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Abstract

An increasing body of literature has begun to emerge in the context of transnationalisation, migration and higher education. This article contributes to the discussion by using a sociological lens to focus on the structure-agency link and, in particular, on the social mechanisms that explain how actors and structures interrelate and influence each other. Studies in higher education, migration and transnationalisation tend to focus on either structural or agential factors, whilst the social mechanisms linking both these factors are generally under-researched. This article aims to address this shortcoming by developing a conceptual framework for the study of both the structure-agency link and the social mechanisms that characterise transnationalisation and higher education. Theoretically, the framework is informed by Bunge’s (2003; 2004) approach towards social mechanisms in combination with Pickel’s (2006) notion of social mechanisms in psychosocial systems. The conceptual framework will be illustrated through an explorative study of social mechanisms relating to transnational students’ perceptions of and interactions with educational structures and systems in their home country and in England.
Introduction

This article aims to make a link between studies in international higher education, transnationalisation and the debate of structure and agency and here, in particular, the concept of social mechanism. Within higher education there is a growing literature concentrating on transnational aspects. However, it tends to place analytical focus on either structural or agential factors and only a few studies look more explicitly at the interrelations between both social actors and the different structures relevant in this sphere (see, for example, Rizvi 2010; Gargano 2009; Gu et al. 2009; Robinson-Pant 2009). The article suggests incorporating the concept of social mechanism more explicitly in order to understand how, in the context of transnationalisation, micro and macro level processes interconnect; i.e. how social actors maintain or change structures relevant for higher education and how these structures limit or enhance actors’ choices over time. A focus on social mechanisms will, therefore, enable us to understand how and why specific processes occur between actors and structures, i.e. what Elster (1989) calls the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the social sciences. The theoretical discussion is based on Bunge’s (2003, 2004) approach to social mechanisms in combination with that of Pickel’s (2006) and will be outlined further in section two. 

The article refers to the concept of transnationalisation which Faist (2010, 1666) defined as ‘sets of cross-border processes’; emphasis is placed explicitly on the fluidity, change and diversity of transnational ties and interactions across the borders of nation-states. Authors who defined the concept of transnationalism (e.g. Basch, Glick-Schiller and Szanton-Blanc 1994; Vertovec 1999) would not disagree with the idea of changing transnational ties and interactions. However, the concept of transnationalisation is linked explicitly to the concept of process which is central to the idea of social mechanisms, defined as: ‘a collection of processes in s [system] that make it behave the way it does’ (Bunge 2003, 35). Co-operation, power, interest, conflict, and social exclusion are typical examples of social mechanisms provided in the literature (see Bunge 2004; Pickel 2006; Tilly 2001). 
Over the last decade a number of authors have been concerned with social processes and mechanisms which link structure and agency in the context of migration (see Schneider 2006; Faist 2010; Morowska 2011). Faist (2010), for example, argues that more emphasis should be placed on ‘social mechanisms by which transnational processes affect institutional change’ at the regional, national and international level (Faist 2010, 1666). Rizvi (2005; 2010) looks at processes which govern the transnational space of international postgraduate students. The identification of these transnational social spaces emphasises that ties across nation states are not linear connections but 

combinations of ties and their context, positions in networks and organizations and networks of organizations that can be found in at least two geographically and internationally distinct places (Faist 2000: 197). 

The concept of transnational space addresses both the relationships between actors and structures within organisations and the relationships between networks of organisations across borders. Gargano (2009) introduces the concept of ‘transnational fields’ into the study of international student mobility. This is related to the concept of transnational space although it takes a more agency-centered approach by researching 

an unbounded terrain of interlocking egocentric networks that extend[s] across the borders of two or more nation-states and that incorporates its participants in the day-to-day activities of social reproduction in these various locations (Fouron and Schiller 2001, 544, cited in Gargano 2009, 332).

The conceptual framework developed in more detail below reflects the concepts of transnationalisation and transnational space. It does this by focusing on processes within a network of ties between actors and structures within and between the organisational systems of receiving countries and countries of origin.
   

The article is organised into four sections. The first section offers a literature review of higher education, migration and transnationalisation using a structure-agency lens. It is followed by a theoretical discussion of social mechanisms which is based on Bunge’s (2003; 2004) and Pickel’s (2006) approaches. Section three presents and discusses a general conceptual framework for the study of the structure-agency link and social mechanisms in the context of transnationalisation and higher education.  A specific aspect of the conceptual framework is illustrated in an explorative study in the fourth and final section. The study looks at the social processes and mechanisms that characterise international students’ interactions with higher education structures in countries of origin and in England. 

A brief overview of literature in the context of structure, agency and social mechanisms

The majority of studies deal with international student mobility and authors are either interested in structural or agential factors influencing mobility. Initially, student mobility was mainly researched by correlating macro phenomena (represented by economic, social and/or political indicators) in the countries of origin (push factors) with factors in the receiving countries (pull factors) (see, for example, Bhandari and Blumenthal 2011; Martens, Rusconi and Leuze 2007; Smith 2004; Odin and Manicas, 2004). Over the past decade international student mobility has been explored increasingly from the students’ positions and viewpoints and there has been particular interest in the processes regarding identity and identifications (Dunn and Wallace 2008; Gargano 2009; Gu et al. 2009; Pyvis and Chapman 2004; Rizvi 2005 and 2010; Robinson-Pant 2005 and 2009). 

Only a few authors link more explicitly agency and structure within the context of international student mobility. Rizvi (2005, 78) argues, for example, against a ‘narrow social psychological framework’. Although his research focuses on students’ experiences, perceptions, values and aspirations, he is not interested in ‘an aggregate of individual accounts’ but aims to identify ‘historical patterns of transnationality’ and ‘broader pictures of cultural change within the global era’ (ibid. 2005, 78). On the one hand, Rizvi (2005; 2010) is interested as to how international students’ actions impact on wider cultural and political structures over time; on the other hand, his research is also concerned with the challenges and opportunities these structures offer to international students within their own communities and the wider global economy and culture. Gargano (2009) criticises the literature on international student mobility for providing mainly statistical overviews and advocates a focus on ‘student voices and the impact of cultural flows and processes on student-inhabited transnational spaces, identity negotiations, and networks of associations’ (Gargano 2009, 332). She uses the theoretical concept of transnational social fields to look at student networks across national borders; arguing that a constant flow of ideas and practices characterises cross border relationships and leads to a multiplicity of negotiation processes by international students regarding their social space, physical locales and the geography of the mind (ibid., 331). Her emphasis lies on agency and how agency is influenced by surrounding processes. Mechanisms of negotiations (Rizvi 2010; Gargano 2009) and turning points (see Gu et al. 2009) have been referred to in studies which emphasise processes in the context of student mobility. However, the concept of mechanism is not explicitly discussed by these authors and this article aims to address this gap in the literature. 

A smaller number of studies explore aspects of off-shore education relating to commercial interests, regulatory mechanisms and structures of quality assurance (see Burbules and Torres 2000; McBurnie and Ziguras 2007; Sakamato and Chapman 2010). Generic social mechanisms such as (financial) interest and co-operation are mentioned in the literature of off-shore education. However, they are deduced from macro structures and the interactions which reflect these mechanisms are not studied in further detail. 

A few authors have developed conceptual frameworks which attempt to link different levels of internationalisation and higher education and often implicitly embrace processes of transnationalisation. Sanderson (2008), for example, offers a framework which acknowledges different analytical levels linking social actors and structures. His approach is based on Knight’s (2004) dimensions of internationalisation including the ‘international, intercultural and global flows of technology, economy, knowledge, people, values, and ideas’ (see Sanderson 2008, 278). Sanderson (ibid, 280) adds the supranational level (i.e. global and regional levels) and the ‘within- institution level’ (i.e. faculty and department and individual level) to Knight’s original definition. However, Sanderson (ibid.) does not specify in more detail how the ‘individual level’ interconnects with the other levels; instead, he explores further the individual level by examining the ‘academic Self’.

Although a few authors engage with the structure-agency link and identify processes and mechanisms which characterise these relations, the vast majority of studies remain either at the agential or at the structural level. This article aims to start a more explicit discussion as to how social mechanisms might offer a useful conceptual lens in the context of the interactions between micro level actions and structures and systems. The next section discusses in more depth the concept of social mechanism and what its contribution can be to the study of higher education and transnationalisation. 

Social mechanisms and their relevance in the study of transnationalisation and higher education

A number of social scientists have engaged with the concept of social mechanisms in the context of the structure-agency link (including Bunge 1997; 2003; 2004; Elster 1989; Hedström and Swedberg 1996; 2008; Tilly 2001; Pickel 2006). Bunge’s (2003; 2004) approach towards social mechanisms has been chosen as the overall framework for this article as it offers clear conceptual dimensions which can be applied to an empirical case study. Bunge (2004) views social mechanisms as a collection of processes which change or maintain a concrete system and represents a non-deterministic approach towards structure and agency. He relates mechanisms to processes occurring in wider (material) systems such as the educational, economic or political system and the numerous organisational sub-systems which are nested within these overall systems. Bunge embeds the study of social mechanisms in a systemic approach linking mechanisms to the composition of the system (including social actors and artefacts such as documents), its environment and its structures as reflected in his CESM model (2003, 35): 

C(s) = 
Composition: Collection of all parts of s;

E(s) =  Environment: Collection of items, other than those in 


s, that act on or are acted upon by some or all 


components of s;

S(s) =   Structure: Collection of relations, in particular bonds, 

      
among the components of s or among these and items 


in its environment E(s);

M(s) = Mechanisms: Collection of processes in s that make it 

            behave the way it does.

Bunge (2003, 188) defines a system as a ‘complex object whose parts or components are held together by bonds of some kind’. He (2003) supports a fluid notion of system whose boundaries are in constant flux due to continuous interactions within and between systems and environments. It is important to highlight that Bunge (2004) does not advocate a system theory associated, for example, with the sociological approach advanced by Parsons (1951) which was criticised for its structural determinism, holism and stasis (Bunge 2004, 191, see also Kaidesoja 2009, 308).  Furthermore, Bunge (2004) does not represent a mechanistic approach as he views not solely causation as a mechanism but also identifies spontaneity, random processes, goals and utility as potential mechanisms. He emphasises that ‘…most mechanisms are nonmechanical’ (what Bunge calls mechanismic, see Bunge 2004, 203) especially in the context of the social sciences. In the context of higher education and transnationalisation, systems refer to organisations and networks which impact on and are affected by cross border relations: these include institutions of higher education, governmental, non-governmental and international organisations, networks of family, friends, former students, colleagues etc. 

Pickel (2006, 20) agrees with Bunge’s notion of social mechanisms which characterise relations within material systems but he argues that mechanisms found in the psychosocial systems of social actors are also relevant for an understanding of these relations. Social mechanisms relating to immaterial aspects of agency are relevant in the context of transnationalisation and education which is as much defined by cross-border activities as by cross-border consciousness (see Vertovec 1999; Rizvi 2010). The conceptual framework presented below incorporates social mechanisms relating to both material and psychosocial systems. Although the psychosocial level is acknowledged in the considerations of social mechanisms, the article does not suggest that one can reduce social life to individuals and their psychosocial systems. The article follows Bunge’s (2003, 17) suggestion that the relationship between the components of a system, and between the system and its environment cannot be reduced to its individual constituent parts. 

What can the study of social mechanisms contribute to social analysis in general and to the area of transnationalisation and higher education in particular? Bunge (1997, 410) argues that an understanding of social mechanisms helps to explain how macro level social relations impact on relations at the micro level and how the micro level influences the macro level. In that sense social mechanisms are concerned with macro-micro-(micro)-macro relations (Bunge 1997; Hedström and Swedberg 1996; Pickel 2006). Focusing on social mechanisms offers an intermediary level of explanation which is grounded in empirical data and avoids theorising at a level which is either too abstract or too close to the empirical data (see Merton 1967; Hedström and Swedberg 1996; Pickel 2004). In the context of higher education and transnationalisation, the focus on social mechanisms helps to understand the relations between macro and micro levels relating to higher education. It focuses on questions such as: why do education systems and related structures change or not change in the context of transnationalisation? How do a range of actors within different organisational contexts influence this change or maintenance and how are actors themselves affected by these processes? The study of social mechanisms goes beyond a description of processes relating to transnationalisation and explains how they come about via interactions occurring within and outside the education system. This perspective avoids getting either stuck at the micro level, what Rizvi (2010, 78) calls ‘an aggregate of individual accounts’ or at the macro level which Gargano (2009, 332) refers to as national trends ‘without voices’. The focus on social mechanisms helps to move the collection of micro data relevant to higher education and transnationalisation to a more intermediate level of abstraction. For example, in the context of international student mobility the available micro data reflect a wide diversity and heterogeneity regarding international students’ experiences and interactions within different structural contexts. The concept of social mechanisms helps to identify some potential commonalities amongst the micro diversity. This does not mean that the focus on social mechanisms supports a homogenous view of international students which has been rightly criticised (see Gargano 2009). However, it does help to structure the large number of descriptions available in the context of international student mobility and to explain how specific links between social actors and structures arise. 

A conceptual framework for the study of transnationalism and school education

Mouzelis (1993, 676) defines a conceptual framework approach as 

sets of logically interrelated conceptual tools for looking at social phenomena in such a way that interesting questions are generated and methodologically proper linkages established between different levels of analysis. In this sense, sociological theory does not consist of, and does not aim directly at establishing empirically testable hypotheses, it is merely meant to prepare the ground for an empirical investigation of social structures and actors (Mouzelis 1993, 676).
Following Mouzelis’s (1993) understanding of conceptual frameworks, the framework developed here offers potential avenues for investigating social mechanisms which link agency and structure at different levels of transnationalisation and higher education. The framework outlined below (see Figure 1) reflects Bunge’s concepts of composition, environment, structures and mechanisms in the context of higher education and transnationalisation and adds Pickel’s (2006) notion of mechanisms within psychosocial systems. The framework illustrates the complex relationships within and between the receiving country and the country of origin and their wider environments. It gives a detailed illustration of Bunge’s CESM model and Pickel’s (2006) notion of psychosocial systems in the context of the institutions of higher education which could be also applied to the other organisations and networks outlined in the framework.
Figure 1:  A Conceptual Framework for the Study of Transnationalisation and Higher Education 

[image: image2.emf] 


[image: image3.emf] 

[image: image4.emf] 


    
[image: image5.emf] 

[image: image6.emf] 

[image: image7.emf] 

[image: image8.wmf] 


STRUCTURES

[image: image9.wmf] 

[image: image10.emf] 


  SOCIAL MECHANISMS  
                 


STRUCTURES
  
SOCIAL MECHANISMS

          
                 


  

  
[image: image11.emf] 












                                                                                                             



                                                                 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 






Agents                                                                                   STRUCTURES
                                                                        SOCIAL                                                  ACTORS
                                                                        MECHANISMS                                     SOCIAL MECHANSMS
[image: image12.emf] 

[image: image13.emf] 

[image: image14.emf] 

[image: image15.png]


[image: image16.png]


                                                   

The above framework highlights the way that different systems relating to organisations and networks are nested within the overall education system of nation-states, e.g. governmental and non-governmental organisations dealing with transnational issues of higher education and the institutions of higher education themselves (see Sanderson 2010). Transnational networks of family, friends, current, former and prospective students etc. also interrelate with organisational systems. These systems are surrounded by the national environment (e.g. legislation, culture, history) and the wider international environment which impact on and are affected by the transnationalisation of higher education (see Knight 2004; Rizvi 2010; Sanderson 2010).
Transnationalisation goes beyond international student mobility in the context of institutions of higher education. It addresses, for example, processes that occur in networks and organisations in countries of origin that have been, and continue to be, influenced by the emigration and return migration of members who migrated for the purposes of higher education. Transnationalisation also relates to processes and mechanisms within governmental and non-governmental organisations that offer opportunities or limitations to the migration of their nationals for higher education abroad. Rizvi (2010), for example, outlines the structural barriers governmental organisations can impose on students who received scholarships. In the receiving countries, lecturers and support staff of universities, who do not necessarily have a transnational background, are involved in transnationalisation when they interact with international students. The way they develop academic or support structures may pose opportunities or barriers to transnational students and impact on students’ interactions with the educational structures in the receiving countries which are potentially maintained or changed by these processes. Another relevant area of research emerges here whereby the lecturers, support staff etc. might have transnational backgrounds themselves. This characteristic may contribute to the development of different structural opportunities and barriers for international students (see Georgi et al. 2011, in the context of school teachers with migration background).
The potential ties between differing systems of organisations and networks in the respective receiving countries and countries of origin, which impact on and are affected by transnationalisation, produce a complex relationship of structures, actors and mechanisms of systems within and between nation-states and between nation-states and the wider international environment. The framework offers a more detailed illustration of the interconnectedness between the system’s composition (e.g. actors and artefacts such as documents), structures, social mechanisms and environments within and between institutions of higher education in the receiving country and in the sending country. Within the institutional context of the receiving country a range of actors are involved in and/or affected by transnationalisation. This includes students, lecturers, managers, and support staff etc. who might all have diverse backgrounds (e.g. migrant/non-migrant, class, gender, age etc.) and moreover within the group of migrants we also have ‘super-diversity’ with regard to migrant statuses, social rights, and financial backgrounds etc. (see Vertovec 2010).  In the study of social mechanisms it is of interest how actors with seemingly diverse or similar backgrounds interact within and across different systemic contexts and change or maintain structures relevant to the transnationalisation of higher education. 
Different structures, defined by Bunge (2004) as a collection of bonds between parts of the system, link these actors with other actors within the system. Relations between actors can be viewed as interactive structures and normative structures addressing, for example, communication and regulatory processes within and across organisational systems (see Mouzelis 1995). A range of ‘artefacts’ (Bunge 2004) such as documents relating to curricula, regulations and information about higher education systems abroad are produced as part of these communication and normative structures. Actors are bonded towards these artefacts via constructing, perceiving, interpreting and contributing to them.
Social mechanisms relate to the collection of processes which illuminate how the relations within a system work and how these relations maintain or change bonds or structures over time at different levels of the education system. Mechanisms which reflect interactions within (material) systems affected by transnationalisation can be based on co-operation conflict, social exclusion, negotiation, power, and interest etc. In accordance with Pickel (2006) mechanisms are also reflected in psychosocial systems of social actors and impact on the maintenance or change of systems. Transnational comparison, stereotyping and the ‘imagining of communities’ (see Joly 1996) are potentially relevant mechanisms occurring within psychosocial systems and affecting social relations in material systems leading to potential conflict, co-operation, social inclusion and exclusion etc. As outlined above, the article is not suggesting that all relations can be reduced to the psychosocial levels of individuals. They are merely one constituting part which plays a role within the relations of systems of higher education. 
The framework highlights numerous areas for researching social mechanisms within and between different systemic contexts of higher education which in general have not been addressed in the literature before. The framework presented here is developed at a generic level and reflects an analytical base for a range of migration movements; potentially, a variety of more concrete frameworks reflecting different migration scenarios (e.g. relating to voluntary and forced migration in different geographical contexts) occupy a place within this wider framework. It is important to highlight the fact that the framework is not based on a theory-testing approach (i.e. a substantive theory). Concepts in the framework are identified as potentially relevant and more research into the different dimensions will help to confirm and identify new areas relating to social mechanisms in the context of transnationalisation and higher education. The following illustrates the conceptual framework in the context of an explorative study.
An explorative study of social mechanisms in the context of international student mobility
The conceptual framework outlined above offers many potential avenues for future research on social mechanisms relating to the transnationalisation of higher education. The explorative study presented here illustrates the above framework by studying a particular area of the overall framework. The focus lies on social mechanisms relating to international students’ perceptions of and interactions with educational structures and systems in their home country and in England. The study contributes to the subject of international student mobility and builds upon existing studies which have considered the structure-agency concerns in that area (see Rizvi 2010; Gargano 2009; Gu et al. 2009; Robinson-Pant 2009). Students will be referred to as transnational students to emphasise their cross-border interactions and their transnational consciousness (see Vertovec 1999; Rizvi 2010). 
The exploratory study comprises eight semi-structured interviews with transnational postgraduate students who have experience of higher education systems both outside and within England; none of the students has had experience of higher education in a third country. The interviewees were asked to reflect, in particular, on processes and mechanisms that governed these (changing) perceptions of, and (actual and potential) interactions with, structures relevant to the transnationalisation of higher education. These include information structures about the English education system in countries of origin and the institutions of higher education in receiving and home countries). All the students arrived in England 6-12 months prior to the interviews and were participating in postgraduate courses relating to health and social care at the same university. A non-probability sampling method was used whereby all international students who were attending a research course were invited to take part in the study. Those interviewees who agreed to be interviewed come from a range of countries which can be classified as ‘developing’ and represent a variety of financial backgrounds; while some would not have been able to afford to study abroad without receiving scholarships from governments or employers in countries of origin, others are financed by their families who have sufficient financial resources to do so. To highlight the fluidity of transnationalisation the interview schedule was structured along three migration phases: before migration, arrival (up to 3 months) and post arrival (from 3 months to 12 months). Studies by Robinson-Pant (2009) and Rizvi (2005) have explored the phase before or just after the return of international students whereas this study explores transnationalisation and related mechanisms at the beginning of the migration process of international students.  

The interviews were analysed using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) inductive approach towards text analysis which is grounded in data and focuses on emerging categories and the relationship between codes. Interviews were coded applying the open and the axial coding phases developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The open coding phase identified major themes and sub-dimensions relating to the perceptions, experiences, interactions and mechanisms employed by transnational students prior to migration and during and after arrival in England. Several themes reflected the interview schedule although the theme of ‘emotions’ emerged from the interview data. Specific sub-themes and dimensions which illustrate the more general categories also emerged during the open coding phase. The next coding phase (axial) was interested in links between the categories which were identified during open coding; researching how social mechanisms related to individual perceptions and experiences, actual and potential interactions with structures in England and home countries, and structural opportunities and limitations regarding agency in both countries. The following reflects the findings resulting from the open and the axial coding phases and shows the interconnections of mechanisms, actions and structures at the pre-migration, arrival and post-arrival phases. 
Social mechanisms and information structures prior to migration
For the pre-migration phase the interviews highlighted the importance of information systems regarding the English higher education system accessible within countries of origin (see Morowska 2010 on migrants’ information systems). Structures within information systems reflect face-to-face and virtual communication and are linked to artefacts such as documents about the English higher education systems, curricula and regulations. These structures are developed, maintained and changed by various actors including those who represent English institutions abroad (e.g. agencies working with English universities), admissions staff who are in contact with international students prior to migration and  especially students who have returned from their studies in England. The structures impact on students’ agency before migration and the study is interested in the question as to how interviewees are affected by these structures before migration and to what extent they are actually or potentially maintaining or changing these structures while studying in England and/or on return to their country of origin. 
All interviewees reflected active agency prior to migration and had accessed information structures to gain an insight into the English higher education system before migration. All had looked at documentations about university life in England but generally placed more emphasis on the first hand experiences of friends, colleagues and/or former students who had returned from their studies in England. They were told to expect a demanding system of higher education; however, surprisingly (and this was also a surprise to the students interviewed), none of the interviewees had been informed about the academic focus on independent, critical and theoretical analysis in the English system. Thus there existed a discrepancy between what they had been told or not told about the English academic system and their actual experience in England at arrival. The mechanism involved here can be called ‘non-fulfilment of expectations’. It had consequences for their actions towards the information system during the arrival phase in England. Most students mentioned that they highlighted their non-fulfilment of expectations to their networks of former students and colleagues and organisations that had provided information prior to migration. Thus the non-fulfilment of expectations changed their interactions towards information structures about the English system in their countries of origin; while they were ‘passive recipients’ of these structures before migration, they actively influenced them after arrival and intended continuing to do so on their potential return. Further research is needed to follow up whether and when these micro interactions of transnational individuals change wider information structures and documentations regarding the English education system within and across countries of origin and receiving countries. 

Prior to migration students’ interactions with information structures were characterised by the mechanism of ‘reasonable and strategic selection’. They did not necessarily take for granted everything people in their home country said about the English education system and were aware that they selected information according to their own interest. One student highlighted very clearly that she was aware that her friends’ accounts reflected a generalisation or a potentially biased image of the English system that was influenced by their characters, their personal experiences of higher education in England and/or their ideas of what they thought she wanted to hear.
‘You know your friends, some of them are generally lazy… what is this one saying, oh what does this friend say, does it make sense? I was analysing what everybody was saying.’ Amanda, 24
Some students were more aware than others that the sources which formed their expectations of the English higher education system before they migrated were, to a certain extent, generalisations and possibly biased. Nevertheless, they were equipped with these selective perceptions and generalisations when they entered the English higher education system and structures as social actors. 
Processes and social mechanisms during the arrival and early migration phase 

The following looks at processes, social mechanisms and interactions with educational structures which characterised the arrival and early migration phase of transnational students. 
· Delayed adjustment of expectations, experiences and perceptions 

Although the interviewees were generally excited to have the opportunity to study in England (‘everything was pink, pink, pink’) all interviewees had the expectation that the English higher education system would be difficult and challenging. However, as outlined above, they had never expected that the academic system in England would be so significantly different to that in their home country. The non-fulfilment of expectations outlined above was linked to feelings of fear, stress and ‘shock’ at arrival. These emotions continued to affect students during their first months in England. Several students said it took them several months to adjust their original perceptions of the English higher education system that had been formed prior to coming to England. The mechanisms which governed these processes are interesting as students generally said that several experiences on arrival did not fit their expectations; either because they were different (see focus on critical and theoretical thinking above) or added new (unexpected) information about the English higher education system (e.g. a wide range of support systems; non-hierarchical communication with lecturers). Nevertheless, these experiences did not immediately change their perceptions (and the associated emotions) which they had formed in their home country. All students agreed that during the first months perceptions regarding a demanding system and hard work continued in combination with emotions of fear and stress which were triggered by a feeling of uncertainty and being ‘not in control’ of  what was demanded of them academically. One could call these mechanisms at the beginning of the migration phase ‘delayed adjustment’ of expectations, experiences and perceptions. Students cited a number of structural barriers which affected their agency at arrival, including: lack of a coherent support and information system for students who had missed the induction week (most students were affected either because of delayed visas or not realising how important induction was), an overflow of information which was mainly communicated via websites rather than face-to-face communication and complex regulations regarding attendance control at university. Although they perceived, in retrospect, a number of structural opportunities (e.g. university’s support structures, non-hierarchical communication structures with lecturers; support from fellow students) they did not initially perceive or utilise these opportunities on arrival. These processes had a direct effect on students’ interactions as they did not feel that they had active agency on arrival to take part and contribute to academic and social structures at the university. However, with regard to information structures about the English higher education system at home they did become more active agents as outlined above. 

· Turning points

Gu et al. (2009) identified in her study on international students various ‘turning points’ which marked the adaptation phase of international students in the receiving country. All interviewees taking part in the explorative study could state without hesitation the ‘turning points’ which marked a change in their interactions with the English system. Surprisingly, all students stated that their turning point was the first assessment (presentation or essay). 
‘The turning point was the presentation…I appreciate to be set challenges in class as I know what I am doing now.’ Lilian, 24
Completing their first assessment marked a significant change regarding their interactions (and emotions). Following the turning point, the expectations formed prior to migration, the new experiences at arrival and the overall perception of the English university system were adjusted and formed a more coherent picture. As a consequence, they felt more in control which in turn reduced their levels of stress and anxiety. Another consequence of the turning point was that students gained active agency and increased their interactions with the institutional structures in England (e.g. initiating meetings with lecturers, support staff including student services and library staff). They also became more aware of the opportunities the university structures offered. One of the interviewees recently started a part-time job in the student information centre and is actively representing her transnational agency by offering information to new arrivals and support staff and by suggesting changes to information structures and documents. 
· Transnational comparisons and generalisations 
The following will look more closely at the transnational mechanism of comparison (of education systems). All interviewees highlighted that they continuously compared their experiences in the English education system with experiences at home typically reflected in the quote below:

‘Every time this comparison goes on parallel whatever we do, we talk, the way we handle our things, so every time this comparison is automatically there.’ Amanda, 27 
Some of the interviewees were aware that comparisons between different aspects of the education systems in England and their home country might be made very spontaneously: ‘When we see for the first time, we come to a conclusion very quickly.’ (Anabel, 34). This shows how the mechanism of generalisation is very important in the context of transnational comparison. Students drew attention to the way their generalised comparisons of the English higher education system with their home system were based at times on a single experience of difference; difference rather than similarity seemed to be the main focus of the transnational comparison. Overall, the mechanisms of spontaneity and generalisation which accompany transnational comparisons are important in understanding how students interact with educational structures in England and in their home country. The following analyses how transnational comparisons affect perceptions of higher education systems in countries of origin which in turn impacts on intended actions which maintain or change systems at home. 
All interviewees agreed that since their arrival in England 6 -12 months previously and comparing the English system with their home system now, they had changed their perceptions of the education system at home. In some cases it intensified the perceptions that they already held prior to coming to England; in other cases, it evoked completely new (critical) views on the education system which had not been present before. All the students commented that their English experiences had highlighted the lack of theoretical application and critical analysis in their home country where emphasis was placed on descriptive (knowledge-based) rather than analytical learning. They also stressed that the communication structures between lecturers and students were less hierarchical in England. The following outlines how the transnational comparisons gave rise to potential influence on the actions and interactions with educational structures in England and the home country. 
· Potential interactions with educational structures in countries of origin
Students were questioned with regard to their potential future actions in education systems at home if they were to return (see also Rizvy 2010; Robinson-Pant 2009). Several students were planning to work as academics on their return to their home country and envisaged changing the education system there by emphasising independent working, extensive literature reviews, and critical analysis but also fewer hierarchical communication structures between students and lecturers. One student who might be involved in the opening of a research centre in her home country said that she had internalised the British way of higher education to such an extent that she could not imagine going back to the academic style she had experienced before coming to England. She intended challenging the home education system on her return, although she was aware that she might be confronted with barriers at home, expecting phrases such as: “This is not the UK”. Another student envisaged structural barriers regarding planned changes to curricula and assessments (e.g. incorporating more critical analysis) due to the political environment of her country which has a one-party political system. However, during the interview she also proposed some strategies as to how she could introduce change; working, for example, with colleagues and examiners who have a similar educational outlook to her own. The above highlights the conflict students experience with regard to, on the one hand, adapting to the English higher education system and, on the other, distancing themselves increasingly from the education system at home. Conflict is thereby created with regard to their own perceptions, their actions and interactions with colleagues, friends and/or family at home and also potentially with educational and governmental organisations there. Some aspects of the potential conflict brought about by transnational experiences are illustrated very clearly by the quote below. 

‘My perception also changed regarding education in [home country] and my people’s expectations have also moved:”She has done her higher studies in UK, she might be full of knowledge.” It is very challenging, because if I will not meet their expectations, it is very hard for me; it is a kind of pressure which has been put on us… in your habits you have to be …[home nationality] and not show so much your skills. People want that you should be part of them, otherwise I will lose all of them.’ Anabel, 34
Despite the awareness of the complexity of manoeuvring her transnational experiences and knowledge within her home country culture, the student was still determined to change the education system at home. The social mechanism of conflict (see Bunge 2004; Pickel 2006) is, therefore, governing the psychosocial systems of international students and the interactions across nation-states and is an important aspect of transnationalisation. While in some instances conflict might lead to a change of structures, it can also be a mechanism for the maintenance of structures.
In summary, the exploratory study showed that the interactions of transnational students with information and educational structures in receiving countries and countries of origin reflected an interplay between structural limitations and opportunities, between mechanisms at the psychosocial level and mechanisms at the interaction level. The influence of factors in the environment (see conceptual framework) such as the political systems of countries of origin was also mentioned in the context of planned future interactions with educational structures. The findings show that interactions with educationally relevant structures change throughout the pre- and early migration phase, characterised by a range of mechanisms. The identified mechanisms add to the mechanism of negotiation which Rizvi (2010) and Gargano (2009) mentioned previously. The findings above highlight the complexity regarding the interconnections of different social mechanisms occurring within transnational processes and psychosocial systems of transnational students. It also elaborates the literature by analysing more explicitly how social mechanisms are influenced (or not) by structural opportunities and limitations and how the mechanisms relate to the maintenance and change of structures and systems. The impact of transnationalisation on structures in the long run goes beyond the remit of this article and would demand a longitudinal and/or historical perspective. The study also revealed the relevance of emotions in the context of transnationalisation (see Zembylas 2012); in particular, the presence of negative emotions during the arrival phase which seemed to interrelate with mechanisms (e.g. the ‘delayed adjustment of expectations, experiences and perceptions) and hindered an engagement with structural opportunities (e.g. student support services and non-hierarchical communication structures between lecturers and students). 
By moving the micro data at the intermediate level of mechanisms the study detected a range of commonalities regarding interviewees’ interactions during the pre-migration and arrival phase in the receiving country, e.g. delayed adjustment of expectations; identification of assessment as ‘turning point’; increased agency following their identified turning-point).  This is not to say that one can generalise these mechanisms to the rest of the transnational student population; some of these mechanisms might relate to the fact that students had arrived from developing countries, were engaged in voluntary migration, had high aspirations regarding their future careers in their countries of origin and were, in general, very reflective on their experiences.
Conclusion
The article explores how the concept of social mechanism can be utilised to research the interactions of social actors and structures in the context of transnationalisation and higher education. It is argued that the focus on social mechanisms helps to identify a ‘collection of processes’ characterising the structure-agency link and moves the multiplicity of individual processes to an intermediate level of abstraction at which comparisons can be made (see, for example, Hedström and Swedberg 1996). In that respect the study of social mechanisms aims to go beyond descriptive accounts and to research the ‘nuts and bolts’ (see Elster 1989) of transnationalisation. 

On the one hand, the analysis of social mechanisms add an important dimension to the literature of higher education and transnational concerns which correlates macro phenomena (e.g. migration patterns of international students and poverty levels of countries of origin) without showing how these macro relationships come about via interactions between actors and structures at different layers of transnationalisation and higher education. On the other hand, the focus on mechanisms is also able to contribute to the literature which remains at the descriptive level of agency (here especially studies on identity and identification) without understanding how agency is influenced by structural change. Social mechanisms need to be researched in the context of mutual relations between agency, structures, artefacts and psychosocial systems to avoid a deterministic approach towards mechanisms (Bunge 2003; 2004; Pickel 2006); see, for example, studies of off-shore education that have reduced mechanisms such as interest from macro factors without researching the interactive processes involved in these mechanisms (see literature review). The view of social mechanisms represented in this article follows Bunge’s (2003) suggestion that the relationship between the components of a system, and between the system and its environment cannot be reduced to its individual constituent parts. 

This article builds on studies by Rizvi (2005; 2010), Gargano (2009), Robinson-Pant (2009) Gu et al. (2009) by considering social mechanisms as a more explicit lens through which the structure agency link in the context of higher education and transnationalisation can be researched. A range of mechanisms has been identified in the explorative study (e.g. reasonable selection; transnational comparisons and generalisations; delayed adjustment; turning points; conflict) and used to explain how students interacted with their surrounding structures. Emerging from the interviews was the relevance of emotions which were closely intertwined with mechanisms that characterised students’ interactions with their surrounding structures. Emotions of stress and fear seemed to be difficult to change even if structural opportunities were provided to reduce these emotions. The area of transnationalism and emotions has been only recently addressed (see Zembylas 2012) and more research is needed to understand the role emotions play within the processes and mechanisms of transnationalisation. 

The article outlines in the conceptual framework numerous areas for the study of interactions and mechanisms in the context of institutions of higher education, governmental, non-governmental and international organisations and networks of a variety of actors involved in transnationalisation. To study these interactions and mechanisms that govern the interrelations between the different layers of the higher education system will be a challenge; in particular, the question as to how structures of higher education will be affected by transnationalisation over a longer period will require more emphasis on longitudinal designs and/or historical research. 
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� Increasingly transnationalisation involves third countries. However, it is beyond the remit of this article to engage with this dimension which adds further complexity to the processes and mechanisms that are involved in transnationalisation. 




















