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ABSTRACT 

This article describes the origin and curriculum of Identity Dialogues, a 
program which facilitates conversations about power and privilege among 
international and domestic students. It was developed as a result of findings 
from an ethnographic study of an unstructured conversation partner 
program at the same institution. The study found that power-laden issues 
were influencing the interactions and confirmed that intercultural 
competence development has to be actively facilitated (Bennett, 2009). 
Identity Dialogues sessions start with an examination of participants’ own 
cultural histories and then they are guided to analyze stereotypes and 
microaggressions. Finally, participants create action steps for fostering 
intercultural competence in their communities.  
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Higher education institutions in the United States provide diverse learning 
environments. In 2016-17, 1,078,822 international students made up over 
5% of total enrollment in U.S. institutions of higher education (Institute of 
International Education, 2017). Many institutions are creating opportunities 
for intercultural learning with the goal of having students become 
interculturally competent (Bennett, 2009). However, this prioritizing of 
diversity and intercultural competence development in higher education 



www.manaraa.com

Journal of International Students 

1338 

does not always translate to more effective programming for language and 
culture learning (Jurgens, 2008).  

Real intercultural contact is complex and messy, and, in order to 
facilitate it effectively, such programs have to be well structured (Halualani, 
2008). To achieve this goal, however, a close exploration of the complexity 
of intercultural interactions is necessary. Yet there is a scarcity of research 
regarding power dynamics in interactions between international and 
domestic students (Jon, 2012), and issues around power must be integrated 
into an understanding of these complex interactions. In the first part of this 
practitioner narrative, we describe key findings from an ethnographic study, 
analyzing intercultural interaction between international and domestic 
students, from a critical intercultural communication theoretical perspective 
(Halualani & Nakayama, 2010). In the second part of this article, we provide 
an overview of Identity Dialogues, a structured and critical intercultural 
program, that was a faculty and staff collaboration designed to apply some 
of the research findings. Finally, we share several key points about program 
evaluation and outcomes.  

ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY 

The ethnographic study explored a conversation partner program pairing 
international and domestic students to meet for weekly conversations about 
language and culture over a ten-week period. Ethnography was chosen as 
the method of choice because it facilitated the most comprehensive lens into 
the conversation partner program experience, focusing intently on the 
contextual nature of the interactions; the study investigated the students’ 
intercultural encounters through interviews and recorded conversations to 
see what was happening over the course of the ten-week program. The 
international students in this study all came from China to complete their 
degrees in the United States, while all of the domestic students came from 
the United States. In practice, the conversation partner program experience 
was unstructured intercultural learning because this program was not 
integrated into course curricula and participating professors did not actively 
structure it, and, thus, students did not engage with one another on a deep 
level. As Pettigrew and Tropp (2008) explain, intergroup contact alone does 
not always lead to intercultural learning. Some students actually feel 
frustrated by communication challenges and this frustration may be 
associated with an increase in prejudice (Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 
2002). Given the unstructured nature of this program, the ethnographic 
study demonstrated that participants in this program did not seem to be 
developing intercultural competence. Deardorff’s (2006) model of 
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intercultural competence was used to frame the concept of intercultural 
competence in this ethnographic study because of its integration of a variety 
of intercultural experts’ models and definitions. In particular, it seemed that 
participants were not making an effort to see from one another’s 
perspectives, which is the only criteria that all intercultural competence 
models share (Deardorff, 2006).   

Several findings were directly relevant to the creation and 
development of the Identity Dialogues program. First, international students 
were not passive participants in the intercultural exchanges and instead they 
saw themselves as knowledgeable leaders contributing to the interaction. 
Furthermore, race, socioeconomic status, and gender all emerged from what 
students had to say about their interaction experiences and from the analysis 
of their conversations. 

Jon (2012) purports that power dynamics in international-domestic 
student interactions are inadequately examined. From these interviews and 
conversations, it seemed that there were shifting power dynamics in the 
interactions between domestic and international students. The international 
student literature often suggests that international students are 
disempowered in interactions with domestic students (Hsieh, 2007; Min-
Hua, 2006). However, in this conversation partner experience, this 
disempowerment did not seem to be present. Although domestic students 
often spoke for longer periods of time than their international partners 
during conversations, international students initiated almost as much as the 
domestic students. In addition, there are a variety of power-laden dynamics, 
aside from domestic or international student status, that exist in an 
interaction.  

Dimensions such as race, socioeconomic status, and gender 
appeared to influence the interaction. In contrast to the students who 
expected the interaction to be easy and had that expectation confirmed, one 
Black American student shared stories about how she always thinks about 
her race when she approaches interaction with anyone across cultures. She 
referenced stories about how, as an African American woman, she always 
has to think about whether someone will be racist when she interacts with 
them. She said, “She’s Asian. Are they going to look at me weird? Because 
literally, in my mind I’m like, okay, I’m Black. There’s no hiding it. Are 
they going to look at me weird?” (Interview 1 in Spitzman, 2014). Scollon, 
Scollon, and Jones (2012) as well as Halualani and Nakayama (2010) 
emphasize that there is always a power dynamic at play in intercultural 
communication, a contrast to culture being defined in neutral terms in the 
intercultural communication literature in the 1980s and 1990s. In this 
particular case, one domestic student expressed hesitancy and fear about 
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how she would be received as an African American woman, underscoring 
the importance of considering issues of race in intercultural programming. 

Additionally, it became clear in the interviews that Chinese students 
regularly spoke with prejudice about non-Chinese people. In particular, they 
made some negative comments about Koreans on campus and shared 
stereotypes about American students, specifically about African American 
students. These expressions of prejudice show that they do not arrive in the 
United States with neutral or unbiased views about those who are different 
from themselves. Likewise, Gresham and Clayton (2011) have found that 
the challenges that came about in a Community Connections Program 
included racist attitudes of international students toward other international 
students on campus.   

In addition, socioeconomic status became relevant in the interviews 
with the domestic students and played a role in their perceptions of 
international students. When describing their perceptions of international 
students, domestic students mentioned cars, fashion, and money. Many 
Chinese students who participated in this study have more than adequate 
financial resources, which provides a contrast to most of the domestic 
students enrolled at this university, who have to work and live at home in 
order to afford their education. This shows, from a critical intercultural 
communication perspective, that students did not perceive themselves in 
neutral cultural terms but, instead, in power-laden dimensions, such as 
socioeconomic status, which plays a role in how students view and approach 
one another. In Jon’s (2012) study of power dynamics between international 
and domestic students in a Korean context, he found that the economic 
power of students’ home countries was a factor in how students perceived 
each other and the relative amount of power that they were able to assert. 

Furthermore, two of the domestic students mentioned the 
significance of gender when discussing their international student partners. 
Female students expressed that they would be more comfortable talking 
with other students of the same gender. Similar to the point about 
socioeconomic status, this demonstrates that students saw one another not 
only in regard to their cultures, but sometimes more significantly in their 
minds, with respect to their genders and other dimensions of their identities 
(Jon, 2012). Two male international students said that they would have 
preferred a male partner because they would have had more to talk about. 
Thus, perception of what characteristics accompany gender intervened into 
the conversation partner program experience. Rather than seeing this as a 
purely cultural exchange of ideas, students thought in terms of social 
constructs of which they already have well-defined ideas. Scollon, Scollon, 
and Jones (2012) discuss the notion that national identity is not necessarily 
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the most salient difference between people interacting across differences and 
it is important to note that other parts of their identity might be more 
significant depending on the situation. Signorini, Wiesemes, and Murphy 
(2009) also discuss the importance of moving away from national identity as 
the most critical difference in intercultural communication, as it might not 
be the difference having the most influence on the interaction at a particular 
time. 

Thus, this ethnographic research on the conversation partner 
program underscored the power-laden dynamics, such as race, 
socioeconomic status, and gender that impacted the interactions across 
culture, pointing to the need for a program that tackles such issues 
purposefully. Identity Dialogues was created to engage students across 
differences, challenging them to think critically about dominant and 
subordinated identities, rather than only learning about cultural and 
linguistic differences. The next section describes the program in detail, 
explaining the ways in which it asks students to think about their 
interactions in power-laden terms.   

IDENTITY DIALOGUES CURRICULUM 

The Identity Dialogues program consists of seven weekly one-hour sessions. 
Identity Dialogues is open to all members of the campus community. 
Students make up the majority of participants, but staff and faculty 
occasionally attend. Students enrolled in the ESL program, international 
business or hospitality majors, student employees from JWU Global (the 
university’s international center), and students who have studied abroad 
often join the program. Students who are new to campus also tend to join as 
a way to connect with their peers. Both international and domestic students 
participate, but international students typically participate at a higher rate. 
Students participate voluntarily, but some faculty from the ESL and 
international business programs offer extra credit for their students to 
participate. On average, there are about 15 students and 3 faculty who 
participate during each seven-week session (happening once during each 
trimester).   

Participants are not required to attend all seven sessions; however, 
this is encouraged, as each session builds upon the content of previous 
sessions. Each academic term, there is typically a cohort that attends most or 
all sessions and a smaller number of students who attend anywhere from one 
to three sessions. Some students even attend multiple iterations of the 
program from term to term. 
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Sessions are structured to progress through Kegan’s (1982) cultures 
of embeddedness, which has also been integrated into Bell, Goodman, and 
Ouellett’s (2016) social justice workshop design. This strategy maximizes 
the opportunity for deep learning to take place through potentially 
uncomfortable conversations and activities. In addition to following through 
the stages, described below, we also integrate critical intercultural 
communication (Halualani & Nakayama, 2010) into each of our sessions, 
always asking students to reflect on how issues of power intervene into their 
experiences of intercultural interaction. Kegan (1982) discusses the 
environments that are necessary for human beings to make meaning of 
themselves, others, and the world. The first stage is that of confirmation, 
where people first get comfortable and open with themselves. Our Identity 
Dialogues program begins with creating a safe and supportive learning 
environment where students are assisted by facilitators to examine their own 
cultural histories and how they were socialized into various belief systems. 
For example, students do a “Life as a River” activity where they draw a 
picture of the most important moments in their lives so far, and then they 
explain this picture to their classmates.  

After the confirmation stage, the program moves into the 
contradiction stage (Kegan, 1982), where participants are guided to question 
their previously held beliefs and change some of their viewpoints. During 
this time, participants explore the concepts of stereotypes and 
microaggressions. Students discuss where stereotypes come from, what their 
consequences can be, and how to be more aware of the times that our biases 
influence our thoughts and actions. One such activity involves anonymously 
writing our own stereotypes down and then discussing them as a group. We 
ask ourselves about where the stereotypes come from, who holds them, and 
the ways in which subordinated identities might be put at risk by these 
stereotypes. During this time, students explore commonalities and 
differences among stereotypes that different cultural groups hold; many 
students are surprised that they have never heard of the stereotypes that exist 
in other countries and begin to see how their views are culturally shaped. 
During this stage, conversations about where stereotypes come from lead to 
discussions about how those in power are the ones who often tell the stories 
about others, creating the stereotypes.   

Finally, the program ends in the continuity stage (Kegan, 1982), 
where participants consider how and where they can apply the material 
covered in Identity Dialogues to their lives on campus and beyond. For 
example, one topic of discussion centered on the experience of LGBTQ 
people feeling more comfortable coming out in the United States, as 
compared to doing so in their home countries. This led to a conversation 
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about how to convince others to become more open and accepting of 
differences, and the varied strategies necessary to effectively do this in 
various cultural contexts. One conclusion that students often come to is that 
personal experience and ideally friendship across differences is often what 
helps people adapt and become more accepting.   

IDENTITY DIALOGUES EVALUATION 

We have not yet conducted formal assessment of learning in the Identity 
Dialogues program. However, we distributed brief surveys during the first 
and final sessions to gauge students’ understanding of some of the concepts 
that are examined during the program. To accommodate populations of 
students that commonly participate in the program, we conducted surveys in 
English, Chinese, Korean, and Arabic. During the final sessions, facilitators 
also led focus groups about participants’ experiences in Identity Dialogues. 
Participants’ feedback contributes to the continuous revision of the 
curriculum.  

Many students expressed positive learning through their experiences 
participating in Identity Dialogues. Multiple students have affirmed the 
confirmation stage (Kegan, 1982). As one participant stated, “It’s a safe 
place. I feel like I can make a mistake and still learn from it.” Another 
student appreciated the opportunity to “have a place to talk about topics that 
aren’t spoken about much. It’s refreshing and encouraging to hear others’ 
points of view.” Another enjoyed learning about different cultures. This 
student also said that it is hard for international students to make new 
friends, and this gave him the opportunity to talk with people from different 
countries, who have very different beliefs. 

Others have noted the importance of the contradiction portion of the 
program (Kegan, 1982). One student who attended multiple iterations of the 
program stated that she learns something different every time, as there is the 
opportunity to develop further learning even if the same topics were 
covered. Another student stated that “Identity Dialogues has really opened 
up my eyes to different cultures and the way people from different places 
interpret different things. It also has helped me realize more about my 
cultural identity and what makes me who I am.” Finally, one student noted, 
“I love taking time out of the week to simply think about what makes me 
me.” Students mentioned how they do not have the opportunity to think 
about all of the dimensions of cultural identity in other intercultural 
interactions. This was a space where students were able to challenge 
stereotypes and talk openly about discrimination. 
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CONCLUSION 

During one of our final sessions, a student participant expressed 
appreciation for the program, as “understanding each other is the key to 
improve our society.” Olson, Evans, and Schoenberg (2007) argue that 
“[t]he need for empathic understanding of others’ worldviews and life 
experiences is essential. Feeling comfortable and being capable of 
interacting with people who are culturally different is basic to being at home 
in the world” (p. vii). Through this ethnographic research and program 
creation, we add the notion that critical intercultural communication, which 
brings race, gender, socioeconomic status, and other power-laden dynamics, 
into intercultural interaction, is integral to reaching this empathetic 
understanding.   
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