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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose This paper reflects on participation in an International Doctoral Research Semi-

nar, held in Beijing, China, to consider what it means to locate difference and 
make meaning in a globalized world in relation to teaching and learning. 

Background The impetus for our inquiry stems from our shared experience at the seminar, 
which brought together 12 graduate students and six faculty members from 
three universities. We came with diverse life stories, educational and professional 
experiences, and research interests. Alongside presentations and school visits, 
some students questioned how teaching and learning practices differ in China 
compared to their experiences in Canada. 

Methodology We employ an interpretive approach which allows us to revisit our individual 
stories and to explore different views of  meaning-making in a globalized con-
text. Specifically, two authors, positioned by different backgrounds (Chinese and 
Canadian), share their life histories and experiences for wider dialogue with 
other delegation members. We consider their experiences at various levels of  ed-
ucation (K-12, leading up to graduate school, and at the doctoral seminar) as a 
mode of  generating dialogue around the different contexts in relation to teach-
ing and learning. 

Contribution Our article contributes to the area of  globalizing teaching and learning. We in-
vite students and educators to revisit their lived experiences and advocate for 
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daily practices that might defy sameness caused by the forces of  globalization to 
instead contribute to epistemological diversity and tolerance. 

Findings Through the process of unpacking the lived experiences of the two authors, we 
encounter the complexities of already being products of a globalized world. We 
reveal how a singular normative mode of knowing is perpetuated in many educa-
tional institutions. Difference, however, was located in the nuances of our sto-
ries. Thus, cultivating a practice of paying attention to the dynamic forms of 
knowing as they emerge can be a process of unlearning sameness toward rich 
meaning-making.   

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

We challenge educational practitioners to reflect on the ways in which meaning 
is, and can be, generated to resist uniformity and honor the lived experiences of 
students. We offer an opening to engage in narrative opportunities to promote 
dialogue and facilitate collaboration. 

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

We open possibilities to consider a different ethic for generating meaning that 
resists overpowering global powers and honor local knowledge. 

Impact on Society Our article provides an interpretive lens of global meaning-making to discuss 
critical social, cultural, and ecological dilemmas facing humanity through individ-
uals’ narratives and life histories.    

Future Research Future research will inquire into practical and ethical considerations that might 
play out in local settings (lectures, seminars, assessments, research proposals) 
and global collaborations, such as future doctoral seminars, to confront western 
exclusivity. 

Keywords meaning-making, difference, globalization, praxis, stories, ethics 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Georgia Warnke (2002) writes:  

“as human beings, we are ‘thrown’ into a history or set of  stories that we did not start and cannot finish... to 
determine how to act, we must understand ourselves and the set of  stories we find ourselves in” (p. 79). 

In this globalized world, an essence of  sameness has evolved with the spread of  multi-national cor-
porations, the English language, multi-media technology, etc., and it is becoming more difficult to 
hear the unique stories that make us who we are (B. G. Davis, 2009; Mense et al., 2018). While global 
infrastructure can open collaborative possibilities across geographical locations, worldviews, and cul-
tural positions, as a group of  scholars with diverse backgrounds, we are concerned about the power 
relationships involved and what might be lost by global processes that colonize cultural stories with 
less power. In the context of  teaching and learning, the erasure of  difference can manifest as oppor-
tunity gaps and inequitable resources for different groups of  students, standardized teaching and as-
sessment practices, under or misrepresentation of  cultural identities and practices, and challenges 
generating or expressing meaning (Gitomer & Bell, 2016; Nguyen, 2011; Rusciano, 2014). To tackle 
the many critical social, cultural and ecological dilemmas facing humanity, there is importance in 
coming together, in all our diversity, for understanding and sharing the set of  stories we find our-
selves in – and to develop the means to do so – however, there is also a need to continuously ques-
tion the epistemological, political, economic, and ideological underpinnings (Beyer & Apple, 1998) to 
consider the ethics of  proceeding together in ways that honor cultural differences.   
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The impetus for our inquiry on this topic stems from our shared experience at the 2018 International 
Doctoral Research Seminar held in Beijing, China. This gathering brought together 12 doctoral stu-
dents and six faculty members from faculties of  education in three universities (Queensland Univer-
sity of  Technology, Beijing Normal School, and University of  Calgary). The collective engaged in dis-
cussion, presented doctoral research projects, and took part in cross-cultural learning opportunities 
around the theme: Teacher Education: Theories and Practices from an International Perspective. As the delega-
tion who travelled from Canada, we already came with diverse life stories, educational and profes-
sional experiences, and research interests. Within the student cohort, two of  us have international 
backgrounds (Germany and China) and two of  us are Canadian (British and Scottish descent). We 
were guided by the support of  two professors, one who is French-Canadian and one of  Trinidadian 
heritage.  

The seminar featured speakers (Dr. Zhongying Shi and Dr. Robert Tierney) who addressed us about 
education in China and notions of  citizenship and school vitality. We also had several outings to visit 
local schools and cultural sites. While visiting Beijing schools and walking around the university cam-
pus, some of  us observed the legacy of  Confucius visibly present in both statue and picture form. 
However, over a dinner-time conversation, one of  the authors commented that the pedagogical ap-
proaches she observed during the school visits looked similar to the classroom environments she 
knew growing up in Canada. She wondered if  she had missed something—are there local ways to 
teach and learn, for example, inspired by the philosophical orientation of  Confucius or other Eastern 
wisdom insights? While keeping the tension that there are some universal practices, are there ways in 
which we might interact, in teaching and learning practices, to recognize and honor the nuances of  
difference? If  so, what might these look like? 

With others around the table, the dialogue was tempered in attempts to articulate and explain ideo-
logical and epistemological questions, understandings, positions, and challenges. Coincidentally, dur-
ing the later lecture by Dr. Tierney, he shared parts of  his recent paper, Toward a Model of  Global 
Meaning Making (2018), which further encouraged our discussions. Global meaning making, in this 
sense, strives for a richer process of  bringing cultural understandings together with the intention of  
fusing difference, but not assimilating, to arrive at something new together. His model calls for a 
commitment to further research and pedagogy that: “situate[s] diversity on a new ethical plane, 
aligned with a form of  epistemological activism that confronts and moves beyond the systems in 
place that play a role in the exclusion or filtering of  the cultural “other” in our global conversations” 
(p.2). Within the dynamics of  both our dinner conversation and Tierney’s model, we were left in an 
untidy but generative space.  

In this paper, we want to go further in our reflections by using our own stories as openings for in-
quiry. Our conversations keep circling back to our positions and experience as students and educa-
tors, which leads us to consider the wider implications for learning and teaching. Our question is: 
how might we locate difference to make meaning in a globalized world in relation to teaching and 
learning experiences? In our context, locating difference refers to experiencing the world in more nu-
anced, local, and comprehensive ways that acknowledge that universals do exist, but cautiously ques-
tions the ideology that undergirds of  the universals (i.e., it is all Westernized colonizing the world?). 
We begin by briefly exploring scholarly literature around education in a globalized context as back-
ground to understand what we experienced in China. We will then explicate our process of  inquiry, 
offer two sets of  narrative (a Chinese and a Canadian perspective), and reflect on how our theoretical 
exploration and lived experiences may translate into praxis for global meaning-making.  

TEACHING AND LEARNING IN A GLOBALIZED WORLD   
Globalization is not a new phenomenon and can be traced in complex ways across fields from politi-
cal processes and economics to technology and media, to culture, language, and identity studies (Gid-
dens, 1999; Castells, 2009). Alistair Pennycook (2006) offers a concise summary: “[globalization re-
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fers to the] compression of  time and space, an intensification of  social, economic, cultural and politi-
cal relations, a series of  global linkages that render events in one location of  potential and immediate 
importance in other, quite distant locations” (p. 25). He also shares an interpretation that globalized 
processes are the “Americanization” (p. 24) of  the world, leaning to the domination of  an American-
based economy and political power structures, tied closely to corporatization, privatization, and em-
phasis of  the free market.  The intention of  this literature review is to acquire more nuanced insight 
into how the processes of  globalization are understood by people working in the field of  education, 
we ask: how are the processes of  globalization influencing the ways in which we teach and learn and 
perceive the world around us? It serves to provide a foundation for reflecting on our own experi-
ences (past, present, future) of  being in the world and attending the Doctoral Seminar in Beijing. 

In westernized countries, where the ideologies governing globalization are deemed to stem (Penny-
cook, 2006), education systems tend to be based on accountability and standardized education even 
if  democratic and individualized education is present (B. Davis et al., 2012). This means that access 
to education is provided with the same conditions for instructions to all students who should leave 
with the same baggage of  knowledge while schools and teachers are being confronted with the need 
of  individualization for students’ engagement. These educational goals can be “mixed and conflicted, 
owing in large part to widely varied assumptions about knowledge, learning, teaching and the pur-
poses of  schooling” (B. Davis et al., 2012, p. 58). Given the historical tensions and ideological differ-
ences between America and China (with Canada being closely tied to America), this is an interesting 
statement for us to consider when reflecting on our journey. On the surface, during our visit in Bei-
jing, there were signs of  western influence (fast-food chains, the use of  English especially at the uni-
versity and some service sectors, brand name clothing, automobiles), but also evidence of  Chinese 
resistance of  western influence (i.e., the widespread use of  the WeChat app for communication and 
commerce instead of  credit cards, no access to Google or other social media) and resilience of  cul-
tural rituals. For example, on our evening walks around campus, we witnessed the Liabdao, a ceremo-
nial burning of  imitation paper money to honor the deceased. If  we had not had a Chinese student 
interpreting this ritual, the significance of  it would have been lost.  

In the Chinese education context, the Confucius educational model, which focuses on listening, 
thinking, reflecting, and applying provides a broad scope of  application in the resurgent cultural na-
tionalism and educational hybridity in contemporary China (Wu, 2018). This process has been im-
pacted by globalization in Chinese educational reform over the past three decades. The reform in-
tends to reorient the system from traditional curriculum – a didactic teaching and passive learning 
pedagogy – to skill orientation as requisite for globalized knowledge and information-saturated econ-
omies (Ryan et al., 2009). The shift emphasizes teacher-centered pedagogy over student autonomy 
and seeks to establish a transformative education system from knowledge transmission to knowledge 
interpretation (Halstead & Zhu, 2009; Liu & Fang, 2009). Many Chinese learners now live transna-
tionally and navigate social and cultural capitals as they integrate themselves into diverse educational 
locations. For example, 600,000 Chinese students studied abroad in 2017 (Ministry of  Education of  
the People’s Republic of  China, 2018) and in Canada, Chinese students comprises 28% of  the total 
international student population.  

Pennycook (2006) further details the complexity of  globalization for teaching and learning by de-
scribing how new technologies and communications are enabling complex flows of  people, signs, 
sounds, and images across multiple directions. Transnational migration, the social and geographic 
movement of  people with different ethnicities from one country to another, shows how people are 
not only moving from one space to another but continue to keep contact with their country of  origin 
due to technology and modern transportation. This results in people being in constant and multiple 
connections across international borders (Guo & Maitra, 2019). In their special issue, these authors 
argue a need to look at how colonialization shaped migrants’ transnational learning experiences and 
how Eurocentric assumptions became the norm for knowledge accumulation. Undoubtedly, the 
time-space compression and flow of  goods impact the sharing of  knowledge and what happens in 
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formal educational contexts. Considering these explanations, teaching and learning within a global-
ized world, might mean identifying with the world as a whole (i.e., Americanized values and market 
practices) over honoring local practices and identities. Minh Thi Thuy Nguyen (2011), for example, 
speaks to the difficulties that arise when utilizing commercially produced textbooks in English lan-
guage learning environments because the range and variety of  cultural material is limiting and limited. 
This can result in language learners having to adapt their identity to fit how the language is presented 
and resist expression of  cultural distinctions. The injustice and controversy remain as we consider 
questions around what counts as knowledge, what knowledge is of  most worth, who controls the 
knowing, etc. Largely, it is visible that Western views and practices serve to colonize and silence other 
ways of  knowing (Tierney, 2018).  

Gitomer and Bell (2016) raise questions regarding what it means to develop expertise in teaching and 
what precisely teachers are getting better at when they learn to teach. They proposed three core com-
ponents: process-product, cognitive, and situative and sociocultural perspectives. Respectively, pro-
cess-product highlights the changes to a teacher’s pedagogical actions and their reflection on para-
digms and student achievement. The cognitive perspective treats teaching as a way of  thinking. It 
views the knowledge of  teachers as a repository that facilitates them to map out the process of  
thinking. The situative and sociocultural perspective underlines how learning can be developed within 
a larger system between students, communities, and the teachers themselves. This process can be 
fluid and nonlinear within broader institutional and social contexts and further supports us in untan-
gling the complexity in how our lived experiences interrelate to meaning making in the globalized 
world.  

While the goal of  many cross-cultural experiences, including the seminar discussed here, is to learn 
from each other in order to widen perspectives, many educational discourses around globalization 
(for example, Suárez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004; Townsend, 2011), emphasize a need to manage 
differences to develop globalized skills. This approach comes at the cost of  generating opportunities 
for more dynamic collaboration across epistemological divides. At stake in managing differences to-
ward skill-based technocratic sameness is the disappearance of  many diverse and localized knowledge 
sources—linguistic, ecological, cultural ways of  being and doing (B. G. Davis, 2009). In consideration 
of  how one might meaningfully add global perspectives in the curriculum, Frank Louis Rusciano 
(2014), speaks to the need of  bringing in different beliefs and cultural perspectives, while advocating 
for the need to challenge assumptions through the principles of  non-utopian (promoting tolerance 
of  different perspectives not privileging a singular view), non-unitary (does not need to apply or in-
clude everyone), and non-hierarchical (global identities do not supersede national or individual identi-
ties) ways. With this guidance in mind, we turn back to Tierney’s (2018) model of  global meaning-
making, he writes: “[the model] befits a commitment to research and pedagogy that situates diversity 
on a new ethical plane, aligned with a form of  epistemological ecological activism that confronts and 
moves beyond the systems in place that plays a role in the exclusion or filtering of  the cultural ‘other’ 
in our global conversations” (p. 398). As we proceed with our inquiry, we wanted to better under-
stand our own narratives to recognize nuances that might defy sameness toward honoring and pre-
serving difference.   

CONCEPTUAL FRAME AND METHODOLOGY: MAKING MEANING 
THROUGH NARRATIVE INQUIRY 
In the time since returning from Beijing, our cohort has met regularly to debrief  and engage our 
learning. Through these discussions, themes of  worldviews, global citizenship, globalization, and eth-
ics continuously surface. What does it even mean to be global? Can we train ourselves to witness and honor an-
other worldview? What might this mean for teaching and learning?  We find ourselves dwelling in the complex 
and layered questions intricately linked to wider socio-cultural phenomena. According to Tierney 
(2018), dynamic and interpretive processes of  meaning-making are “diversified, multilayered, and 
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multifaceted, involving fusions and adaptations of  ideas and styles. It also involves complex negotia-
tions to the pursuit of  reciprocity between local and global and ecological eclecticism” (p. 407). 
Within this frame, global meaning-making aims to open cultural understandings and ways of  know-
ing in a more dialogic way. 

As mentioned earlier, the seminar included a lecture by Dr. Robert Tierney, thus, centering his frame-
work as common point for us to engage and inquire. To pursue a process of  global meaning-making, 
he suggests that we interrupt existing frames, decolonize spaces, read self, Indigenize, shift to an 
ecology of  eclecticism, be mindful, be an activist or actionist, and interrogate truth/post-truth (Tier-
ney, 2018, pp. 403-408). To explore these calls, we understand that the ideologies we carry within our 
stories will influence how we participate in the world (Gadamer, 1976; 2004) and that other perspec-
tives can expose the taken-for-granted within these stories. As we see it, only when we begin unpack-
ing some of  our own stories, can we enter a place of  relational ethics to explore global meaning mak-
ing together (Clandinin et al., 2018). Therefore, to inquire further, we employ tenets of  narrative in-
quiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin, 2013) to juxtapose our lived experiences and to con-
sider emergent possibilities of  global meaning-making across cultural difference and for teaching and 
learning.  

Compared to narrative inquiry, interpretive researchers take a very different view of  the nature of  
uniformity in social life. The behavioral uniformity from day to day that can be observed for an indi-
vidual, and among individuals in groups, is seen not as evidence of  underlying, essential uniformity 
among entities, but as an illusion – a social construction akin to the illusion of  assessed ability as an 
attribute of  the person assessed (Erickson, 1985). However, in our understanding, interpretive schol-
ars do not make “social constructs” because being-in-the world is informed by the tradition of  our 
history, our stories, and understanding comes through expanding the horizons of  knowledge through 
processes of  revealing and concealing. In narrative inquiry studies, researchers look at understanding 
individual past experiences as well as present and future, through collecting stories from different 
sources such as discussions, conversations or interviews. As with all qualitative studies, researchers 
identify themes provided by the complexity of  stories and those themes are usually presented after 
retelling the story. As a group, our conversations on the topic of  international perspectives of  teach-
ing and learning started in preparation for our travels to Beijing through discussing academic articles. 
During the experience, we all kept a journal with fieldnotes of  what stood out to us as significant. 
When we returned from the trip, we continued to meeting to debrief  what we learned, and this ten-
sion around making meaning in a globalized world continued to surface. To explore our questions 
further, we decided that two graduate students would write explicitly about their stories and under-
standings. We would then regroup and provide space for the other team members to share interpreta-
tions of  the two sets of  stories.    

Therefore, two authors of  this paper, Jingzhou and Jennifer, become the sites of  inquiry as they 
share three narratives: growing up in respective K-12 education systems, their life experience between 
grade school and graduate school, and their reflections at the International Doctoral Research Semi-
nar in Beijing. Juxtaposed by cultural upbringing and histories—Jennifer growing up in a small city in 
Ontario, Canada, and Jingzhou in a large city in southeast China—we bring together fragments of  
their life stories in an effort to collectively make new meaning. Though these sections are presented 
in three parts, they are intertwined in the themes of  teaching and learning, meaning-making, differ-
ence, and globalization. To be more specific, aligning our narratives with the work of  Tierney (2018), 
the whole group rejoined for dialogue on the context and discussion on how the narrative content 
might provide insight for pedagogical considerations that complicate global authority, integration, 
and inclusivity.  

While these narratives share the experiences of  just two individuals, we are mindful that we risk mak-
ing sweeping generalizations about an entire culture. We instead see an invitation to learn from one 
another for furthering our understanding. Meanwhile, these narratives call on us to unpack the com-
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plexity between the individual and the global by providing us the intersection of  horizontal and verti-
cal inquiry. For example, this inquiry visualizes how our individual vertical dimensional life stories can 
be influenced and shaped by the horizontal dimensional development of  globalization. As such, the 
three fragments of  life stories facilitated our focus towards the micro-level of  our learning and teach-
ing stories to better understand differences or similarities between the west and the east, linking them 
to the macro level of  interpretation of  meaning-making, difference, diversity, praxis, and ethics in the 
age of  globalization.  

NARRATIVES OF OUR LIFE JOURNEYS IN TEACHING AND 
LEARNING 

K-12 EXPERIENCES 

Jingzhou: Collectivism and daily learning 
Growing up in the Chinese education system, a memorable experience I had during my K-12 educa-
tion is the Gaokao (the university and college entrance exam in China). In a process of  consistent 
high-intensity studying, every student could have their own understanding of  the Gaokao. For me, it 
was the collectivist way of  learning and bonding us to study together as a group. I remember the first 
day in junior high the teacher stood on the stage and told us that one day we all needed to face the 
Gaokao and that we had better start to prepare because early birds get to enjoy better food. Due to 
this Gaokao “battle,” we started our mornings by reading Chinese or English textbooks loudly alto-
gether at 7:00 am before our first class. At the end of  our morning classes, we did eye exercises. 
These eye exercises were suggested by the Ministry of  Education in China to protect our eyes from 
working too much on studying based on the “Implementation Plan for Comprehensive Prevention 
and Control of  Myopia among Children and Adolescents” (Ministry of  Education of  the People’s 
Republic of  China, 2019). As students were arranged to do these exercises together, it become a se-
ries of  vital collective actions, including greeting teachers in every class altogether, wearing school 
uniforms. doing a national standardized morning exercise all together at a school playground on 
every school day. These arrange of  life activities could possibly shape students’ practices on a daily 
basis.           

The collectivist way of  learning, where we all study and live as a group, is rooted in how we under-
stand ourselves and how we construct our own knowledge. For example, we would volunteer to form 
a mentorship study group to help those who were weak in some subjects. Though our study work-
load was overwhelming, we were motivated to help as a group to finish all the assignments together. 
We were very privileged if  there were any “excellent students” who joined us to study together since 
they were viewed as the “stars” or “celebrities” in school and always received compliments. A stu-
dent’s score was the only way to be famous. Nothing else was considered as official and acceptable. 
While in class, students were not supposed to stop the teacher or raise their hand to ask questions 
while the teacher was talking. Even though teachers asked, “do you have any questions?”, that meant 
“no, we are all good.” This pedagogical approach varies between teachers. Some were open to being 
challenged while most of  them were not. Questions should be discussed after class because one stu-
dent’s question could not occupy all students’ time in class. 

The collective ways of  learning provide students not only a way of  studying but taking the idea of  
studying as a group to be a means of  ideological molding to produce our thinking and acting in a cer-
tain way. In this collective space, individuality is not acceptable since oftentimes students were ex-
pected to behave and act as silent and submissive – receiving learning through one direction only. In 
this process, I gradually became confined in a physical location in school or in class but also “framed 
in” in such a way that did not allow for interaction with society. 
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Jennifer: Balancing expectations 
From a young age, I enjoyed going to school. During the elementary years (K-8), we had a teacher 
who taught us all subjects in one classroom (language arts, math, social studies, art) and a rotating 
physical education and music teacher. There was a 15-minute morning recess and a 15-minute after-
noon recess, and 45 minutes at lunch, where all the students would play in the schoolyard. I remem-
ber learning around themed units, typically around the seasonal holidays and events, but I also have a 
distinct memory of  a dinosaur unit in grade three.  

From grade four to six, I was enrolled in the French Immersion program at the same school. During 
this time all the core subjects were taught in French. In grade 7, many of  my friends carried on with 
French and switched schools, but my parents and I decided that I would switch back to the English 
program. Therefore, in grade seven, I had to renegotiate my social circle. Other stand-out memories 
from these years were the projects – in math, we designed a shopping center storefront; in language 
arts, holiday books; and my favorite, a research project on skunks). I also remember school plays 
where I often played a background role and visiting the Frink Centre (an outdoor environmental edu-
cation center our school board ran, we typically went once a year), and other school trips to Quebec 
City in grade 6, Upper Canada Village, the Toronto Zoo, and an Ottawa daytrip.  

High school began in grade 9. I moved down the road to a big school that I had admired for several 
years. Instead of  being in the same class all day, classes were now fragmented by discipline-focus and 
we had four classes per day. The schoolyear had two terms. The core subjects were math, English, 
science, social studies, physical education, and there was some choice between elective subjects. For 
example, students needed two arts credits to graduate, and two language credits, but could choose 
their courses from a variety. 

I felt pressured to take math and science through all my high-school years even though I never did 
that well. There was an underlying discourse that these subjects would open doors for a “successful” 
future and the identity of  being smart, with social circles, was closely linked to grades. I often felt dis-
couraged because I could not keep up, but I was always pushed to carry on. I see now that my 
strengths are in social studies and art streams and regret not following these passions in my formative 
years. Most of  our classes were taught to test; meaning the teacher presented material, we would have 
homework each night, and a unit test would follow. At the end of  the semester, there were exams, 
often worth a large portion of  the grade.  

Throughout my schooling, I was always very involved in the school community. I volunteered in and 
out of  school, and in my last year of  high school, I was the student council president. Although there 
was a lot of  pressure to do well academically (to apply for university, etc.), there were extracurricular 
activities and events to get involved in. In grade 9, I participated in the 30-hour famine and in grade 
10 was part of  a leadership class. I was also on the school cross-country running, swimming, and 
rowing teams. A particularly unique experience in my high school was the Geoventure program in 
Grade 11. In this program, we studied four subjects, geography, English, physical education, and co-
operative education, through an experiential learning focus. This experience introduced me to out-
door education. Here, I learned to canoe and endured my first long hiking trip. The pinnacle of  the 
semester was a two-week learning experience in Costa Rica where we were hosted by local families 
and volunteered in communities. My participation in this program changed my life and I can see di-
rect links to the work I do today.  

PATH LEADING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Jingzhou: Making decision to study in the West 
Before coming to Canada, I was working at a national TV station in Beijing. National TV stations in 
China are considered “the mouthpiece of  the central government.” In the Chinese media industry, 
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political sensitivity is fundamental, and it is deeply rooted in media workers’ daily practices. To be em-
ployed in the industry, media workers need to maintain a strong sense of  political sensitivity at all 
times. In light of  this experience, I was always reflecting on my self-identity and my true will since I 
was uncertain if  they would fit in my future direction. I considered my life as a rechargeable battery 
while working was a way of  burning the battery without recharging it. After five years of  close in-
volvement in the media industry, I was trying to find ways to empower my life differently.  

In an interview with a professor at Beijing Normal University (BNU), they introduced the forces of  
innovation in Chinese higher education institutions in the context of  internationalization. I was sur-
prised by the richness of  divergence in knowledge acquisition and the changing nature of  teaching 
and learning. That was a defining moment for me when I realized that I should go back to school 
and relearn my goals in life. As I would need to keep my position at the company to pay for my tui-
tion, I applied for a part-time master’s program in media and communication studies at BNU. In this 
program, I had the opportunity to attend lectures that were given by scholars in the area of  media 
and communication as well as in fields of  philosophy, anthropology, and psychology. My experiences 
of  learning in BNU led me to consider exploring knowledge not only in the Chinese contexts but 
also in constructing knowledge from diverse perspectives. This reflection further perked my interest 
to study in the west. 

Growing up in China and now pursuing a doctoral degree in Canada has allowed me to develop im-
portant diverse perspectives and learn to think outside of  the box in the global environment. The 
cross-cultural experience has allowed me to cultivate a more critical mindset to better understand 
what teaching and learning means in the global society (Hofstede, 2001). Several factors account for 
my transformative cultural competency experiences. First, the construction of  knowledge between 
the east and the west is diverse. In the east, teaching is unidirectional, as education is teacher-cen-
tered. Students are expected to listen and take notes. In contrast, education in the west is more 
learner-centered. Specifically, knowledge in my program in Canada is taught by conversation, interac-
tion, and reflection to help promote student or learner understanding. In Canada, I have been encul-
turated into the educational system of  individualization and the value system of  individualism 
through processes of  intellectual engagement and cultural, political, as well as social, constructivism. 
Second, the power relation between instructors and students is different. As mentioned earlier, in the 
east, students are not supposed to ask questions during teacher-led instructions. Asking questions in 
class by students is typically considered an interruption and disrespectful. In Canada, there is always 
an openness to discuss with instructors during, before and after class on our understandings of  con-
cepts and theories and how to apply them into our research. Though power relations exist in a gradu-
ate-level Canadian classroom, instructors present these relations differently. They join in our conver-
sation to ensure our discussions are generating important connections with our designed readings.  

Jennifer: Recognizing privilege and seeking experience 
My desire for experiential learning becomes evident when I look at the path that led me to doctoral 
studies. I took part in year-long volunteer programs, loved learning about and being mindful of  my 
living body, and was drawn to philosophical conversations connecting the body and the natural envi-
ronment. My path differed from my peer group who all seemed more focused on clear goals. Follow-
ing my time in a physical education program, I pursued a teaching degree in New Zealand because of  
its seemingly progressive education system, outdoor culture, and environmental policies. I spent 
much of  my time outdoors, on the beaches, in the waves, hiking mountain passes, and learning from 
skilled teachers. I was drawn to the ways these teachers infused humor into their instruction that up-
held rigor but also made learning fun and relational. In addition, I was attentive to how Māori teach-
ings were engaged within the education system and was profoundly moved as we learned to teach 
through these principles.   

When I returned to Canada to teach, the erasure of  Indigenous cultures became notable to me. In-
digenous-Canadian relations were not in the forefront of  my experience growing up and, as I started 
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to travel down the path of  learning more, I had to encounter difficult truths about a different story 
of  Canada. My privileges began to stare me in the face. My first years of  formal classroom teaching 
were in marginalized contexts and, with the best intentions. During the summer months, when 
school was out, I continued to take students on long wilderness excursions. This is where I felt my 
best and where I could build meaningful connections with students. In these moments, however, 
deep questions about human-nature relationships began to surface.  

I came into graduate school with these experiences circling each other. I was concerned about privi-
lege, learning more about student perceptions within outdoor learning, and human-earth relations 
more generally. I have had tremendous opportunities to teach undergraduate courses and work on 
research projects in a variety of communities. Following my experience in New Zealand, I read a lot 
about the Indigenous understandings of the world, which resonated with how I felt on outdoor 
learning trips with students. Yet I wanted to learn more about actually teaching in ways that might 
convey with ecological sensibilities to students (Abram, 1996; Kimmerer, 2013), which led to my 
doctoral work in Curriculum Studies. My dissertation study involves learning relational teachings 
from a Cree Elder1 and I paralleled my learning with students’ learning as we travelled to different 
places in outdoor learning programs. I faced complexity with the processes of my dissertation pro-
ject. As I negotiated responsibilities journeying with different worldviews, I found myself needing to 
slow down to thoughtfully and heartfully proceed in good ways. As I am now deeper into the writing 
phase of my dissertation, I see how limits in language can influence how experiences in the world.  

REFLECTING ON THE BEIJING DOCTORAL FORUM 

Jingzhou: Revisiting BNU 
Participating in the International Doctoral Forum at the BNU was an interesting way for me to con-
nect my K-12 experiences in China with my post-secondary learning in Canada. I see this intersection 
as an integrated identity because of  my unique experiences in both socio-cultural contexts. There 
were many moments during the seminar that resonated with this integrated identity. One of  them 
was visiting an Experimental Primary School in Beijing. We were invited to observe their Math and 
English classes. For the Math class, students were learning how to count and encouraged to partici-
pate in several hands-on activities. Clearly, the process was designed to enable students to develop 
cognitive learning skills. During the activities, the teacher acted like a “Socratic” and asked questions 
about how students counted and why they counted in certain ways. Some of  the students were in-
vited to the stage and introduced their methods to others. The “audience” questioned whether this 
method was the best. Through the process, concepts of  counting were established. Students learned 
distinct counting methods as well as the thinking behind these methods. I reflected on how I learned 
math. I recall how, in first grade, the teacher demonstrated with an abacus, rather than the collabora-
tive way of  learning and knowledge building that we observed. Though While there was a shift from 
teacher-oriented to student-centered in my math class, our exploration on learning was still confined 
by teaching pedagogy. 

The English class seemed to contain many similarities compared to my childhood memories in the 
early 1990s. Students were selected to answer questions by the teacher. When teachers instructing an 
English story in the textbook, students were asked to reflect on the plot of  the story. After large 
amounts of  lecture time the teacher would ask a simple question followed by a quick “yes or no” 
without taking time to hear a response, they continued on. The teacher asked “yes or no” can be 
deemed as a teaching habit that many Chinese teachers obtain. But for the students, asking “yes or 

 
1 In an Indigenous paradigm, an Elder refers to an individual holding a central role in the community. These 
individuals carry ancestral knowledge, cultural values, and traditional teachings that are specific to life and living 
in their specific ecological locality. Elders impart this knowledge through oral processes and ceremony (see 
more: Council on Aboriginal Initiatives, 2012; Wilson, 2008).  
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no” does not mean asking for their level of  knowledge comprehension. In my own learning experi-
ence during first grade, this teacher-centered instruction seemed typical of  beginner’s classes. None 
of  the students challenged teachers’ knowledge by saying no, but all were nodding their heads. This 
observation strongly linked to how I learned as a child where teachers were considered philosopher 
kings and discouraged students’ potential to construct learning mutually and reciprocally. From my 
perspective, this one-directional learning limits the possibility of  how language could be taught. It 
also restricts the understanding of  language as a tool to communicate or to go beyond language 
teaching itself  in order to translate the sociocultural meanings that are embedded in the language. 
However, compared to my childhood experiences, there are many significant changes in China’s lan-
guage learning classes now. For example, students are provided with opportunities to study abroad by 
participating in summer programs in many western countries, although this engagement can be 
budget driven. Language learning can potentially be different since student would have divergent in-
terpretations in learning language if  they have studied in the western compared to those who never 
have been to English speaking countries.    

My experience observing the English class took me back to learning English in primary school. My 
grade one English teacher was a new graduate student from Hong Kong who learned western curric-
ulum and pedagogy. In one class, we learned different names of  animals. The teacher invited our par-
ents to make animal masks with us at home and we brought those masks to class. We then role-
played the animals, and another group of  students would guess what the animals were. In this pro-
cess, we all communicated in English though we only knew a little of  the language. However, this in-
teractive way of  learning a language did not last long since this teacher was replaced.  

Jennifer: Observing Chinese pedagogy as an outsider 
At first, I was hesitant to apply to participate in the doctoral seminar. My first interpretation of  the 
theme of  the seminar gravitated to topics of  international education, in which I have some experi-
ence, but I did not feel that I could contribute much from my research interests. After more thought-
ful considerations, however, the theme came alive and multiple connections emerged. I love visiting 
new places, discussing complex issues, and imagining different approaches. My anticipation going in 
was that we would consider different pedagogical approaches from the different countries, both to 
consider how we might prepare student teachers and also to challenge our own teaching practices 
and hold discussions towards addressing global challenges in teacher education.  

It was my first visit to China, and I did not know what to expect. One of  my interests was to learn 
more about Confucian philosophy and traditional pedagogy. I had been introduced to some concepts 
through my yoga practice and I was curious how they might translate in schools. While walking 
around and visiting schools, I saw evidence of  Confucian influence in many areas, but less so with 
regards to teaching and learning styles. However, I also did not know what I should be looking for. 
During our two school visits, both well-resourced, I was drawn into the aesthetics of  gateways at the 
front entrance resembling the Forbidden City, artwork and hanging ornaments, and modern sport 
facilities. I was taken aback by the sophisticated technology—from teachers remote teaching to rural 
communities in northern China to microphones and specialized lighting in the primary math and 
English classes. While some unique moments stood out, for example, a military-style exercise break 
where hundreds of  students formed lines on the sports field and moved in perfect unison, I found 
that the classroom activities we observed were similar to what I experienced growing up.   

As I reflect more on my Beijing experience, it seemed like my whole self, as in my emotional, spir-
itual, mental, and physical parts of  who I am, did not arrive until our last morning in the city. I had to 
adjust to the time change and then sitting in a university setting, it seemed as though my body was 
transported thousands of  kilometers, but I was having similar conversations that I might have at my 
home university. On that last morning, I took time to walk around the city on my own. With the vari-
ous sounds of  horns, drilling, talking that I could not comprehend, the smells of  exhaust, burning of  
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intense, street food, and sights like maze streets, bicycles, people, and pets, I came to myself  in an un-
familiar place. Not being able to read the street signs to memorize my route required me to pay more 
attention to my surroundings. As I moved along the sidewalks, it was in the details of  the city struc-
ture – streets, homes, markets – and watching people in the communities interact that the local cur-
riculum came to life for me.   

COMING TOGETHER: WE ALREADY ARE GLOBALIZED CITIZENS  
As the group, we came back together and to navigate the stories and quickly we saw evidence con-
sistent with our introductory concerns. There is a shrinking distance between vast local places into a 
global space. Meaning was being centralized to common goals linked to market logics (Smith, 2013) 
which flattens some possibilities within different parts of  the stories. For example, we saw the pro-
motion of  industrial-consumer models of  pedagogy in both of  our experiences, the prominence of  
learning the English language with the goals of  preparing workers for participation in the economy 
and undercurrent beliefs that education is linked to progress. Both Jennifer and Jingzhou are steeped in 
this grand story. We also acknowledge the importance of  attending to multiple levels of  learning to 
understand that knowledge is interwoven inextricably with the multiple layers of  social, cultural, and 
political pillars. There are indeed subtleties in the grand story based on our interactions are contextu-
alized in macro-context (society, the state, and country), meso-context (educational institutions), and 
micro-context (families and classrooms) in our daily life events (Gitomer & Bell, 2016).  

Looking at the whole of  the stories, we notice that both life narratives followed the trajectory of  
globalization, as in the increases in global markets, technology, and liberalized politics (see Kofman & 
Youngs, 2008) that trace back to the 1980s when the two authors were born. For example, when Jen-
nifer and Jingzhou were young, globalization trends were beginning to emerge and as they grew 
older, more “opportunities” – for instance, graduate studies and travelling – opened to them, com-
pared to their parents and grandparents who have different stories of  living local. The stories from 
both authors, indeed, are social artifacts of  neoliberal agendas undergirding the rise of  global mar-
kets, where we are invited to be part of  the social competition and to contribute to progress. Prior to 
the doctoral seminar, both narratives describing Jennifer and Jingzhou exposed privileged back-
grounds, meaning that they were not marginalized in our local circumstances and had access to travel 
and educational opportunities. It is now generally a norm for university students to have exchange 
opportunities and to access openings beyond their local communities. That said, both already had 
their eyes open to experiences beyond their home contexts and perhaps, earlier cross-cultural experi-
ence made them not question surroundings in Beijing as much as a person travelling for the first 
time. 

We do not see simple responses, or silver-bullet solutions, for defying sameness. Our efforts in re-
sponse to our inquiry question – how might we locate difference to make meaning in a globalized 
world in relation to teaching and learning? – were complicated as we found ourselves defaulting to 
the exact binaries that we were trying to oppose. For example, in our discussions about the K-12 nar-
ratives, we quickly turned to label macro themes, such as east and west understandings, and we found 
ourselves needing to trouble our understandings of  local and global. Following Rusciano (2014), we 
noticed that we may have perpetuated a singular lens of  what east and west might mean, instead of  
allowing the stories to disrupt our preconceptions in ways that might help us learn with “the other”. 
As the group moved to attend to subtleties of  local experience, difference was most visible to us in 
the early years of  our school experiences. Jennifer had a degree of  individual choice, reflection, and 
autonomy (project-based learning and choice to change language of  instruction), where Jingzhou was 
part of  the strict collective with a fixed objective (ultimately the Gaokao exam). However, we worried 
that our tendency to see the narratives in this way perpetuated typical stereotypes and confirmed pre-
existing political and institutionalized understandings. This inquiry pulls the group into murky water 
where, in trying to understand deeper meaning, there are massive bodies of  knowledge, and wisdom 
traditions, in which we would need to access and understand. In connection to the seminar, we talked 
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about the short duration and structure, and questioned whether longer exposure in more rural set-
tings, outside of  Beijing, may have led to more authentic interactions with local communities and 
pedagogical approaches.  

Through interpreting the narratives, we group are certain that local knowing still exists at the individ-
ual level. As we discussed the differences in our experiences, it was common for anecdotes to surface 
in reflection to our family upbringings and traditions passed from generation to generation. As evi-
dent through narratives, we continue to have local experiences unique to place that we can draw on 
as both learners and educators and can resist standardized forms of  knowledge. Standing out to us 
was how our different life stories led to a shared experience, and how the shared experience was dif-
ferent based on our histories. This phenomenon of  historicity also emerged throughout process of  
generating the narratives. Jennifer and Jingzhou wrote the narratives separately from the same 
prompt, and when they shared with the group, we noticed how the description of  experience, narra-
tive styles, and language use (pronouns “I” vs. “we”) exposed traces of  collectivist vs. individualist 
upbringings. Along these lines, we also acknowledge that if  all the authors in our group would have 
shared their narratives, our discussions and understandings of  the seminar would have differed again. 
For the group members who did not share, witnessing the narrative process offered the new percep-
tions and reflections of  the Beijing. For example, the other two doctoral students (Stefan and Jody) 
spoke to expanded considerations of  what it might practically mean to be educated in the Chinese 
system in terms of  studying and commitment from the individual, how interactions between students 
is not necessarily encouraged, and how collectivism is rather enforced in a top-down approach in 
which the individual is supposed to function in a controlled way. In another way, the narratives pro-
vided the group more appreciation and understanding for how the Chinese students at the seminar 
presented their research – in terms of  topic, theoretical approach, methodology, and finding – that 
seemed rigid and unrelatable at the time.  

While we found it difficult to access subtleties of  local traditions through witnessing pedagogical 
practices in Beijing, to allow for more life in this discussion, we turned to Jennifer’s mention of  feel-
ing lost while walking the streets the last day. It turns out feeling lost resonated with others as a meta-
phoric sponge for paying attention to subtilties in inner and outer surroundings. For example, the or-
ganic dinner conversation that turned awkward, walking around campus or city streets, and navi-
gating discussions after returning to Canada, surfaced tensions and contradictions, where some of  us 
felt lost, yet moving through that process allowed for more difficult conversations outside the pre-
scribed structure of  the seminar. These moments helped us dwell outside our comfort zone and 
struggle alongside each other. Thus, in order for a different ethic of  meaning making, we learned that 
teaching and learning should involve engaging difficult conversations and expanding our capacity to 
truly listen to the other, in ways that do not seek simple resolution but to complicate the assumptions 
of  what we think we already know. In our being lost together, we build stronger relationships.    

Overall, through this inquiry, we became more critical of  global education discourses. We felt the lin-
gering assumption, perhaps by the seminar itself, that bringing groups of  people from different uni-
versities together might automatically lead to a global experience without any deeper facilitation of  
more difficult conversations to get under the surface. How then, might we learn or make meaning as 
circumscribed through the experiences of  within complex histories? We agreed that coming together 
in more ethical ways includes more critical reflection on our educational experiences and sharing 
more about who we are as individuals. It will involve contextualization of  experiences or stories 
whether at the local or global levels. Our inquiry unravels the grey areas, multiplicity, and emergent 
possibilities in the existing complex world. We believe that there is need for people across differences 
to engage in dialogue as a starting place, but it is difficult when the dominant group gets to decide 
how that dialogue might be structured. Thus, it is important to question things that we take for 
granted – for example, it is great that we can communicate in one language, but why is it English? 
How would this exercise differ if  we engaged Mandarin? (see Woodend et. al., 2019 for a bigger dis-
cussion). We are left with a desire to advocate for small openings to unsettle structured institutional 
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understandings for more nuanced discussion. Even through our coming together in this way, at times 
vulnerable, we are left with a deeper understanding of  who we are, and who we shared the experi-
ence with. The process of  sharing enhanced our understanding of  the Beijing experience. Pedagogi-
cally, even on as a small scale, such as writing and sharing life stories as we did in this article, dialogue 
may be encouraged, and room created for diverse knowledge generation.  

ARE WE TOO LATE? PRAXIS FOR GLOBAL MEANING-MAKING 
TO SUPPORT DIFFERENCE  
As a group, we reflected on our participation at an International Doctoral Research Seminar, in Bei-
jing, China, and had many discussions about what we observed and experienced. As a group, we 
found it was difficult to locate, notice, and articulate differences in relation to teaching and learning. 
While we knew there were ideological, geographical, political, and social nuances to where we were, 
and that delegates from Australia also brought their own stories, on the surface many of  the class-
room practices and ways of  interacting together appeared the same as what we might observe and 
experience in Canada. These initial observations and discussions were supported and further inspired 
by Tierney’s (2018) presentation around global meaning making that left us questioning how we 
might locate difference to make richer meaning in a globalized work in teaching and learning prac-
tices.  

We situated two sets of  narratives (one Chinese and one Canadian) in anticipation that this exercise 
might provide insights into distinct knowledge systems and open questions for contemporary chal-
lenges around how difference might be incorporated in teaching and learning. After the two authors 
shared their stories, we came back together as a group and found ourselves in an ambiguous and 
complex space as we found ourselves already participating in global events and processes. We had to 
first recognize how such global forces were already impacting how we see and experience the world, 
to then consider how we might unlearn and participate in something different. We started to wonder 
if  it was too late or too big of  a task to support a new global ethic toward honoring moral values or 
codes ingrained in everyday conversations about public activities and social events. Interestingly, how-
ever, we found solace in this opportunity to come together, which provided an outlet for us to have 
difficult conversations towards diversity of  knowledge. In a sense, we noticed how different conduits 
of  relationality and reciprocity were embedded in particular learning enactments and materialized 
themselves through one’s history, memory, tradition and culture.  

Therefore, as exemplified through our process, perhaps, we see that defying sameness and supporting 
a new praxis for global meaning making can occur on small scales working across difference with, in 
our case, other doctoral students that you may not otherwise interact with in a deep way (across re-
search interests, backgrounds, departments, and research paradigms). Upon our return to Canada, 
our interpretative approach, discussions and collaborations in the months following were more im-
pactful than our being at the seminar, but the seminar was the catalyst for our dialogue. Creating con-
ditions for this dialogue took effort requiring both voices to articulate where they were coming form, 
practicing deeper listening (without judgement and pushing each other to deeper places) and patience 
to negotiate together. Enduring challenges together – across theoretical understandings and language 
– allowed us to go beyond surface understandings of  our nationalities and get to a place where we 
shared deeper emotions, life stories, and humor that cracked the typical pedagogy of  a university.  

It is our hope, by integrating the idea of  meaning-making within our future practices transiting out 
of  doctoral studies, that we might move inwards to local stories and holistic understandings of  expe-
rience that can oppose the overbearing global powers that control what form of  knowledge is most 
worth knowing. These inner and outer forms of  dialogue that come as part of  a meaning-making 
process, are asking us to think about how we are making sense of  our roles as educators, learners, 
and researchers, and the role of  storied self  (as all individuals comes as storied beings), in a non-hier-
archical relation to others. Through this approach, we can revisit our lived experiences in reflective 



MacDonald, Liu, Roy, Dennis, Rothschuh, & Simmons 

287 

ways to allow us to interact between the local and the global without defaulting to simple binaries 
(i.e., East vs. West) that do not honor the complexity of  our entanglements. We strive to actively de-
termine the direction within research and practice to a more dialectic view – beyond rote learning – 
where we can get to the heart of  the stories that matter and, perhaps, in small ways, contribute to a 
new global ethic that supports difference in meaningful ways.  
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