this chapter, as well as presenting, in conclusion, a series of recommendations 

for Higher Education Institutions. When selecting recommendations, there must be a 

full reflection upon the broad qualitative and quantitative data sets and the contexts in 

which they exist. However, the final recommendations must also pay reference to the 

opinions expressed by the survey respondents and interview participants themselves, 

many of whom expressed clear opinions regarding how Higher Education Institutions 

might improve in order to better serve future generations of graduates. This 

penultimate section of Chapter 4 provides an overview of these recommendations. 

As mentioned in section 4.8, one of the ideas which emerged from the interview 

process was that universities should offer “some kind of psychological class in 

university where they say, look life is not a bed of roses, people will treat you 

depending on how you look, how you speak” (P4, from the Ukraine). This was echoed 

by P7, from Nigeria, who stressed that universities should prepare students “for things 

they cannot control”, advising them to “prepare students for things they think they 

know about but actually they do not control”. Likewise, P6, from Serbia, stated that: 

“If you are preparing to be an English teacher tomorrow you should definitely be 

advised how to deal with this discrimination, especially if you are a non-native 

English speaker.” 

P8, from Zambia, also expressed a desire for universities to encourage students to 

discuss and understand the realities of the job market and the experiences that they 

will possibly encounter, rather than just pushing through exams. Meanwhile P3, from 

the United Kingdom, extended this idea by suggesting that universities need to focus 

upon fostering an understanding of privilege within students. He argued that: 
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“(universities should) help students recognize what their privileges are and how to 

recognize when institutions are discriminating against them so they won’t have to 

work in that institution or company, then institutions will have to change”. 

In terms of ‘how’ best to shape the support and advice they offer future graduates, 

P14, from Bosnia, was clear in her recommendations: 

“I think a personalized approached, a more human and humane approach to this 

would be more efficient than any type of lecture or presentation or material about 

requirements, job requirements abroad. So, if people who have… suffered from this 

type of experience come as guest speakers to universities or if students could possibly 

interview people who have had such experience, that would give a more realistic view 

of the reality” 

Meanwhile P13, from Canada, suggested that universities talk directly to teachers 

about where they want to go with their career and if they want to teach internationally 

then schools should prepare them for what life would be like in those countries and 

employment markets. 

Beyond the theme of ‘discrimination’ there were also numerous suggestions for 

‘preparing graduates for the graduate employment market for English teachers in 

China’ which touched upon other themes. P10, from the Ukraine argued that “they 

should learn more about culture differences…” as she described the initial culture 

shock she encountered when she first arrived in China. She suggested that in the 

modern globalized world universities need to help prepare students for international 

work, by helping them learn about cultural variation. She also suggested that students 

should learn an ‘equality message’, as well as about the differences they will 

encounter. 

Likewise, one survey respondent, who describes themselves as a white African male 

suggests that an important factor in preparing for the graduate employment market is 

to “learn to be flexible and open when it comes to Chinese culture and customs.” This 

reminds us that, as well as being prepared for discrimination, internationally mobile 

	129
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



employees need to be prepared for a wide range of cultural adjustments and 

differences. 

Another survey respondent, who described themselves as a mixed-race female warned 

that graduates need to be advised the following: 

“Don’t just sign the first contract that gets offered to you. Compare your options and 

different companies and don’t be afraid to ask to re-negotiate your contract.” 

Many of these responses touch upon the argument for basic ‘job market’ preparations 

to be offered beyond Careers Service Departments within higher education 

institutions, and instead be integrated within courses themselves. Moreover, such 

services need to address both the local and the international employment market. 

P11, from the United States of America, summarized this through a suggestion for a 

specific course aimed at addressing the holes she identified in her own education, 

stating: 

“I would introduce a course that shows us how the world is getting small, and how 

the world is interconnected… I would introduce a globalization course… how they 

can market themselves for a global audience… the possibilities are endless” 

Likewise, P15, discussed the need for higher education institutions to offer:  

“Awareness programmes… to make sure we are prepared for the global work market, 

or even the local work market.” 

4.10 Processing research findings to achieve objectives 

The research findings outlined within this chapter include summarised quantitative 

data, which provides an overview of the general opinions of the survey cohort with 

regards to the topics being discussed (see section 4.6 Survey Data Demographics). 

The detailed findings are then analysed in depth so as to compare the quantitative data 
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from the surveys, with the qualitative findings, which was gathered during the 

interview stage of this research (see section 4.7 Survey and Interview Findings, 

Qualitative and Quantitative Data). Having built up a clear qualitative and quantitative 

image of the relevant employment market, the chapter then moves to show the 

findings, from both the interview and survey stage of the research, which reveal the 

participants experiences within the higher education system (see section 4.8). Finally, 

this chapter approaches the broader objectives of the study, which are to make 

actionable recommendations to higher education institutions, by revealing the 

recommendations that emerged directly from participants through the interviews and 

open-ended survey questions (see section 4.9). 

However, in order to develop an actionable future pathway the findings of this 

research need to be processed and understood. Accordingly, the following chapter 

shall first outline a summary of the research findings from this chapter (see section 

5.1). Subsequently the data must be discussed, analysed, and critiqued, not only 

against assumptions and hypotheses, but also in relation to the existing literature and 

data pertaining to the themes being studied (see chapter 5.2). However, in order to 

ensure that the final recommendations of this study are valid, it is also vital to 

acknowledge any flaws or limitations, which may hinder the applicability of any 

conclusions that are arrived at (see section 5.3). Moreover, in order to plot a pathway 

towards not only making initial recommendations for higher education institutions 

within this study, but also towards supporting the active implementation of those 

recommendations and the expansion of the research project, the need to identify future 

potential research avenues is also addressed (see section 5.4). 

Once these data processing stages are accomplished it will then be possible to reach 

the ultimate stage of the research, where actionable and practical recommendations 

for higher education practice can be outlined, explained, justified, and defended (see 

section 6.0). This research then ends with section 7.0 which draws conclusions based 

upon the findings, analysis, implications and recommendations of the research. 
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5.0 Discussions and Analysis of the Research Data 

This chapter seeks to better understand the research data, both qualitative and 

quantitative through a process of first summarising the data, then reviewing and 

analysing the data in reference to the academic field of enquiry as discussed within 

the literature review, before finally reflecting upon the data in relation to the 

fundamental objectives of this research. Subsequently this section looks at the 

limitations of the data and the potential future avenues of research which have 

emerged through this research process. 

5.1 A Summary of Research Findings 

In discussion of this research data it is worth first summarising the findings. The 

initial interview stage was thematically analysed using the Clarke and Braun 

framework (2013), resulting in the identification of three broad themes for further, in-

depth, analysis, these three broad themes were ‘The Native Speaker Fallacy’ (the 

influence of a graduate’s linguistic background upon discrimination in the 

employment market for English teachers in China), ‘Racial Discrimination in the Job 

Market’ (the influence of a graduate’s racial heritage upon discrimination in the 

employment market for English teachers in China),  and ‘The Preparation of 

Graduates for Global Employment Markets’ (the level to which higher education 

institutions prepared graduates for the cultural reality of finding employment 

internationally, including issues of discrimination within job markets). 

These three themes were then explored by analysis and documentation of the 

experiences of the 15 interview participants, as well the qualitative written opinions 

provided by the 186 survey respondents. These qualitative data sets were supported 

through a quantitative study of general opinions across the 186 survey respondents, in 

order to establish how widespread selected opinions and experiences are across the 

general population (of graduates who teach English in China). That is to say, the 

quantitative study helped to ascertain whether the major themes identified through the 

15 interviews, were isolated to those individuals, or whether those themes accurately 

portray the lived experience of substantial swathes of the demographic. 
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With regard to ‘The Native Speaker Fallacy’ 53.15% (or 97 respondents) placed ‘first 

language’ as either the most, or second most, important variable for Chinese 

employers when selecting an English teacher. Likewise, 91.4% of (or 170) 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “employers in China prefer 

to hire native English-speaking teachers to non-native English-speaking teachers, 

even if they are less qualified and have less experience.” Additionally, 89.25% of (or 

166) respondents either agreed, or strongly agreed, with the statement, ‘Non-native 

English teachers are offered lower wages than native English teachers for doing the 

same job’. These quantitative data sets strongly supported the extensive personal 

accounts received through the interview process and the written survey answers, as 

documented in chapter 4.7. 

With regards to ‘Racial Discrimination in the Job Market 61.83% (or 115 

respondents) placed ‘race/skin colour’ as either the most, or second most, important 

variable for Chinese employers when selecting an English teacher. Furthermore, a full 

87.09%, (162 out of 186 respondents), agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 

that ‘Employers in China value ‘white’ ethnicity more than qualifications or 

experience when hiring English teachers’. Additionally, 67.75% (126 respondents) 

either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘non-white English teachers are 

offered lower wages than white English teachers for doing the same job’. Once again, 

these quantitative data sets strongly supported the extensive personal accounts 

received through the interview process and the written survey answers, as documented 

in chapter 4.7. 

With regards to ‘The Preparation of Graduates for Global Employment Markets’, 

58.6% (109 people) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement ‘my university 

actively prepared me for finding work in the job market’. While 73.66% (137 people) 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement ‘my university specifically 

prepared me for finding work internationally in the international employment market’. 

Moreover, 69.89% of people (130 individuals) disagreed or strongly disagreed with 

the statement ‘my university specifically discussed discrimination in employment 

markets’, and 72.58% (135 people) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement 

	133
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



‘my university specifically discussed how I may personally be affected by 

discrimination in employment markets’. As with the previous two thematic areas, 

these quantitative data sets strongly supported the extensive personal accounts 

received through the interview process and the written survey answers, as documented 

in chapter 4.8. 

5.2 A Discussion of the Qualitative and Quantitative Research Data 

The data summarised above, and outlined at length during chapter 4, provides both 

qualitative and quantitative evidence against which to re-consider the existing 

academic literature related to this field. In many areas the data collected through this 

research seems to support many existing theories and existing qualitative or 

quantitative data sets (see Figure 5.1 below for a comprehensive global concept map 

connecting the findings of this research to the existing literature relevant to the themes 

being explored). However, in other areas this data offers new ideas and opens up new 

potential lines of enquiry. 

Accounts such as Hevi (1966), which offer an in-depth narrative, can now be re-

considered in relation to the deep and detailed narratives that have emerged from this 

research. Indeed, some of the research findings would be very familiar to Hevi. 

Experiences such as job applicants being dismissed instantaneously due to their skin 

colour, or white people being paid higher salaries, indicate direct parallels between 

Hevi’s observations and the lived experiences of our interviewees. However, there 

was no evidence in any of the interviews of the violent and dangerous elements that 

were involved in the experiences described by Hevi. In this regard, our findings align 

closer to Liu’s (2013) rebuttal to Hevi, at least in regards to progress that has been 

made. 

When it comes to reflecting upon the general context of the English Language 

Teaching Industry, and in consideration to Khodadady and Shayesteh (2016), both the 

qualitative and quantitative data that has emerged through this research supports many 

of the established positions highlighted within the literature review. The existence of 

discrimination within the English Language Teaching industry is well documented, 
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and well discussed, and nothing within this study negates those perspectives at all. 

However, the predominant focus of those studies into the English Language Teaching 

industry’s privileges and vested interests, is a focus upon the macro-economic 

dominance of wealthy economies at the industry ‘centre’, and the cultural dominance 

of politically powerful ‘centre’ cultures, who spread their perspectives and ideals, 

rather than the microeconomic consequences for individuals. 

In other words, discussion on privilege within the industry tend to focus upon the 

macro-level privilege asserted by countries such as the United Kingdom and the 

United States of America. Accordingly, the English ‘learner’ or the ‘periphery-

economy’ in which they live, is typically viewed as the stakeholder who loses out as a 

result of existent privilege, and is therefore usually the ‘subject’ of the research.  

The research findings presented here offer an alternative approach by focussing upon 

the teachers themselves, rather than their students. The findings are clear, with 

qualitative and quantitative evidence to demonstrate discrimination upon certain 

demographics of English Language Teachers. Accordingly, this research helps to 

expand the discussion about those who are affected by entrenched privilege within the 

English Language Teaching context. Indeed, the data demonstrates concrete evidence 

for some of the concerns raised by Pennycook (1994), with regards to the fundamental 

spread of inequalities within the English Language Teaching industry and the reach of 

those inequalities into diverse stakeholder realms. 

Beyond the industrial context of English Language Teaching, this study endeavours to 

understand the influence of discrimination within China as a geo-political context, in 

order to provide the required background information for the fermentation of 

meaningful recommendations. In doing so this paper discussed Tuttle (2015), whose 

research exposes concerns about the prevalence of racial bias and discrimination 

within modern China. However, while most of the literature focused upon broad, or 

general, concerns relating to discrimination within the society, there is a lack of 

research offering enhanced perspectives upon the specific impact of discrimination 

within employability. As such, the evidence collected within this research moves 
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beyond that which was already available, providing additional qualitative depth and 

illustration. 

With regards to existing studies that specifically address discrimination within the 

education industry in China, the findings of this research offer data that is broadly 

supportive of previous findings, while providing enhanced detail of lived experiences. 

The observations made by Zhou (2007), bare many similarities to the reality as 

observed by our research participants and documented through the interview process. 

However, the data collected and presented in this paper serves not only to support the 

existing observations, but also to expand them, offering extra depth of detail through 

the extensive interviews. Meanwhile the findings of the quantitative survey provide 

evidence that the experiences described by Zhou (2007) are commonplace across the 

context. Zhou’s (2007) observations regarding the demand for educators who match 

certain aesthetic expectations, aligns precisely with the reports from all fifteen 

interviewees and the vast majority of survey respondents. 

A further area of investigation during the literary review, involved the academic 

theory of linguistic imperialism and its implications. This theory, popularised by 

Phillipson (1992), raises various challenges, which d irectly influence the experience 

of teachers and language learners, as well as wider society. One of the challenges, 

which is closely related to issues of employability, is the ‘native-speaker-fallacy’, by 

which ‘native-speaker status’ is misconstrued as a legitimate and independent 

qualification or quality marker of a teacher’s ability. Indeed, despite comprehensive 

evidence to the contrary originating over 30 years ago, P6 from Serbia, among other 

interviewees, made clear and open references that strongly suggest the continued 

existence of the ‘native speaker fallacy’.  

Furthermore, many of the interviewees described how it seems intuitive from the 

perspective of many Chinese employers that employing a native English-speaking 

educator is unquestionably advantageous. However, the participants seemed well 

aware of the limitations and failings of this fallacy, even though the interviewees 

themselves had not necessarily received any overt academic training in the 

implications of linguistic imperialism. Taken together, this suggests that the 

	136
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



challenges identified by Phillipson (1992) are still active within the industry, and 

remain relevant to graduate English teachers, those that train them within higher 

education institutions, and therefore the final recommendations this study shall make. 

Moreover, the data from this study also supports many of the concerns raised by other 

researchers into linguistic imperialism, including Canagarajah (1999). Even the 

‘academic argument’ between Karmaini (2005) and Kabel (2007) is offered contextual 

support by the data produced through this research, when one considers the research 

findings’ implications for the challenge of linguistic appropriation, the ‘ownership’ of 

the English language by ethnic minorities, their struggle to assert their legitimacy and 

validity, and the economic pressure for conformity to a ‘centre nation ideal’. 

Indeed, the research findings from this study shed new and interesting perspectives 

upon many examples of existing literature in the field. For example, Amin (1997) and 

Kramadibrata (2016), provide context to explain the academic connection between 

race and linguistic imperialism. This connection was also clearly evident within the 

research findings discussed in chapter 4 above. For example, interviewees P8 from 

Gambia, P3 from the United Kingdom, and P5 from the Chile, provided 

comprehensive qualitative data to suggest that different racial groups were perceived 

to have different qualifications, regardless of the reality. However, unlike 

Kramadibrata (2016) the interviews did not, to a large extent, suggest that the 

discrimination emerged from student pressure, but rather the interviewees were 

inclined to blame non-academic business owners and managers with pre-conceived 

expectations and marketing desires. 

This is in sharp contrast to the research findings of Clark and Paran (2007, p. 435) 

who surveyed those responsible for hiring English teachers in the UK, asking them 

about the most important attributes. The study found that “as for the lowest ratings, 

more respondents chose 1 (not important at all) and 2 (relatively unimportant) for 

‘ethnicity’ (58/90 or 64.5%) than any other criterion. No respondents rated it as 4 or 5, 

and 27.8% chose ‘Not applicable’ or gave no response” (ibid). This could not be more 

juxtaposed to the findings of this research, which strongly suggest a prime position for 
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‘ethnicity’ as a factor influencing employment decisions. Of course, this emphasises 

the importance of cultural context, and highlights the need for further research. 

Furthermore, while the findings support the arguments of Amin (1997) that non-White 

individuals are customarily assumed not to be from native English speaking countries, 

the findings go further. Indeed, the data includes detailed evidence that, in reverse, 

white non-native English speakers are customarily assumed to be from native English 

speaking countries even when they are not. Furthermore, the interview and survey 

findings suggested that this ‘white advantage’ meant not only that such an individual 

was perceived as a ‘native English speaker’, but that they were perceived to be 

qualified to teach English, regardless of qualifications or experience.  

Much of this connects yet further to the literature of Cheng (2011, p 562), who 

explained that different races are often viewed as possessing different levels of 

intelligence within the Chinese context. As shocking as these allegations may appear, 

they do seem to be supported by the vast majority of interview and survey data within 

this study, at least so far as in how black and Asian people must work extra hard to 

‘prove’ that they are qualified to undertake a job. These experiences were especially 

evident from the accounts of interviewees P1 from Ghana, P7 from Nigeria, and P2 

from the Philippines. 

Moreover, substantial findings emerging from the interviews and surveys seem to 

resonate with the writings of Lufrano (1994), Dikötter (1991), and Cheng (2011), who 

explain the history of racial and linguistic privilege within China. Indeed, reflecting 

upon the literature review, and comparing the qualitative and quantitative data which 

emerged from the interviews and surveys in this study, with the personal experience of 

Hevi (1966), and the analysis of Dikötter (1991, 1992), suggests that the fundamental 

underlying racial discrimination described in the past is still very active, and retains a 

position of primacy within the job market. Interviewee P8 from Zambia described in 

detail the challenges of different racial groups when looking for work, including 

perceptions of black and Asian people who are well qualified, fluent English speakers, 

often having originated from a ‘central’ native speaking country, such as Canada, or 

the United States of America, and yet are viewed unfavourably when compared to 
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unqualified individuals who struggle with their English language level, yet happen to 

have white skin. Overt racial pay differentials described by Hevi (1966) also seem to 

have continued. 

However, the findings of this research do challenge some of the accepted narratives. 

Indeed, in trying to understand the culturally specific context of racial and linguistic 

identity in China, attention was paid in the literature review to Bodomo (2012) and 

Sautman (1994). These writers focussed extensively upon the existence and 

prevalence of stereotypes and preconceptions amongst the Chinese populace towards 

different racial and ethnic groups (both those indigenous to China, and groups of 

international origin). On the one hand, the presence of these stereotypes, and the 

extensive qualitative descriptions outlined by the writers above, were echoed 

extensively across the interviews and the surveys within this research (for example by 

P1 from Ghana, P10 from the Ukraine, and P11 from the United States of America, 

see chapter 4). However, on the other hand, the outright anti-black people and anti-

African people sentiment expressed in these and similar studies does not emerge in 

the findings of this study, which could imply progress of sorts. 

Nevertheless, the qualitative and quantitative findings of this study, offer support to 

much of the existing literature in the field, while also adding additional depth of detail 

regarding the lived experiences of teachers. Furthermore, in quantifying that these 

experiences are far from isolated exceptions, the research findings provide a clear 

argument for action and intervention. For example, the data provided by P5, from 

Chile, offers support to Bodomo (2012) and Ruecker and Ives (2015), in highlighting 

the ‘expectations’ of stakeholders, and the correlation between racial preconceptions 

and language identity expectations. Likewise, the 186 survey respondents emphasise 

that such preconceptions and expectations are the rule, not the exception (see Figures 

4.9 and 4.10). Moreover, this research shows how literary understanding of the native-

speaker fallacy and racial discrimination in employment manifest themselves in the 

daily life of teachers across multiple detailed experiences. 

Of course, the fundamental objective of this research is the formulation of actionable 

recommendations for higher education institutions in how they can better prepare 
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future graduates for the influence of discrimination within the graduate employment 

market. Accordingly, as well as developing a deep understanding of discrimination 

within the industrial and geo-political context, it is important to specifically consider 

what the findings of this research imply for our understanding of employability 

theory. Within the literature review in chapter 2, the work of Cashian (2017), 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2005), and Moreau and Leathwood (2006), helped to expose 

the need for a critical reflection upon existing academic models of employability.  

This research exposes in detail the incredibly complex challenges, connected to 

discrimination, that individuals actually face within certain employment markets. 

Indeed, while the writers above make clear reference to issues of discrimination, and 

the need to evolve existing ‘employability models’, none place ‘an individual’s 

demographics’ at the centre of the employability conundrum. Of course, this is not to 

assert that ‘demographics’ are central to all experiences of employability, however the 

data uncovered through this research suggests that contemporary employability 

models need to be very flexible with regards to the relative importance of variables, 

and even allow for certain demographic factors to (potentially) act as a ‘veto’ within 

certain employability calculations. 

It is also worth noting that the data from this study revealed a slight nuance in the 

application of discrimination in employability decisions, which had not necessarily 

emerged within the literary review. The subtlety and nuance appeared through issues 

of ‘skin tone’ and perceived ethnicity. For example, in Chapter 4, P3, from the United 

Kingdom, recounted the story of needing to take new pictures for his employment 

agent because his skin tone had lightened since his initial application, and he was 

therefore deemed to be more marketable. Likewise, P11, a self-identified African/

Caribbean American woman, explained this subtlety in her own experience, 

discussing how her lighter complexion had made situations easier for her than for 

other black people that she knows. This may require contemporary models of 

employability to be more complex than simply to ‘include ethnicity’ as a variable. 

Indeed, because so many defining human characteristics exist on a spectrum, 

discrimination can possess its own complex nuances. 
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Nevertheless, some of the broader issues connected to critical employability theory 

and the responsibility of universities to address employability, find support through 

these research findings. Bartell (2003), who looks directly at the role that higher 

education institutions play in preparing students for employment within the new 

‘globalised economy’, highlight the limitations to success that higher education 

institutions are experiencing when attempting meet student needs and expectations 

within the modern internationalised context.  

Meanwhile, Harvey, Locke, and Morey (2002), who have discussed university 

policies designed to prepare students for the realities of discrimination, are offered the 

additional support that the vast majority of the interview participants and survey 

respondents within this study support the need for such programmes. Indeed, they 

identify them as having been missing from their own higher education experiences. 

Moreover, the data exposed through this research also demonstrates the demand for 

university programmes to highlight the specific connection between international 

employment markets and discrimination in employability. Literature suggests that 

higher education institutions often seek to inform students about the general existence 

of discrimination, however that alone does not fulfil the demand and requirements of 

the students as exposed by this study. 

Finally, when it comes to the specific role that higher education institutions should 

play in preparing students for the complex challenges of employability, the existing 

literature Mason (2016), Boske (2015), and Ruecker and Ives (2015) provided a clear 

contextual overview that is supported by the qualitative and quantitative findings of 

this study. Boske (2015), for example, outlined the fact that teachers generally seem 

ill-prepared for confronting challenges such as racism. This is certainly supported by 

the evidence collected within this study, including the numerous references by a 

majority of the interviewees (including P12 from Ecuador, and P14 from Bosnia) who 

described their initial ‘shock’ at the racism they witnessed. The findings of this 

research likewise support Mason (2016) in their quest to ‘build’ a socio-political 

conscience within future graduates. 
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To conclude this discussion, we can return to the four ‘context areas’ as outlined by 

Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (2006, p.221) and described above. As far as the 

‘significance’ of the research data goes, I would argue that that overwhelming clarity 

of the general situation which emerges through the research lends significance to it. If 

the interviews and survey results had exhibited moderate levels of disagreement, or 

indicated the idea that ‘perceptions’ were very varied, personal, or heavily subjective, 

then arriving at ‘conclusions’ or ‘recommendations’ would have been difficult. 

However, this was not the case. As outlined above, the data projected an image of 

contemporary reality, and did so with overwhelming uniformity and agreement. 

Indeed, considering the nature of the topics under discussion one could have 

reasonably expected results to be far more contentious. Instead, despite all the data 

collected being personal, subjective, and contextual, this research uncovered near 

comprehensive agreement and uniformity. 

When it comes to the generalizability of the research, this really depends upon 

whether higher education institutions are ready to acknowledge their responsibilities 

in the preparation of students for the graduate employment market. If universities 

wish to present themselves as purveyors of pure-academic knowledge, elite 

theological debate, and learning for learnings sake, then they may not accept that this 

research is applicable to their contexts. However, a cursory examination of the 

materials published by universities for prospective students, specifically those 

materials produced to provide justifications to entice new students, demonstrates a 

clear focus upon the future career opportunities of graduates (see Appendix D).  

Moreover, a review of the existing literature would suggest that the findings of this 

research correlate closely with the opinions and studies of those taking a certain 

critical perspective upon the role of the university in preparing students for 

employability. Indeed, numerous studies discuss the need for universities to adapt to 

the expectations and demands of students who are considering their position within a 

globalised world (see chapter 2), and the findings of this study offer support. 

Moreover, beyond simply supporting the ‘need’ for universities to focus upon these 

areas, the data exposed through this research indicates the dangers and challenges that 

await graduates who are not sufficiently prepared by their higher education 
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institutions for real employment markets. Although, further research is needed to 

uncover whether the discrimination demonstrated here is industry-specific. 

Universities, quite simply, cannot have it both ways. If institutions of higher education 

wish to promote themselves to students, as well as the public and the government 

(who provide the finance they require), as vehicles for career enhancement, social 

mobility, and as gateways of opportunity, then they must follow through with 

comprehensive programmes to prepare students for the reality of employment within 

the globalised economy. This may include such general ideas as ‘interview 

techniques’, but it must also include more challenging topic areas as well. The 

demand for this is overwhelmingly evident within the findings of this research. 

When it comes to the reliability of the data, the evidence once again emanates from 

the uniformity of agreement across the qualitative and quantitative data. With such a 

sensitive, and highly subjective, research context it was always possible that results 

would emerge that were extremely mixed, resulting in the only available conclusions 

being the need for further research. However, the interviews and surveys actually 

produced data sets that were remarkably clear and consistent in their opinions and 

desires. Considering the variety of participants, in terms of nationality, ethnicity, and 

first language status, it seems unlikely that any similar study would return different 

results. Moreover, reflection upon existing literature suggests that there are already 

studies that can support the reliability of individual elements of this research. While 

none of those studies relate directly to the exact context of this work, numerous papers 

reflect upon relevant contextual elements. When brought together, this study offers 

evidential support, and they in turn offer credibility to the findings. 

As far as the study’s validity is concerned, the use of interviews and surveys has been 

defended in depth in section 3 of this paper. Basing the study in a mixed method 

approach, and adopting an interpretivist methodology, seemed obvious, and 

appropriate, given the subjective and personal nature of this study. Indeed, this study 

remains, primarily, and investigation of individual experiences and realities. 

Accordingly, ‘interviews’ provided the logical tool to gather appropriate data. While, 

in order to make recommendations that were applicable to a wider community, a 
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quantitative survey (which included qualitative questions) was the right way to 

ascertain broad areas of agreement and disagreement across the populace. This 

resulted in an interpretivist adoption of a ‘mixed methodology’ approach, justified in 

connection with (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight 2006) who discussed the benefits of 

research ‘depth’ and of research ‘breadth’, with this study seeking to uncover both. 
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Figure 5.1 – A global concept map summarising the findings  
of this research in relation to existing literature 
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Finally, the ultimate objective for this thesis, is to make recommendations for higher 

education institutions, so that they can better prepare future generations of graduates 

for the realities they will experience within the job market. The reality of the privilege 

held by both ‘white-skinned’ individuals, as well as ‘native-English speakers’, is clear, 

and has been demonstrated through this data collection process, and is correlated 

successfully with a broad range of existing literature covering the theme of 

discrimination. However, the ultimate way that higher education institutions choose to 

use and manipulate this data is still open for discussion. 

5.3 Limitations of the Research Data 

As Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (2006, p.221) explained, all data needs to be analysed for 

its significance, generalisability, reliability, and validity. These concepts are open to 

interpretation, yet remain crucial to the overall quality of research conclusions. 

Furthermore, in order to ensure the ‘trustworthiness’ of the qualitative findings within 

the study, this research must consider the advice from Noble and Smith (2015, 

p34/35), by “accounting for personal biases which may have influenced findings… 

acknowledging biases in sampling and ongoing critical reflection of methods to 

ensure sufficient depth and relevance of data collection and analysis… (and) 

meticulous record keeping, demonstrating a clear decision trail and ensuring 

interpretations of data are consistent and transparent”.  

One theme that emerged with dominance throughout this research was the idea of 

discrimination being orchestrated by official provincial and central government 

policy. To explain this, it is necessary to provide some historical and legal context. 

When this thesis was in the early planning stages China had a policy for English 

teaching visas connected primarily to a candidate’s qualifications and experience. 

However, during the development of this thesis, just prior to the launch of the primary 

research stages, new legislation was brought in which added a new requirement that 

new visas would only be issued to passport holders of the United Kingdom, United 

States of America, Canada, the Republic of Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, or South 

Africa, with very few exceptions (only occasionally granted to third country nationals 

who had studied a ‘significantly related’ degree from one of the seven countries). 
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This new legislation did not immediately affect the very large number of individuals 

who already held English teaching visas, who have been able to continue to work and 

renew their visa indefinitely ever since the change. Hence the variety of nationalities 

who participated within the research. Nevertheless, many of the individuals who 

helped with this research were overtly aware that they had been lucky to have 

acquired their visa before the metaphorical drawbridge was raised. They were also 

painfully aware that friends and family members from their home countries could no 

longer follow in their footsteps. 

As a result, the majority of participants interviewed referenced the visa restrictions 

that limit the ability for new English teachers to enter the country to teach English, 

regardless of their qualifications or their experience. They also bemoaned the way 

visa rules could seemingly change overnight. The new visa policy has clear and 

apparent flaws from the perspective of anti-linguistic-imperialism and fails to account 

for the arguments of Phillipson (1992) and compatriots about the ‘native-speaker-

fallacy’; however, addressing it directly is complex. 

Challengingly, the more that authorities tie visas to ‘passport nationalities’ the more 

that a pseudo-class-structure is created within the so-called ‘non-native English 

speaking' teacher community. Those with the ‘right' passport, such as francophone 

Canadians, suddenly rise to the top, followed by those who have legal visas because 

they predate the new rules, but would not be eligible now, followed by those who are 

now entirely excluded. This is before consideration of the next group of ‘non-native’ 

speaking teachers, the rapidly expanding group who are employed to teach, but who 

technically hold an alternative visa (typically in the undefined ‘management’ category, 

or as ‘students’, or even ‘tourists’). 

As these visa rules eschew any meaningful relevance for ‘qualifications', (other than 

demanding ‘a' degree in any subject), it is difficult to know the extent to which these 

changes are subsequently influencing the actions, opinions, and behaviours of 

employers. If the government appears to suggest that ‘nationality' is more important 
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than ‘qualification', then one may feel an element of sympathy for the graduate 

employer HR team making similar decisions.  

This would be a fascinating area in which to delve deeper; however, after careful 

consideration it was decided that investigating this matter further would go beyond 

the remit of this research. The justification for omitting any further analysis of this 

discourse rests in the overall purpose of this research. This research is, ultimately, 

designed to provide universities and other institutes of higher education, with advice 

as to how they can prepare future graduates for the realities of the job market. No 

university will be able to significantly influence government visa regulations in the 

immediate term, nor could they reasonably be expected to be able to predict them.  

Of course, universities can and should stress the need for candidates to examine visa 

regulations before applying for a job, however beyond this there is nothing much a 

university can do to prepare a candidate. If a graduate applies for a job for which they 

are not visa-eligible then they will face rejection regardless of other factors (assuming 

universities only encourage graduates to pursue legal avenues of employment). In 

other words, the other areas of analysis within this thesis are areas for which a 

university could, feasibly, prepare the next generation of graduates. They can be 

prepared for the emotional, mental, and physical challenges ahead, they can be given 

advice on how to approach challenges, and they can be coached through decisions 

about which avenues to explore and which they may prefer to ignore. When it comes 

to changes in visa regulations universities need simply to maintain updated 

documentation and make this documentation available to students, students who are 

either eligible or not to apply for employment. 

Nevertheless, by leaving aside issues of government regulation and visa systems this 

thesis leaves aside one of the dominant discourses to emerge through both the 

interview research stage and the qualitative open-ended questions within the survey. 

This risks not only ignoring valuable data, but also overlooking the potential 

connections between the new visa system and other variables, such as the value of 

qualifications. This was highlighted by various participants who discussed the 

inherent bias within the system by which unqualified and unexperienced people from 
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the right countries are still able to enter on new visas, while highly qualified 

individuals who hold the ‘wrong’ passport are now barred entry. However, these 

(relatively new) developments did not directly affect any of the participants, who have 

all been able to continue on / renew their existing visas. These issues also fail to 

account for the differing experiences of discrimination between individuals who hold 

the same ‘status’ with regards to visa regulations, but who represent different 

ethnicities. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that, because of the visa challenges, this research 

limited itself to speaking with, and looking at, those English teachers already in 

China, who are already working (or have previously worked) in the industry (and thus 

possess(ed) a valid visa), rather than those coming in from the outside, who may be 

struggling to find work due to new legal restrictions, as against restrictions imposed 

by employers. Indeed, as multiple participants within the research observed, it is 

difficult enough for ‘non-native English-speaking teachers’ to find work with a legal 

visa, let alone without one. 

Looking at other potential areas of limitation within this research, it is also essential to 

consider whether any subconscious aversion or disgust towards racism and 

discrimination influenced the design of this research and its execution. There were no 

deliberate attempts to create research bias, but when researching issues such as 

discrimination, it is always going to be difficult for researchers to remain abjectly 

neutral. I am not alone in facing these challenges (see Davis & Livingstone, 2016), 

and have sought to mitigate these concerns by overtly acknowledging the perspectives 

from which I approach these studies. 

As discussed above, the methodology chosen for this research (specifically qualitative 

interviews) presents a natural challenge. Interviews necessarily involve a context of 

social interaction, the interview does not occur in isolation, it occurs within a socio-

linguistic context, and the researcher is themselves an active component of the 

context. As Coleman (2009) explains, it is not possible to control for all the potential 

influences that may shape the course of an interview. Coleman (ibid) specifically 

refers to the challenges posed by issues of consent, access to participants, interview 
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structure and the type of language selected, the process of recording the interviews 

themselves, the location the interview happens in, influences originating internally 

from the researcher and the participants themselves, the relationship between the 

researcher and the participant, and the interviewers ‘skills’ at guiding the interview 

process. This reality creates many challenges for researchers, especially as they seek 

to understand how their existence and involvement may have influenced the results 

and conclusions of a study.  

For example, "in the context of research interviews around the theme of racism… 

interviewees may be inclined to repackage their lived experiences so as to make them 

credible to the interviewer who is the co-present addressee and the 

audience" (Sarangi, 2004, p. 67). Indeed, "the interview activity runs the risk of 

making the topic of racism salient and encouraging certain kinds of 

accounts" (Sarangi, 2004, p. 68). These risks do not invalidate the interviews, and 

professional interview procedures and methodologies can mitigate risks; however, it is 

essential that the interviews are analysed within this overt context, and that 

conclusions and recommendations account for the potential influence of the socio-

linguistic context upon results. There was likewise always the potential that my 

existing relationship with the interview participants could have influenced the process. 

However, this was accounted for throughout the ethical approval process, and in the 

end none of the interview participants were co-currently employed within the same 

organisation as myself while undertaking the interview (although many had 

previously been my subordinates). 

Other areas that must be considered when reflecting upon the limitations of the 

research, include the fact that the qualitative and quantitative data collection methods 

did not isolate individual higher education institutions. Accordingly, it is not possible 

to prescribe recommendations other than ‘generally’ for all higher education 

institutions to consider. This fails to acknowledge the variety, independence, and 

heterogeneity of higher education institutions across the world, especially those such 

as the University of Reading who have initiated programmes related to discrimination, 

as discussed in earlier chapters (Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 14). Instead this 

research can simply offer broad recommendations and encourage individual 
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institutions to engage in critical self-reflection regarding their own policies and 

procedures in order to ascertain whether they fit the mould described within this 

research, or whether they have already accounted for these concerns within their 

programmes. 

This study is also limited in its ability to ascribe concerns about discrimination within 

employment market hiring decisions with specific employers, sectors of the market, or 

geographical locations within China. While the end results seem to indicate a relative 

uniformity of opinion, there are always dissenting voices. A further, larger, and more 

detailed study might aim to analyse similar data with respect to certain other 

variables, such as ‘location within China’, ‘public or private employer’, ‘Chinese or 

foreign managed school’, ‘kindergarten, primary school, secondary school, university, 

or extra-curricular language school’. 

Likewise, there are certain other areas of demographic information missing from this 

research. While we know the country in which each individual studied, and whether 

they studied within the field of education or another subject area, we do not know the 

specific courses they took, nor the exact location of their studies, nor the year in 

which they graduated. Furthermore, although we also know whether the individuals 

studied for a TEFL / TESOL or CELTA qualification, we do not know which, nor 

where from, nor when they received this certification. Further research may attempt to 

isolate one specific degree programme (across multiple universities), or one specific 

country of graduation, or even one specific university, to focus on, in order to ensure 

that recommendations are ‘tailor made’.  

Unfortunately, while this study was able to attract sufficient interviewees and survey 

respondents, they came from such a broad and diverse community that there was very 

little duplication in nationality, let alone other variables. While more detailed 

demographic knowledge might have been interesting, we would never have had 

enough representatives of any particular demographic to make any meaningful 

assessments regarding the importance of that specific variable (university, programme 

of study, year of graduation). Instead, we can find interest in the idea that such a broad 
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and diverse community of participants and respondents reported such common and 

similar experiences and beliefs. 

5.4 Future Avenues for Research 

Following the findings and the limitations of this research, several areas present 

themselves for future research. One area identified above is the relationship between 

government regulations and linguistic imperialism. It is not uncommon for countries 

to tie visa restrictions to demonstrable skills; however, it is interesting that for China it 

is the country of passport, or at least the country that issued the university degree, that 

is deemed to demonstrate the ability to teach English, not the qualification itself. The 

result of these regulations is that non-native speakers from specific countries (such as 

francophone Canadians, the Cymraeg of Wales, or Xhosa speaking South Africans) 

can receive a visa to teach English whereas some native speakers (such as those from 

Jamaica, Barbados, or Belize) are denied. Even individuals with advanced degrees 

specifically in the subject of ‘English language education’ are refused if their degree is 

from a country deemed to be non-English-native speaking (including graduates from 

countries such as Sweden and Denmark who may have studied their postgraduate 

degree entirely through the medium of English. 

The above factors indicate that the Chinese government maintains belief in the ‘native 

speaker fallacy’ (Phillipson, 1992) and are even actively propagating the ‘fallacy'. It 

would be interesting to research both the political and historical context of these 

decisions and their relationship with decisions that are taken within the industry. 

Indeed, while this document recommends that higher education institutions overtly 

and directly address the issues of the first-person privilege that all students may 

encounter within the job market, it may also be true that higher education institutions 

should specifically address institutionalised privilege within centralised institutions 

and processes (such as visa regulations). This would ensure that students fully 

understand the barriers to equality-in-hiring that they may encounter. 

There is also a geographical limitation to this study, as it focuses only upon the 

graduate employment market for English language teachers in China. This should not 
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be assumed to falsely imply that the challenges and issues identified here are unique 

to China and that China faces extraordinary challenges unknown elsewhere. Watson-

Todd and Pojanapunya (2008) and others have identified discrimination in other 

contexts, which may imply that the challenges discussed within this thesis find 

parallel elsewhere. It would, therefore, be interesting to replicate the interviews and 

survey upon which this study has been based in a variety of other contexts. By 

replicating this research, it may be possible to establish those areas in which China's 

challenges are Sino-specific and those that may be more widespread or even 

universal. 

Throughout the qualitative research collection, through interview analysis and the 

collection of open-ended survey responses, multiple additional thematic areas arose, 

which also deserve to be explored and analysed individually. For each area of 

discrimination alternate research methodologies may be appropriate, and different 

sampling systems may be required. Nevertheless, areas such as employability 

discrimination against older people, homosexuals, males, females and alternative 

gender identities (in different professional roles), those with disabilities, overweight 

people, and people of minority religious backgrounds, each deserves attention and 

focus.  

Other avenues for potential research come from the idea of collecting enhanced 

demographic information from participants and respondents in order to seek to 

identify correlations between experiences, opinions, and factors such as the university 

that the teacher attended, the course that they studied, or their year of their graduation. 

Such a study would enable the creation of individually tailored and specific advice for 

different institutions or programme leaders. However, it would would require a 

drastically enlarged pool of potential research participants in order to find sufficient 

numbers who had overlapping demographics in order to draw correlations that were 

statistically significant.  

However, another potential route that further research could take would be to embrace 

a life history study approach. Indeed, many of the most interesting findings within this 

research come from the deep reflections of interview participants. Had I selected a 
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small number of participants to interview repeatedly over a period of time in order to 

understand their experiences at even more depth, and with the added dynamic 

dimension, even more data may have emerged. Such a study could deliver findings 

with potential implications for the specific higher education institutions of each 

participant. 

Nevertheless, the thesis must now embrace the data findings that are available, in 

order to truly understand the implications of this research for the wider academic 

community, and develop specific recommendations which can be made for higher 

education institutions. 
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6.0 Implications, Recommendations and Conclusions 

The ultimate objective of this study is to devise actionable recommendations that 

universities and other higher education institutions can implement in order to better 

prepare future graduates for the realities of discrimination within the employment 

market, with a special focus upon the industry of English language teaching in China. 

The fundamental revelation that emerges from the data, as summarised in chapter 5.1, 

and illustrated in Figures 4.17, 4.18, 4.19 and 4.20, is that a significant majority of 

graduates do not feel that their higher education institution(s) prepared them 

sufficiently for the realities of finding employment, especially within the international 

job market. Furthermore, a significant majority of graduates do not feel that they were 

prepared for discrimination in the employment market, and an even larger majority 

feel that they were not prepared for how they may personally become the victim of 

discrimination in employment. 

6.1 Implications and Recommendations 

Throughout the interview process numerous participants volunteered their own 

suggestions and recommendations for higher education institutions. Many participants 

provided suggestions that specifically reflected, or were specifically grounded in, the 

experiences that they encountered having entered the real employment market. These 

recommendations include:  

• The recommendation by P14, from Bosnia that the focus of ‘support’ and 

‘preparation’ should be humane in nature, centred around the real-life 

experiences of individuals with personal direct experience, for example by 

inviting in guests who themselves have suffered from discrimination to speak 

to students. 

• The recommendation from P4, from the Ukraine, that universities offer 

psychology classes, or support seminars, specifically to focus upon the 

challenges that students will face as they leave full time education and enter 

the employment market. 
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• The recommendation from P7, from Nigeria, that universities specifically 

focus upon communicating with future graduates about the many elements of 

the job market that the students themselves will have no control over. 

• The recommendation from P6, from Serbia, that course specific advice should 

be provided to aspiring graduates, in this case about challenges for non-native 

English speakers in the English teaching market, but equally applicable to 

other industries and their own specific challenges. 

• The recommendation from P8, from Zambia, that universities pursue a more 

holistic approach to education, rather than an exam-centred approach. 

• The recommendation from P3, from the United Kingdom, that universities 

work to foster an understanding of privilege within all students, including both 

focussing upon the privileges that students may possess, and areas where they 

may not hold privilege, so that they possess a stronger awareness when they 

enter the job market. 

• The recommendation from P1 from Ghana that universities need to take a 

more global, and less local, approach towards issues of employability. 

• The recommendation from P13, from Canada, that universities specifically 

offer additional assistance, support, and preparation courses, for students who 

express an interest in working internationally. 

• And the recommendation from P15, from Mexico, that higher education 

institutions include ‘awareness programmes’ within their courses, to prepare 

graduates for the realities of both the global and the local employment market. 

Of course, a one-size-fits-all approach to resolving these challenges would not be 

appropriate. Different higher education institutions, different geographic and cultural 

contexts, and different degree programmes, may require different emphases and 

actions. Nevertheless, in the highly globalised economy, an increasing number of 

students are seeking international employment, and with it are encountering 

challenges that may not be present within their domestic context. This is especially 

true for specific industries, such as English language teaching where international 
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travel may be an integral component of a student’s attraction to the course and 

profession (Djerasimovic, 2013). 

Universities cannot eliminate the discrimination that students may encounter post-

graduation in the global job market, and students must be ultimately responsible for 

researching new opportunities thoroughly before making decisions. However, 

universities can help students to make informed decisions by providing contextual 

knowledge. Such foresight may also alleviate some of the genuine shock and distress 

expressed by many interviewees when recalling their first encounters with job-market 

discrimination. Higher education institutions have pastoral care responsibilities, and 

this should include mitigating such post-graduation negative shocks. 

Using these findings, I have created a ‘Critically Reflective Review Sheet’ for 

directors of higher education programmes to use when developing an ‘action 

plan’ (see Table 6.1 below). This reflective review sheet is designed to ensure that all 

programme directors (working with departments such as Careers Services and Alumni 

Relations) consider the geographical and industrial contexts into which former 

graduates have moved and the destinations planned by current students. Moreover 

they should consider the development of practical job application skills, the provision 

of guidelines for those who encounter harassment or discrimination, awareness of 

legal and cultural differences including work place laws and cultures, and different 

cultural and legal perspectives upon gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and 

physical ability.  

The reflective review sheet is designed to remind programme directors of the benefits 

of providing students with real-world accounts of discrimination and other challenges 

facing workers in their specific field of study, as well as ensuring students have a 

platform to share and discuss their own experiences. Likewise the review sheet should 

remind multiple departments that students need to discuss the realities of employment 

within target industries with a range of those who have first hand experience. It also 

reminds stakeholders that, where possible, programmes should foster the ability of 

students to experience life abroad, gain practical and relevant working experience, and 

provide a clear and on-going support network for students even post-graduation. 
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Table 6.1 – Critically Reflective Review – Job Market Discrimination for Programme Directors 

Critically Reflective Review – Job Market Discrimination for Programme Directors

Requirement
Programme 

Meets 
Requirement

Programme Does 
Not Meet 

Requirement

Proposed Action  
(including responsible 
person / department)

Programme management are aware of the geographical and industrial 

contexts into which former graduates have moved.

Programme management are aware of the geographical and industrial 

contexts into which current students plan to move.

The programme includes opportunities to develop skills in the area of job 

applications, interviews, and adjusting to new working environments.

The programme provides information to students about their options 

should they ever face discrimination or harassment within a job 

application process or on the job.

The programme helps students understand different cultures and contexts 

have different expectations with regards to the job application process.

The programme helps students understand different cultures and contexts 

have varied expectations regarding professional working environments.

The programme provides students with information about, and chances 

to discuss, how different cultures maintain different attitudes towards 

gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and physical ability.

The programme informs students how laws regarding gender, ethnicity, 

sexual orientation, religion, and physical ability differ across the world.

The programme provides students with real accounts of discrimination, 

and opportunities to share experiences either publicly or privately.

The programme specifically accounts for current student plans and those 

common amongst former graduates of the programme, when discussing 

international employment, cultures, and systems.

The programme directly addresses issues of privilege, specifically in 

industry’s directly related to the programme, including discussions of 

gender, class, race and ethnicity, creed and religion, physical ability, 

sexual orientation, appearance, and mental health awareness.

The programme provides students with opportunities to discuss the 

realities of employment with experienced individuals.

The programme includes opportunities for students to actively 

experience life living abroad (potentially as an exchange student).

The programme includes opportunities for students to gain relevant 

practical work experience connected to the programme, either within the 

domestic or an international context.

The programme provides graduates with pastoral support as they 

transition from being a full-time student to the job market.

The programme provides information regarding support networks and 

systems, to which students can turn should they face challenges in their 

working life, including 24-hour emergency support services.

Authorisation
Programme  

Director:
Programme: Date:
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Furthermore, I have made four general recommendations for all higher education 

institutions, which can be used to make specific plans for individual programmes: 

1). Higher education institutions should consider mandatory, or voluntary, courses to 

advise future graduates on finding employment, both locally, and internationally. 

2). Higher education institutions should overtly discuss discrimination in 

‘employability’ within different job markets with all students, across different 

domestic and international contexts. 

3). Higher education institutions should maximise opportunities for students to hear 

real life experiences about privilege and discrimination, engage with alumni and 

industry representatives, and experience varied working / cultural contexts first hand. 

4). Higher education institutions should directly address the unique challenges of 

international job-seeking, and address issues of culture-shock for students considering 

the pursuit of an international career. 

For each recommendation I have created an ‘action sheet’ for consideration by general 

higher education institutions (See Tables, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, and 6.5 below). Each ‘action 

sheet’ details practical actions and policies for consideration, including the varied 

roles of different departments and individuals within a typical university structure, 

suggested readings, and areas for additional research. I have then created an example 

action plan for implementing these four recommendations in a hypothetical 

undergraduate ESL programme (see Table 6.6 below).  
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Table 6.2 – General Action Guide Sheet One, Recommendations for Programme Directors 

General Action Guide Sheet One

Recommendation
Higher education institutions should consider mandatory, or voluntary, courses to advise future 
graduates on finding employment, both locally, and internationally.

Details and Actionable Examples
1). Courses connected to international employability could include sub-modules on locating 
opportunities, job application (CV writing), interview skills, and adjusting to new working 
environments. They should also clarify normal legal procedures for conflict resolution during 
employment processes. (Potentially Career Services / Academic Departments) 
2). Courses should discuss differences between application procedures in different cultures. For 
example, some countries expect/require photographs on CVs, while others prohibit them. Some 
cultures leave discussions about salary and benefits until a job offer is made, while others will ask 
candidates their expectations in advance. (Potentially Career Services / Academic Departments / 
International Industry Partners) 
3). Courses should discuss how work environments differ across cultures. For example, some 
cultures discourage relationships between colleagues, while others do not. Likewise, professional 
dress codes differ greatly between cultures and industries. (Potentially Career Services) 
4). Moreover, courses should overtly discuss attitudes towards gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
religion, and physical ability found in different cultures and industries, ideally using real world 
examples and case studies. (Potentially Human Welfare Departments, Equality Committees)

Responsible Professionals and Advocates
1). Individuals experienced at working within relevant industries (ideally alumni from the 
programme in question) should be invited to share their experiences. 
2). Industry (HR) managers should be invited to discuss real-life case studies of difficult hiring 
decisions, and provide general advice for job hunting.

Internal and External Collaborations
1). Higher education careers centres need to be active participants, with academic departments 
encouraging them to actively contribute to all programmes, rather than seeing them as separate 
departments with functions far-removed from the academic courses. 
2). Local and international employers can represent their industries within programmes of study 
offering advice about employability and industry requirements.

Recommended Readings
1). Helyer, R., (2011). Aligning higher education with the world of work. Higher Education, Skills 
and Work-Based Learning, 1: 95–105. 
2). Holmes, Leonard. (2013). ‘Competing perspectives on graduate employability: possession, 
position or process?’ Studies in Higher Education 38/4: 538–54.
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Table 6.3 – General Action Guide Sheet Two, Recommendations for Programme Directors 

General Action Guide Sheet Two

Recommendation
Higher education institutions should overtly discuss discrimination in ‘employability’ within 
different job markets with all students, across different domestic and international contexts.

Details and Actionable Examples
1). Courses should contextualise discussions about discrimination in employment by acknowledging 
how laws and public attitudes towards gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and physical 
ability have changed dramatically across time periods and across all cultures. (Potentially Academic 
Department Cross Collaboration / Careers Services) 
2). Courses should overtly identify where legal protections against discrimination exist, and do not 
exist in different international employment contexts. This includes identifying contexts in which laws 
themselves may be discriminatory. (Potentially Legal Departments) 
3). Courses should use case-studies, ideally from alumni graduates, to discuss how social attitudes 
and ‘realities’ exist across different contexts and settings, and how the actionable options available to 
graduates who encounter discrimination will differ between contexts. (Potentially Alumni Relations 
Departments) 
4). Courses should openly and regularly survey students to understand their prospective post-
graduation plans, and use them to overtly discuss the differences in attitudes to discrimination within 
different contexts. (Potentially Careers Services)

Responsible Professionals and Advocates
1). Student groups could elect representatives to meet with those who design courses, to ensure that 
the broader needs of students are accounted for in programme design. 2). The inclusion of 
representatives from the student body would create student advocates, with specific responsibility for 
voicing inclusion and minority concerns.

Internal and External Collaborations
1). Strong connections with international chambers of commerce will help to expose the advantages 
of international employment, while overtly acknowledging where legal provisions may be different 
from those experienced domestically. 
2). International students can provide important alternative views and experiences.

Recommended Readings
1). Harvey, L., Locke, W., & Morey, A., (2002), Enhancing employability, recognising diversity: 
Making links between higher education and the world of work. Manchester, UK: Higher Education 
Careers Service Unit. 1080/13562517.2012.696538
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Table 6.4 – General Action Guide Sheet Three, Recommendations for Programme Directors 

General Action Guide Sheet Three

Recommendation
Higher education institutions should maximise opportunities for students to hear real life experiences 
about privilege and discrimination, engage with alumni and industry representatives, and experience 
varied working / cultural contexts first hand.

Details and Actionable Examples
1). Compulsory privilege training can help graduates better understand areas in which they hold 
privilege, and areas where they may not. This understanding will help them to comprehend the 
relative advantages different people have. Privilege training could include modules on gender, class, 
race and ethnicity, creed and religion, physical ability, sexual orientation, appearance, and mental 
health awareness. (Potentially Equality Committees) 
2). Real life case studies from individuals from across varied industries and geographical locations 
will expose similarities and differences between contexts. (Potentially Industry Partners) 
2). Courses should overtly identify where legal protections against discrimination exist, and do not 
exist in different international employment contexts. This includes identifying contexts in which laws 
themselves may be discriminatory. (Potentially Legal Department) 
3). Students could be required to conduct a small number of interviews with different people who 
have experience working within their target setting (both in terms of industry and geography), with a 
focus on discrimination and employability. The resulting report would then be of specific relevance 
to the student interviewer. (Potentially Academic Departments) 
4). In-course research projects should include interviewing former graduates regarding their 
experiences post graduation, especially in terms of barriers to employability and success within the 
contemporary working environment. (Potentially Academic Departments)

Responsible Professionals and Advocates
1). At least one member of every programme leadership team should be assigned responsibility for 
guiding students through discrimination in the labour market, and therefore should have advanced 
training in all areas of privilege. 
2). Alumni graduates should be used as real work advocates to help explain the realities of post-
graduation life to the next generation.

Internal and External Collaborations
1). Alumni students and their employers could provide ample access to evidence and information to 
help develop courses to prepare the next generation of graduates. 
2). Any specialists within the university on issues such as privilege and discrimination should be 
harnessed to train representatives from all programmes.

Recommended Readings
1). Li, Z. (2017). ‘International student’s employability: what can we learn from it?’ In Graduate 
Employability in Context, edited by M. Tomlinson and L. Holmes, 195–213. New York: Springer.
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Table 6.5 – General Action Guide Sheet Four, Recommendations for Programme Directors 

General Action Guide Sheet Four

Recommendation
Higher education institutions should directly address the unique challenges of international job-
seeking, and address issues of culture-shock for students considering the pursuit of an international 
career.

Details and Actionable Examples
1). Higher education institutions should conduct regular surveys to better understand the target post-
graduation industries and geographic locations of current students. (Potentially Careers Services / 
Alumni Relations Departments) 
2). Higher education institutions should conduct graduate surveys to identify the average number of 
graduates from each course who work in international settings after graduation, in order to decide to 
what extent courses should focus on international and local employment concerns. (Potentially 
Careers Services / Alumni Relations Departments) 
3). Higher education institutions should consider expanding exchange programmes such as ‘Erasmus’ 
to include an expanded range of global contexts allowing all students the opportunity to study at least 
some of their undergraduate programme in an alternative country. (Potentially International 
University Partnerships) 
4). Higher education institutions should expand opportunities for international job placements as part 
of undergraduate programmes. For example, allowing a ‘work experience’ placement year between 
the second and final university year. (Potentially Careers Services / Industry Partners) 
5). All graduates must be provided with contact information for long-term careers guidance 
counsellors, as was as social and emotional support services. (Potentially Careers Services / Alumni 
Relations Departments)

Responsible Professionals and Advocates
1). Inviting varied alumni to present within course programmes would help to communicate real 
case-studies of international working, and help current students to better contextualise their studies in 
relation to practical opportunities.  
2). All courses should include presentations by careers counsellors offering guidance.

Internal and External Collaborations
1). Collaboration with industry representatives could provide practical guidance for students 
regarding international opportunities and unexpected challenges.  
2). Support counsellors can providing emotional as well as practical perspectives.

Recommended Readings
1). Pollard, E., Pearson R., and Willison R., (2004), Next choices: Career choices beyond university. 
Brighton, UK: Institute for Employment Studies. 
2). Zhou, K. (2007, October 29). Where English teachers have to look the part. The Los Angeles 
Times. Retrieved from http://articles.latimes.com.

	163
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ

http://articles.latimes.com


Example Action Plan  

for a Hypothetical Undergraduate ESL Programme
Recommendation One - Actionable Plans

1). Introduce compulsory 10 credit module on employability including: job CV writing, interview 
skills, working cultures (dress codes etc), and equal opportunities employment legislation. Course to 
include focus on differences between systems, expectations and laws between major ESL markets, 
specifically addressing attitudes towards gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and physical 
ability. 

Recommendation Two - Actionable Plans
1). Optional employment seminars / workshops will be held across the year for all major 
international ESL markets (as defined by graduate survey, see below) as well as the most popular 
contexts as they emerge in the student survey (see below). Seminars are to include presentations that 
overtly discuss discrimination within each context and acknowledge how laws and public attitudes 
towards gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and physical ability differ across cultures. 
2). Alumni graduates within international ESL markets will be invited to give live or recorded 
presentations, or partake in live discussions, on the ‘realities’ of their current or former context(s) 
with regards to employability (specifically including discrimination). 

Recommendation Three - Actionable Plans
1). Graduation will now be subject to successful participation in a privilege training course featuring 
discussions on gender, class, race and ethnicity, creed and religion, physical ability, sexuality, 
appearance, and mental health awareness. 
2). Alumni and other experienced individuals will be invited to share their real-life experiences of 
discrimination in employment. 
3). Research-preparation within final year modules must now include students interviewing at least 
three ESL professionals working in different geographic contexts to discuss issues of employability 
including cultural work practices and discrimination. The students must develop an assessed 
presentation.

Recommendation Four - Actionable Plans
1). At the end of the first semester all students enrolled in the programme will be surveyed regarding 
their post-graduation plans, including being asked to list employment contexts they are considering.  
2). Graduates will be contacted annually with a short questionnaire to understand their actual current 
context. 
3). The ESL programme will be expanded to include an additional (fourth) year of study, in which 
students will complete a part-time second language learning course within an international partner 
university, while working part-time as an English teacher, within that university, serving the needs of 
their students and community. 
4). Careers centre to create a comprehensive support guide (including assigned contacts) for 
graduates who find themselves facing discrimination in employment. 
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Key Responsible Professionals and Advocates
1). Experienced ESL professionals from multiple contexts, especially those with HR experience, will 
be invited to help design the new employability module. 
2). Internal employability experts (for example from the business school, or careers centre) will be 
invited to contribute to the new employability module. 
3). Graduate relations department and careers centre will be invited to help develop each seminar / 
workshop related to each major ESL employment context, and to help conduct graduate / existing 
student surveys. They will also be required to manage the provision of long-term pastoral support to 
graduates. 
4). Industry representatives and relevant alumni will be invited to provide context for each seminar / 
workshop related to each major ESL employment context. 
5). One senior educator within the ESL programme will be assigned responsibility for equality and 
discrimination, including overseeing that these issues are adequately addressed within the new 
employability module and the ESL market seminars / workshops, as well as ensuring attendance at 
privilege training. 
6). Alumni graduates or other practicing professionals will be required as advocates whom third year 
students can interview for their studies. 
7). The university will assign liaisons to manage the exchange of students between the ESL 
programme and foreign partner universities within the third year of study. 

Key Internal and External Collaborations
1). The new employability module and planned existing student surveys requires collaboration with 
the careers centre. 
2). The new employability module requires collaboration with the business school. 
3). The new employability module requires ESL industry collaboration. 
4). Relevant International chambers of commerce will be invited to ESL-market workshops / 
seminars. 
5). Relevant alumni / international students / practicing professionals will be invited to ESL-market 
workshops / seminars, and to participate in third year interviews. 
6). University experts on privilege and discrimination will be required to develop the obligatory 
privilege training, which is a requirement for graduation. 
7). The graduate survey requires collaboration with graduate relations departments. 
8). Collaboration with foreign partner universities, and liaisons therefore, is central to the success of 
the planned exchange programme. 
9). Support counsellors will be assigned by the careers centre for the provision of long-term care to 
graduates as well as care for current students. 
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Table 6.6 – Example Action Plan for a Hypothetical Undergraduate ESL Programme 

Furthermore, in addition to developing bold action plans and strategies, it is vital that 

each programme establish a clear review process and system to ensure that the success 

of their action plan is assessed, reviewed, and renewed on a regular basis. A proposed 

model for this critical review and renewal system is shown in Figure 6.1 below. 

One of the challenges to implementing these recommendations will undoubtably 

come from the inherent adjustment in the organisational structure of many universities 

that these recommendations would require. For example, many universities have a 

centralised Careers Service Office / Department (as mentioned earlier). Such 

departments operate independently of academic faculties and offer a range of services 

that they are undoubtably proud of (Usher et al., 2014). Integrating careers 

development within the structure of programme modules, rather than offering separate 

opt-in courses, might radically shift the internal structures and working relationships 

between departments. Indeed, who is best placed to teach the careers development 

Recommended Readings
1). Amin, N., (1997). Race and the identity of the non-native ESL teacher. TESOL Quarterly, 31/3: 
580-583. 
2). Canagarajah, A. S. (1999). Resisting Linguistic Imperialism in English Teaching, Oxford 
University Press.  
3). Grant, R., & Lee, I., (2009). The ideal English speaker: A juxtaposition of globalization and 
language policy in South Korea and racialized language attitudes in the United States. In R. Kubota, 
& A. Lin (Eds.), Race, culture, and identities in second language education: Exploring critically 
engaged practice. New York: Routledge. 
4). Kachru, B. B. (ed) (1992). The Other Tongue, English Across Cultures. Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press 
5). Khodadady, E. & Shayesteh, S. (2016). Cultural and linguistic imperialism and the EIL 
movement: Evidence from a textbook analysis. Issues in Educational Research. 26/4: 604-622 
6). Kramadibrata, A., (2016). The halo surrounding native English speaker teachers in Indonesia, 
Indonesian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 5/2: 282-295 
7). Lee, I. (2009), Situated globalization and racism: an analysis of Korean high school EFL 
textbooks, Language and Literacy, 11/1: 1-14 
8). Pennycook, A. (1994), The Cultural Politics of English as an International Language. London: 
Longman. 
9). Phillipson, R. (1992), Linguistic Imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
10). Watson-Todd, R. & Pojanapunya, P. (2009), Implicit attitudes towards native and nonnative 
speaker teachers, System, 37/1: 23-33
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sections of each programme? Do academic lecturers or tutors take on these 

responsibilities, or does someone from the Careers Service Department take over 

accountability for the delivery of these programme components? 

                               
Figure 6.1 – A Model for a Clear Review Process, to Ensure Critical Reflection Upon Action Plans 

Accordingly, it may well be worth testing these findings and recommendations by 

presenting them at conferences that allow for peer-discussion and refinement, before 

attempting to publish in peer-review journals. This would also mitigate another 

challenge, that of ensuring that these findings and recommendations reach the right 

audience. Conferences such as The Graduate Employability Conference (https://

graduateemployability.co.uk/) or The National Graduate Employability Conference 

(https://graduateemployabilityconf.co.uk/) could represent sensible platforms from 

which to reach my target audience and receive necessary feedback and suggestions. 

Following presentation at conferences, review, and adjustment, I could then seek to 

publish the resulting recommendations in journals such as The Career Development 

Quarterly (CDQ), which is the official journal of the National Career Development 

Association (NCDA), or The International Journal for Educational and Vocational 

Guidance published by Springer. 

It might also be worth co-ordinating these research findings, and those of the follow-

up research avenues, with experts who manage and research Careers Service Offices 

Propose	new	
comprehensive	
action	plan.

Delivery	of	
action	plan.

Review	of	action	
plan	by	an	
independent	
body,	including	
student	surveys.

Proposal	of	
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themselves. Usher et al. (2014, p.12) identified within their intelligence brief on 

Careers Service Offices, that “despite their increasing importance, little research 

exists on the efficacy of practices across Canadian CSOs”. Nevertheless, the same 

intelligence brief identified that more successful Careers Service Offices tended to be 

proactive in terms of outreach and the development of partnerships, which aligns 

closely to the recommendations outlined above. Moreover, Usher et al. (2014, p.9) 

identified a growing awareness amongst Careers Service Offices of the need to move 

beyond “short-term learning needs”, in favour of long-term skills, confidences, and 

competences. The recommendations within this paper correlate with Usher et al’s 

(2014) theme of developing a holistic careers service for students. Accordingly, the 

findings of this paper might contribute additional considerations for the development 

of a new comprehensive approach to careers services within education. 

It should also be clearly stated that universities are not the only providers of ‘Adult 

Education’ geared towards individuals who may pursue a career in English language 

teaching. Indeed, while the findings of this research may be of particular relevance to 

departments within traditional higher education institutions that provide courses on 

international education, English language teaching, and applied linguistics, they are 

also of specific relevance to institutions such as the British Council, and International 

House, who provide courses, and offer accredited awards, in areas such as TESOL 

and TEFL. Likewise, business arms of large universities, such as Cambridge 

University, who provide premium qualifications in the area of ‘Teaching English as a 

Second Language’ (e.g. CELTA / DELTA), have a clear social and moral 

responsibility to account for the findings of this research, especially considering that 

the vast majority of their paying customers / students will find themselves applying 

for positions within the international employment market. 

Furthermore, profit making companies and HE subsidiaries who sell courses leading 

to English Language Teaching qualifications often directly, or indirectly, market 

themselves on their services relationship with eventual employability. This provides 

both a moral and a financial incentive to ensure that students have a positive 

experience of employment markets post graduation. The better the overall experience, 

the more likely the student will recommend the service provided. Just like 
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universities, private companies cannot eliminate the painful realities of discrimination 

in employment. Nevertheless, students who enter the market feeling prepared, aware, 

supported, and alert are much more likely to endorse the service they received, than 

those who feel that despite paying for a private qualification, they entered the job-

market ill-prepared. 

Fundamentally, in order to successfully implement these recommendations, providers 

of higher education and professional adult courses, should consider the experiences 

identified by Harvey, Locke, and Morey (2002), who have looked at existing efforts 

by higher education institutions to address issues of discrimination. Not only do 

Harvey, Locke, and Morey (2002, p.6) address “a new appreciation of the diversity of 

attributes that contribute to employability”, they also explain case-studies, which 

highlight the challenge that arises when prejudice influences employability in varied 

contexts. Indeed, while the examples that Harvey, Locke, and Morey (2002) present, 

come from different industries and geographic contexts than those exposed through 

this research, they are nonetheless strikingly reminiscent of some of the experiences 

documented through the interview data collection stage of this study. 

Moreover, Harvey, Locke, and Morey (ibid) highlight the crucial underlying concept 

of ‘confidence’. Indeed, Harvey, Locke, and Morey (ibid) explain the focal 

importance of instilling ‘confidence’ within minority students who may encounter 

discrimination within the employment market. Upon first glance these two objectives 

may appear mutually exclusive, how can higher education institutions prepare 

students for the ills and evils of real-world discrimination while simultaneously 

instilling confidence within them? However, experiences documented throughout the 

qualitative sections of this study, and those discussed within Harvey, Locke, and 

Morey (ibid), show that, while discrimination is real, ever-present, and cannot be 

ignored, well-prepared, guided, and supported individuals are able to overcome 

discrimination through their chosen reactions and future decisions. However, doing so 

is dramatically eased if individuals are able to enter situations with a broad awareness, 

a feeling of empowerment, a recognition of their self-worth, and where they can rely 

upon external support mechanisms to help during challenging experiences. It is these 
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internal and external support systems that higher education institutions should seek to 

provide to all students. 

Meanwhile, for those working in related areas of research, the clearest message from 

this study is the need for enhanced collaboration across different academic 

specialisms, sub-fields, and industry practitioners. Academic discussions of linguistic 

imperialism are interconnected with issues of racism and discrimination to a level that 

requires coordinated study and action. Likewise, critical understandings of 

discrimination in employability require collaboration across not only academic 

specialisms, but also across industrial and geographical frontiers. 

Finally, there is also a general lesson here for the Chinese government with regards to 

immigration policies for language teachers. While the government cannot be held 

responsible for the discrimination of HR departments, it is responsible for deciding 

which qualifying factors render an individual eligible for a working visa on the basis 

of being a ‘foreign expert’ in the field of English language teaching. It is clear from 

the data collected within this study that the market is under-valuing professional 

experience and qualifications, in favour of materialistic variables. If the government 

aims to maximise the quality of foreign educators employed to teach Chinese citizens, 

then it should consider clarifying and adjusting visa restrictions in order to promote 

and encourage those with relevant and genuine experience and qualifications 

(regardless of their country of origin or first language), and limiting access to the 

market for those who satisfy the ‘materialistic’ interests of marketing managers, 

without holding any actual professional abilities. 

6.2 Concluding Remarks 

The relationship between higher education institutions and the employment market is 

convoluted and complicated, as has been addressed within section 2.3. Indeed, many 

traditionalists maintain conservative notions of universities as islands of ‘learning for 

learning’s sake’, free from the uncouth vulgarities of financial transaction. 

Nevertheless, in the modern, globalised, economic era the higher education industry is 

becoming increasingly competitive, resulting in ever growing demand for higher 
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education institutions to show prospective students not only how they will benefit 

intellectually from the programmes on offer, but also how they will financially and 

professionally benefit through careers growth and new opportunities.  

Unfortunately, the data uncovered through this research suggests that higher education 

institutions are not necessarily meeting students expectations in this regard. This may 

be closely linked to a reliance upon oversimplified models of employability. The 

academic equation appears to assume that increasing numbers of, and/or quality of, 

official qualifications, combined with increasing length of, and/or quality of, 

experience is enough alone to increase the employability of a candidate. However, the 

findings of this research show that an individual’s actual employability is determined 

by a myriad of additional variables beyond qualifications and experience.  

For graduates looking for employment within the English language teaching industry 

in China, this research has been able to illustrate the very real experiences that 

graduates encounter. However, for graduates entering other industries, or alternative 

geo-cultural contexts, we can only speculate upon the experiences they may face, and 

future researchers must maintain an open-mind. Indeed, the relative focus in this study 

upon racial identity, as against linguistic identity, evolved over time, in a way that was 

initially unexpected, but that emerged through the process of data collection, until an 

overall understanding of the context was formed. Needless to say, however, all 

contexts will bring forth their own challenges and dilemmas, and while this paper is 

only able to summarise the experiences from one small context, the resulting message 

is relevant. Moreover, there is plenty of scope for further analysis, and higher 

education institutions should be encouraged to pursue further research into these 

themes across additional contexts. 

Part of this process would require higher education institutions to conduct internal 

reviews of the services they provide their students.  Indeed, this paper offers a review 

template for universities to use (see Section 6.1). Of course, it is fair to cite the 

limitations of this research, with regards to the potential differences between the 

services currently offered by different universities. Indeed, the data gathered through 

this study represents graduates not only from a multitude of universities, but also a 

	171
MJones EdD Thesis (v11) 
December 6th 2021, Beijing, PRC 
MJMJ



multitude of global university systems. Indeed, these limitations have been 

acknowledged in Section 6.1 above. Moreover, it may well be true that certain 

universities have already broken the mould, and are leading the way in providing 

detailed support in advance of the job market (potentially including the University of 

Reading (Harvey, Locke, and Morey, 2002, p. 14).)  

Nevertheless, across 15 interviews, representing 13 nationalities, and across 186 

surveys, the overwhelming opinion was that universities had not met student 

expectations with regards to their preparation for the job market in general, let alone 

with regards to preparing graduates for the complications of international employment 

markets, and facing discrimination within future employment markets. 

It therefore falls upon each higher education institution to consider the services they 

currently offer, and consider whether they could improve how they offer advice to 

students on finding employment, both locally, and internationally. Moreover, higher 

education institution should consider how their programmes offer opportunities to 

discuss and investigate discrimination in the job market, differences between 

discrimination in the job market within the domestic context and international 

employment contexts, the unique challenges of international job-seeking, and issues 

of culture-shock when pursuing international careers. These could be pursued through 

traditional courses, research assignments such as interviews with industry insiders, or 

optional activities such as work-placement programmes. 

Moreover, universities may wish to listen to the voices of their former students and 

consider inviting in guests who themselves have suffered from discrimination, and 

consider offering psychological support classes, or support seminars, specifically to 

focus upon the challenges that students will face as they leave full time education and 

enter the employment market. Representative alumni could communicate with future 

graduates about the many elements of the job market that the students themselves will 

have no control over, providing course specific employment advice to aspiring 

graduates.  
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In considering such ideas higher education institutions can work to foster an 

understanding of privilege within all students, offer additional assistance, support, and 

preparation courses, for students who express an interest in working internationally, 

and include ‘awareness programmes’ within their courses. This paper provides four 

action plan guides for consideration, based upon four overarching recommendations, 

and one example action plan template, to assist university programme directors (see 

Section 6.1). 

The shift in how higher education institutions consider their contribution to 

‘employability’ can perhaps be best summarised by the observations of a number of 

interviewees, including by P8, from Zambia, that universities ought to pursue a more 

holistic approach to education, instead of pursuing systems which encourage a single-

minded focus upon exam results. Unfortunately, a focus upon alternative objectives 

may limit the willingness of higher education institutions to take seriously the 

findings of this study. As P6 from Serbia warned us, the need for universities to 

generate financial returns through tuition fees (in many contexts), provides a direct 

counter-incentive to the notion of openly informing students about the complex 

realities of the employment market, and the very real fact that the degree they are 

paying for may not be enough to secure them the employment opportunities that they 

hope for. 

Reactions to this data will, to a certain extent, be influenced by subjective viewpoints 

regarding the role of higher education institutions themselves, as discussed in section 

2.3. A perspective that emphasises the individual agency of students, might argue an 

emphasis upon the need for students to actively investigate potential future 

employment contexts independently. Meanwhile, a perspective that emphasises the 

responsibility of higher education institutions themselves, might argue an emphasis 

upon academic programmes incorporating opportunities and requirements for students 

to investigate potential future employment contexts.  

Furthermore perspectives regarding the assignment of burden may themselves vary 

between contexts. Where education is provided free as a public good there may be 

stronger arguments to limit the responsibility remit involved, whereas where 
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education is financed as a private good by students and their families there may be a 

stronger argument for the service provided to be more comprehensive. However, 

perhaps the strongest factor comes from the promotions and promises that higher 

education institutions themselves use to attract students. Many institutions 

deliberately frame themselves within marketing as the vital key for future 

employment. In doing doing so, they place ‘employability’ at the very centre of their 

service-offering. As such, I would argue that those institutions are publicly committed 

to understanding and addressing all dimensions of employability, not just the most 

convenient variables. 

In conclusion, we must reflect upon the realities of higher education. Across the globe 

entire generations of citizens entrust their professional futures to higher education 

institutions that provide a cornerstone to education policy for governments worldwide. 

These students are making a crucial investment in their own futures, not only a 

financial investment, but also a substantial investment of time, effort, and opportunity 

cost. However, upon release unto the squalid realities of the employment market, 

these students will face challenges and barriers to success that they had never 

anticipated nor prepared for. While no university can be expected to provide blanket 

preparation for every single possible barrier to employment that every single possible 

student might encounter, they can address those barriers that are already known to 

exist. These barriers might be related to disability access in certain industries, or 

gender imbalances in certain societies, or indeed racial discrimination in certain 

contexts.  

Indeed, for those higher education institutions preparing students for a career in 

English Language Teaching, especially where they anticipate that some students may 

choose to pursue that career in China, this paper has clearly identified barriers to 

employment that higher education institutions have a moral obligation to address with 

their students. Considering the major investments of time, money, and opportunity 

cost being made by the students, a high level of transparency with regards to future 

employability is the least they should be able to expect in return. 
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Appendix A 

A sample of job adverts specifying a racial preference. 
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WeChat Jobs Group Postings 
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Appendix B  

Interview Protocol 
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Appendix C 

Survey Structure (Delivered via Surveymonkey.com) 

Understanding the Experiences of University Graduates Seeking Employment in the 
Market for English Language Teachers in China. 

The purpose of this research is to understand the experiences of graduates seeking a job 
within the employment market for English language teachers in China.  
This study seeks to understand if and how graduates have been affected by privilege, 
prejudice, and preferential treatment within the English teacher employment market. 
This study also seeks to understand the level to which graduates feel they have been prepared 
for the experiences they have encountered by their higher education institutions.  

All information you provide will be anonymized for use within the research. All information 
will be stored and used with the strictest of confidentiality. You have the right to withdraw 
from this research at any time. 

Background information 

Are you a university graduate? 

         Yes                No (end of survey)  

Have you ever looked for work as an English teacher in China? 

         Yes                No (end of survey)  

How many years in total have you worked as an English teacher in China? 

               (Drop down menu)                      

Please provide your age. 

              (Drop down menu)              

Please provide your gender. 

              (Drop down menu)              

How do you racially self-identify?  (e.g. white / Chinese-American / black British) 

 

What is / are your native language(s)?  (e.g. English / Chinese / Spanish) 
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The following questions are designed to understand your experiences of looking for 
work as an English teacher in China, and your experiences of employers in the job 
market. 

1). In your experience, which of the following attributes would be the most important 

in the mind of a Chinese employer when choosing which English teacher to hire?  

(Please rank these attributes in order, with number one as the most important and 

number 7 as the least important - from the perspective of a Chinese employer). 

        Qualifications (e.g. BA)        Attractiveness  

        Experience (e.g. 2 years)        Race / Skin Colour  

        Age          First Language  

        Gender         

2) Please describe the 'perfect' English teacher from the perspective of employers in 

China (based upon your experiences). 

 

The following statements are based upon opinions and experiences of other English 
teachers reported during interviews. Please consider whether you agree or disagree with 
the opinion expressed. If you do not feel that you have enough experience to make a 
judgement then please answer ‘unsure’. 

For each opinion statement below please choose your level of agreement. 

Strongly disagree ( x ),  Disagree ( x? ),  Unsure ( ?? ),   Agree ( √? ), Strongly agree ( √ ) 

3). Employers in China prefer to hire native English-speaking teachers to non-native 

English-speaking teachers, even if they are less qualified and have less experience.  

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 
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4). Non-native English teachers are offered lower wages than native English teachers 

for doing the same job.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

5). Employers in China value ‘white’ ethnicity more than qualifications or experience 

when hiring English teachers.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

6). For employers in China finding a ‘white’ teacher is more important than finding a 

native English-speaking teacher.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

7). Non-white English teachers are offered lower wages than white English teachers 

for doing the same job.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

8). Qualifications and experience matter less than physical appearance when trying to 

find a job as an English teacher in China.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

The following statements seek to understand whether you believe that your higher 
education institution(s) (the place(s) where you studied) prepared you for the 
experiences you have encountered in the job market. 

For each opinion statement below please choose your level of agreement. 

Strongly disagree ( x ),  Disagree ( x? ),  Unsure ( ?? ),   Agree ( √? ), Strongly agree ( √ ) 
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9). My university actively prepared me for finding work in the job market.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

10). My university specifically prepared me for finding work internationally in the 

international employment market.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

11). My university specifically discussed prejudice and privilege in employment 

markets.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

12). My university specifically discussed how I may personally be affected by 

prejudice and privilege in employment markets.  

 

Strongly Disagree          Disagree          Unsure        Agree           Strongly Agree 

For these final questions please provide a short sentence to describe your own 
experiences, opinions, and ideas. 

13) What other factors influence the experience of English teachers trying to find 

work in this industry in China? 

 

14) What was your main challenge establishing yourself as an English teacher in 

China? 
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16) What have you learned about the international job market from your experiences 

in china? 

 

17) How do you feel the job market in this industry has changed and will change in 

the future? 

 

18) What advice would you give future English teachers who will soon start to look 

for work in China? 

 

Thank you very much for spending time completing this questionnaire: it is 

much appreciated. 

Should you have any further questions or comments you wish to make please feel free to contact me directly.  
Researcher:  
Michael James MacKenzie Jones 
Work Address: 北京市朝阳区东风南路上东10号 Telephone: 0086 156 5275 8069 
E-mail: mikejmjones@gmail.com. 
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Appendix D  

The Marketing of ‘Employability’ by UK Universities 

 
Figure AD:1 – Career and employment focussed marketing for University of Liverpool 
Undergraduate Programmes. 

 
Figure AD.2 – Career and employment focussed marketing for University of Liverpool 
Postgraduate Programmes. 

 
Figure AD.3 – Career and employment focussed marketing for University of Manchester 
Postgraduate Programmes. 
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Appendix E  

Ethical Approval Form 

Dear Mike Jones

I am pleased to inform you that the EdD. Virtual Programme Research Ethics 
Committee (VPREC) has approved your application for ethical approval for your study. 
Details and conditions of the approval can be found below. 

Sub-Committee: EdD. Virtual Programme Research Ethics Committee (VPREC)

Review type: Expedited

PI: Mike Jones (supervised by Marco Ferreira)

School: Lifelong Learning

Title:

Understanding the Influence of Linguistic Imperialism in the 

Graduate Employment Market for English Language Teachers 

in China: Lessons for Higher Education Institutions and 

Graduate Employers.

First Reviewer: Dr. Kalman Winston

Second Reviewer: Dr. Alla Korzh

Other members of 
the Committee 

Dr. Martin Gough, Dr. Rita Kop, Dr. Ruolan 
Wang, Dr. Greg Hickman, Dr. Marco Ferreira, 
Dr. Kathleen Kelm, Dr. Josè Resi Jorge, Dr 
Lucilla Costa

Date of Approval:  11/09/2017

The application was APPROVED subject to the following conditions:

Conditions

1 Mandatory

M: All serious adverse events must be reported to the 
VPREC within 24 hours of their occurrence, via the EdD 
Thesis Primary Supervisor.
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Kind regards,  

Kalman Winston 

Vice-Chair, EdD. VPREC 

Lucilla Crosta 

Chair, EdD. VPREC 

This approval applies for the duration of the research.  If it is proposed to extend the 
duration of the study as specified in the application form, the Sub-Committee should be 
notified. If it is proposed to make an amendment to the research, you should notify the 
Sub-Committee by following the Notice of Amendment procedure outlined at http://
www.liv.ac.uk/media/livacuk/researchethics/notice%20of%20amendment.doc.  

Where your research includes elements that are not conducted in the UK, approval to 
proceed is further conditional upon a thorough risk assessment of the site and local 
permission to carry out the research, including, where such a body exists, local research 
ethics committee approval. No documentation of local permission is required (a) if the 
researcher will simply be asking organizations to distribute research invitations on the 
researcher’s behalf, or (b) if the researcher is using only public means to identify/
contact participants. When medical, educational, or business records are analysed or 
used to identify potential research participants, the site needs to explicitly approve 
access to data for research purposes (even if the researcher normally has access to that 
data to perform his or her job).

Please note that the approval to proceed depends also on research proposal approval.
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Appendix F  

Framework for Designing a Research Interview 

Sequential stages of designing a research interview, 15 development stage points: 

“1. Pick a topic that is interesting to you.  

2. Research should guide your questions.  

3. Use a script for the beginning and end of your interview.  

4. Questions should be open ended.  

5. Start with the basics.  

6. Begin with easy to answer questions and move towards ones that are more difficult 

or controversial.  

7. The phrase “tell me about...”is great way to start a question.  

8. Write big, expansive questions.  

9. Use prompts.  

10. Be willing to make “on the spot” revisions to your interview protocol.  

11. Don’t make the interview too long.  

12. Practice with a friend.  

13. Make sure that you have set up a second shorter interview to help you clarify or 

ask any questions you missed after you have transcribed the interview.  

14. If needed, clear your project with your school’s Institutional Research Board 

(IRB).” 

Sequential stages of designing a research interview, 10 structural stage points: 

“1. Start with your script.  

2. Collect consent.  

3. Use some type of recording device and only take brief notes so you can maintain 

eye contact with your interviewee.  

4. Arrange to interview your respondent in a quiet, semi-private place.  

5. Be sure that both you and the interviewee block off plenty of uninterrupted time for 

the interview.  

6. Have genuine care, concern, and interest for the person you are interviewing.  
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7. Use basic counseling skills to help your interviewees feel heard.  

8. Keep it focused.  

9. LISTEN! LISTEN! LISTEN!  

10. End with your script.” 

Jacob, S. A. & Furgerson, S. P. (2012), Writing interview protocols and conducting 

interviews: tips for students new to the field of qualitative research, The Qualitative 

Report, 17/6: 1-10. 
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