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• The unexpected outcome of the doctoral initiative blurred the lines 
between expert and novice and disrupted the presumed hierarchy 
between postgraduate and undergraduate learners.

• While the coaching role was framed by Global North facilitators as 
empowering and relational – an opportunity to develop leadership 
through peer support – doctoral students may have interpreted the 
experience primarily as a joint learning venture.

• Epistemic modesty – often observed in Global South academic cultures, 
where authority is typically vested in formal teaching roles rather than 
peer mentoring (Louie, 2005; Zulfikar, 2009).  

1. COACHING OR CO-RESEARCHING?



• Their reflective essays, then, may not indicate misunderstanding, but 
rather a culturally grounded redefinition of their role.  They positioned 
themselves as students first, not supervisors. 

• This reorientation illustrates how pedagogical intentions may be 
interpreted through different cultural frameworks.  

• It highlights the importance of viewing student responses not through a 
deficit lens, but through a culturally responsive interpretive frame.

1. COACHING OR CO-RESEARCHING?



• The use of English as the primary language of instruction created both access 
and constraint – linguistic, emotional, and cultural.

• Although no doctoral student explicitly expressed anxiety during the 
programme, our facilitation experience and post-module reflections revealed a 
reluctance to ask clarifying questions or seek further explanations about the 
coaching role or assessment requirements.

• In our earlier evaluation of the initial VE project (Masardo et al., 2025), several 
undergraduate students from UAD reported fear of “sounding wrong” in 
English and highlighted the cognitive and emotional load of using a second 
language.  

• In research on foreign language anxiety, fear of negative evaluation inhibits 
participation and risk-taking (Hashemi, 2011; Horwitz et al., 1986).  

• Silence, in this context, may not reflect disengagement, but rather,            
self-protection – a strategy to avoid miscommunication or embarrassment.

2. COMMUNICATION CONFIDENCE AND 
LANGUAGE ANXIETY



• Further, norms of politeness and academic hierarchy in the Indonesian 
educational context (Hofstede, 2001) may discourage direct 
questioning, especially in relation to Global North educators.  

• The idea of querying a task set by lecturers may conflict with 
expectations of deference (Dardiowidjojo, 2006; Zulfikar, 2009).    

• Thus, communicative restraint should not be viewed as not as a lack of 
engagement, but as culturally and emotionally mediated. 

2. COMMUNICATION CONFIDENCE AND 
LANGUAGE ANXIETY



• As Global North educators, we designed the task under certain 
assumptions: (1) that doctoral students would understand reflective 
writing in the way we did, and (2) that they would feel confident in 
asking questions, including clarifying questions if they were confused.

• These assumptions are rooted in Western academic values of critique, 
clarity, and communicative assertiveness (Delpit, 2006).

• This expectation reflects a low-context communication style, common in 
Anglophone contexts, where meaning is made explicit and inquiry is 
encouraged.  In high-context cultures such as Indonesia’s, meaning is 
often inferred through context, hierarchy and relational cues (Hall,1976)

• Student-teacher relationships are shaped by deference and respect for 
hierarchy (Zulfikar, 2009).  Asking for clarification, especially when 
positioned as a leader – may be seen as exposing inadequacy or 
disrespect (Dardjowidjojo, 2006).

3. ASSUMPTIONS AND POWER IN 
TASK DESIGN



• By interpreting silence or deviation from the brief as a problem, we risked 
positioning Global South students as lacking.  In doing so, we reproduced deficit 
perspectives, evaluating participation through a Western lens without attending to 
alternative communicative norms.  This aligns with Bhabba’s (1994) critique of the 
“fixity” of colonial discourse – the tendency to normalise one epistemic framework 
at the expense of others. 

• Crenshaw’s (1991) theory of intersectionality reminds us that educational 
experiences are shaped by intersecting vectors of language, nationality, 
institutional power, and role status.  

• The doctoral students were navigating multiple, often contradictory, identity 
positions: Global South researchers in a North-led module (albeit as part of a co-
created project), non-native English speakers, and postgraduate students 
expected to perform as coaches.  

• It is possible that role confusion was not a sign of disengagement or 
misunderstanding, but an expression of careful negotiation across multiple, often 
contradictory identity positions. 

3. ASSUMPTIONS AND POWER IN 
TASK DESIGN



• Even our assumption of “clarity” was culturally loaded.  What is explicit to one 
educator may be ambiguous or inaccessible to another (Marginson, 2014).   

• The feedback loop we expected, where students would ask if confused, may 
have broken down not due to unwillingness, but because of asymmetries in 
cultural capital and emotional safety.  

• These dynamics are rarely visible in course design templates,  yet they 
profoundly shape participation. Silence may have meant not “I don’t know”,  
but “I cannot safely ask”.

• Ultimately, what first appeared to be a misalignment between task and 
response revealed a deeper need for humility in intercultural teaching.  As 
Bhabha (1994) suggests, the “third space” of cultural negotiation is where, 
meaning is not transmitted – but co-constructed.  

• Our responsibility is not to enforce understanding but to make space for its 
emergence .

3. ASSUMPTIONS AND POWER IN 
TASK DESIGN





• Pre-module orientation and relationship-building, to cultivate trust 
and psychological safety. 

• Iterative clarification points throughout the programme, where 
students are encouraged to reinterpret roles and tasks in conversation 
with facilitators.  Normalise clarification as a collaborative responsibility, 
not a remedial act.

• Informal, peer-led digital spaces (e.g., WhatsApp), where students 
can ask “unsafe” questions and explore ideas beyond institutional 
formality (Helm, 2015).

• Dialogic modelling by staff, including public reflection on uncertainty, 
open discussion of misunderstandings, and collaborative assessment 
design.

• Following Holley and Steiner (2005), we affirm that a “safe space” is 
not always comfortable, but it must be dialogic, inclusive, and built on 
reciprocal attentiveness.  Facilitators must act not as guardians of clarity 
but as co-navigators of uncertainty.



• Virtual Exchange, is much about relational pedagogy as it is about 
content.

• Rather than viewing divergence from intended outcomes as failures, we 
propose embracing such moments as sites of pedagogical learning.  
Divergence invites conversation, not correction.

• To support students in becoming future-ready global graduates, we 
must not only develop their capacity to speak across borders, but 
ensure they are empowered to do so in environments that are inclusive, 
relational and reflexive.

• This means challenging assumptions about communication and 
expertise, and creating conditions in which learning emerges through 
shared negotiation.

• Equitable Virtual Exchange depends not only on digital tools or 
curriculum design, but on a deeper commitment to ethical listening – 
across cultures, languages and epistemologies.

CONCLUSION
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