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The Benefits International Students 
Bring

Unquestionably, universities strive 
to recruit and educate international 
students due to the diversity and 
income they bring. In the English-
speaking world, after the USA and 
Australia, Canada educates the third 
highest number of international 
students, with approximately 300,000 
of them studying in the country in 
2018–19, and this number is increasing 
at a rate of 15% a year. Approximately 
50% of this student population comes 
from Asia, mostly China and India. 

International students contribute 
over $22 million a year to Canada’s 
economy, and the benefits do not stop 
there. After completing their education, 
highly trained international students 
are ideal candidates to fill gaps in the 
workforce of the nation. Indeed, a 
significant number of them contribute 
this way, either by gaining short-term 
employment on 3-year temporary work 
permits or by becoming permanent 
residents. 

Not Quite an Idyllic Picture

Given the economic importance of 
international students, the Canadian 
Bureau of International Education 
regularly evaluates their experiences. 

A recent survey of 14,000 foreign 
students indicated that the majority 
were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with 
their experience, describing Canada 
as a welcoming and friendly country. 
However, changing political attitudes 
towards immigrants and the COVID-19 
pandemic triggered an increasing anti-
Asian sentiment in some pockets of the 
general population. 

Professor Kim McDonough (Concordia 
University, Canada), Professor 
Masatoshi Sato (Universidad Andres 
Bello, Chile), and their colleagues 
wondered whether such negative 
feelings affected the relationships 
among university students. To answer 
this question, the team devised some 
probing experiments designed to detect 
unconscious bias against international 
students. 

How Do Linguists Detect 
Discrimination? 

To understand the work of the group, 
we need to start with the researchers’ 
explanation of linguistic stereotyping. 
The basic premise is relatively simple: 
we are constantly being judged by 
people around us, based on how we 
speak. Even within the same country, 
certain regional accents, or the use 
of minority languages can alter how 
people perceive an individual. 

As Professors McDonough and Sato 
tell us, subconscious conclusions 
drawn by listeners can be divided 
into two categories. Some ‘assess’ 
the speaker’s social status, level of 
education, social class, ambition, 
intelligence and competence. Scientists 
call these ‘status traits’. The other 
group of characteristics, the so-called 
‘solidarity traits’, are value judgements 
on the trustworthiness, kindness and 
helpfulness of the individual who is 
talking. Surprisingly, the accent of a 
person can even affect their perceived 
attractiveness. 

When it comes to racialised speakers, 
the complexity of these subconscious 
judgments is illustrated by a 
phenomenon called ‘reverse linguistic 
stereotyping’. This scientific term can 
be explained with a relatively simple 
example: when listening to a racialised 
individual, some listeners will still 
perceive them as less well-spoken and 
harder to understand, despite English 
being their first language. In this case, 
subjective judgement about accent is 
influenced by how the speaker looks. 

Experimental Setup with a Twist

The researchers recorded short 
speech samples of male and female 
international students discussing 
academic and everyday topics. Those 
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talking were either European (German or Romanian), Chinese, 
or South Asian (Urdu). These recordings were then played to 
80 fellow students – ‘raters’ – 25% of whom were native English 
speakers, while the remaining 75% represented a diverse group 
of 22 different language groups. 

These students were asked to give an opinion on how strong 
the speaker’s foreign accent was and how easy, or difficult, 
they were to understand. In further questions, those listeners 
were also asked about how willing they would be to interact 
with individual speakers, share lecture notes, or participate in 
group projects involving them. Additional questions prompted 
listeners to rate the speakers’ intelligence, trustworthiness, 
and competency and to give an opinion about how pleasant, 
sincere, and attractive the speakers were, thus rating their 
status and solidarity traits. 

The scientists employed a key twist in these experiments: 
while playing the same speech sample, the raters were shown 
different faces – implying that the speaker was European, 
Chinese, or South Asian. And those faces were matched with 
different types of accents. 

Evidence for Discrimination: Some Good News

Previous research documented that American students rated 
their European classmates as more understandable and less 
accented than those students who were from Asia or Latin 
America. Similarly, during the experiments carried out by 
Professors McDonough and Sato and their colleagues, listeners 
generally reported that they found European students easier to 
comprehend and rated them as more intelligent and likeable. 
Given that 75% of the raters consisted of a diverse group with 
an international background, who spoke English as a second 
language, this preference was somewhat unexpected. 

However, despite the lower ratings for Asian speakers, there 
were some encouraging findings. Firstly, listeners attached 
more positive characteristics to speech samples they found 
easier to understand, irrespective of the ethnic background of 
the speaker. In addition, receiving positive or negative ratings 
mostly depended on how easy the speech sample was to 
comprehend and the strength of the accent of the speaker 
appeared less important. Crucially, putting a European face to 
an Asian speech sample did not improve the perception of the 
speaker, indicating that the students listening to the speech 
samples were not influenced by physical appearances.

Explanations and Practical Considerations

As Professors McDonough and Sato tell us, there could be two 
explanations for the observed preference for European voices. 
One of these could be racial/ethnic discrimination. The other 
reason is that individuals are simply trying to avoid the extra 
‘work’ of deciphering unfamiliar language use. The finding that 
listeners were not influenced by the appearance of the speakers 
indicates that racial/ethnic discrimination is not widespread 
amongst the students participating in the experiments, and 
their preferences were mostly due to the extra mental challenge 
of trying to understand what was being said. A caveat here is 
that the listeners resided in Montreal, Canada, a multilinguistic 
and multicultural city. So presumably, the listeners were 
already accustomed to different faces and accents.

Professors McDonough and Sato were particularly encouraged 
by this finding as it points towards the ways Concordia 
University may help the integration of international 
students into the academic community. While ethnic/racial 
discrimination is notoriously difficult to break down, instructors 
and administrators can easily devise activities in which 
international students can participate and establish social 
interactions with their peers.

Some Limitations and Future Research 

Given that this work has already produced scientific and 
practical benefits, Professors McDonough and Sato are already 
planning on extending this avenue of research. As they point 
out, the number of speech samples was relatively low, so it 
was impossible to evaluate whether male and female speakers 
are rated the same way. Furthermore, they are concerned that 
showing a stationary image while listening to speech samples 
may not elicit unconscious bias. Therefore, the scientists 
are planning a larger study that involves showing video 
recordings of the speakers. In addition, they also plan to elicit 
a more comprehensive view of students’ attitudes towards 
international students using interviews and questionnaires. As 
Professors McDonough and Sato point out, this work will help 
the education of international students worldwide.
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