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ABSTRACT: This multiyear study investigates how first-year undergraduates 
make sense of large content lectures during their transition from domestic high 
schools to a transnational university in China. Grounded in a view of learning 
and teaching practices as interactional accomplishments, the data collection 
included lecture observations, focus groups, and interviews with 34 students 
across three academic years, as well as an additional interview with departmental 
leadership. A qualitative content analysis revealed how students positioned 
lectures as knowledge hubs, spaces for sociality, and objects of resistance. While 
many students valued lectures for their informative qualities and opportunities for 
socialization, others actively resisted lectures by leveraging the affordances of 
technology when they perceived lectures as not contributing to their learning. 
These patterns are interpreted through the lens of the glocal nature of a 
transnational site and the interactional nature of lectures, where teachers’ and 
students’ practices intersect. The study contributes to scholarship on lecturing 
and student transition by highlighting the diversity of student experiences in large 
content lectures and reframing engagement as an alignment between students’ 
and teachers’ practices. The study yields practical recommendations for critically 
rethinking lectures at a transnational site to ensure alignment among all parties 
involved. 

Keywords: Lectures; student experience; transnational education; Sino-foreign 
cooperative university; attendance; first-year transition 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Lectures have been a mode of learning in higher education for centuries and 
remain widespread in universities around the world. While they may be a staple 
of higher education to the point of often being invisible and unquestioned 
(Loughlin & Lindberg-Sand, 2023), lectures are new to the first-year cohort, 
making the transition from high school to university every year. As the first year 
of transition is critical in forming students’ academic identity and dispositions 
(Jones et al., 2020; Yan & Sendall, 2016), it is important to understand how they 
structure their learning practices when facing the new experience of attending 
lectures. This study approached this question by investigating how 
undergraduates, during their first-year university studies in a transnational 
university in China, integrated lectures into their learning practices. 

The paper first positions the study within the literature on transnational 
education and lecturing in higher education; then, it discusses the methodological 
choices that informed the qualitative inquiry. Next, it articulates the findings 
related to first-year students’ perceptions of lectures as a knowledge hub, a space 
for sociality, and an object of resistance. The conclusion offers specific 
recommendations and invites rethinking the lecture as an interactional 
accomplishment of students and teachers where alignment must be sought to 
navigate the tensions of a transnational site. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Context: Transnational Education  

The context of this study is provided by a transnational university in China 
formed by a foreign and a local partner. Transnational education, broadly defined 
as the cross-border mobility of educational providers (Knight, 2016), takes 
collaborative forms in China, where transnational programs require the 
cooperation of an overseas and a local partner (Luo & Zhang, 2026; Miani & 
Picucci-Huang, 2023). Cooperation can take place within existing Chinese 
universities (with the creation of joint institutes or individual programs) or give 
rise to full-fledged independent universities comanaged by the partners. In this 
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article, the term Sino-foreign cooperative university (SFCU) is used to refer to the 
research site to highlight the collaborative nature of the institution (Miani, 2025). 

The first year referenced was administered by a unit in the university that will 
be called the foundation year department. Approximately 2,000 students were 
enrolled every year, with a majority coming from Chinese high schools after 
having passed the Gaokao examination (the Chinese national university entry 
exam). At the time of the study (2022 – 2025), the first year’s curriculum spanned 
two semesters (autumn and spring) and was equally divided between English for 
academic purposes (EAP) and introductory content courses (including business, 
economics, math, science, and humanities). EAP courses were mainly taught 
through seminars with less than 20 students per group, while content courses 
typically included a weekly lecture delivered to the entire group of students of a 
pathway (e.g., economics or computer science students) and weekly seminars. 
Many of these lectures would normally gather several hundred students in tiered 
lecture halls. The combination of lectures and seminars also characterized the 
subsequent years of instruction and was inherited by the overseas partner. In 
contrast, in Chinese universities, learning is still dominated by large lectures. 

Ambivalence Toward Lectures  

The author of a key monograph on lecturing, Bligh (2000, p. 3), stated that 
lectures “represent a conception of education in which teachers who know give 
knowledge to students who do not”, which frames lectures as one-directional and 
asymmetrical events. The foundational link between lectures and an idea of 
learning as transmission has sparked wide criticism of the format (Laurillard, 
2002; Ramsden, 2003). Studies that compare traditional expository lectures with 
active learning tend to show that the latter produces better learning outcomes and 
engagement (Freeman et al., 2014; Kozanitis & Nenciovici, 2023). 

Reading deeper into these critiques, one cannot escape the sense of 
ambivalence even among the staunchest critics. In an exemplary case, some 
educators offered a fierce critique of the lecture method, arguing that lectures are 
inherently flawed, as they are based on the “information transmission fallacy” 
(Schmidt et al., 2015, p. 17), which assumes that students will remember what 
they are told. After offering alternative proposals based on active learning, the 
authors felt the need to concede that lectures are not completely useless; rather, 
they are “a good place to tell stories” (p. 17). As a compromise, many authors 
have advocated lectures that integrate active learning components to increase 
participation (Barkley & Major, 2018). 

Studies on the perception of students lead to similar ambivalence. Students 
frequently describe lectures as passive and low in interaction, particularly when 
class sizes are large or content is delivered didactically. In Cash et al. (2017), 
students reported limited opportunities to ask questions and a sense of anonymity 
in large lecture halls, although they appreciated occasional humanizing moves 
such as instructors walking through aisles or learning names. Similarly, Meguid 
and Collins (2017) found that students perceived didactic lectures as less 
effective, expressing a clear preference for sessions that embedded interactive 
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elements. Comparative studies show that although students may value the 
structure of lectures, they still associate them with limited participation and 
surface-level learning (Tsang & Harris, 2016). However, even the preference for 
interactive elements is contested, as sometimes students perceive lectures 
embedding active learning as less effective than traditional ones (Deslauriers et 
al., 2019). 

Despite these issues, some students continue to value lectures for their clarity, 
structure, and efficiency in conveying essential information. In El Bialy et al. 
(2022), most medical and nursing students regarded lectures as an effective and 
preferred mode of learning, citing exam relevance and lecturer engagement as key 
motivators for attendance. Even large lectures are perceived as beneficial, as they 
can provide a space for sociality and opportunities for safe anonymous 
interactions through technological tools (Ó Cofaigh & Rodgers, 2025). In 
summary, students and educators alike often critique lectures for passivity yet 
simultaneously recognize their role in their learning and teaching practices. 

Coming to Learning in Transnational Education  

The ambivalence toward lectures may be connected to the disparity of the 
educational contexts of the studies reviewed. Lecturing and its role, as any 
practice, are inextricably enmeshed with the site (Kemmis et al., 2014). For this 
reason, it is important to describe some of the issues faced by students entering a 
transnational university in China during their first year of studies. 

Research on these students, typically graduating from Chinese high schools, 
highlights their challenges in transitioning from teacher-centered to student-
centered education (Kaur et al., 2025; Noman et al., 2023), a challenge similarly 
experienced by Chinese international students abroad (Fox, 2020). These students 
are effectively international students at home. Language plays a central role in 
shaping students’ experience and academic success, as transnational education is 
typically delivered in English and framed as an English medium instruction (EMI) 
environment. Overall, studies show how students develop positive attitudes 
toward more flexible modes of assessment and interactive lecturing associated 
with international teachers (Liu et al., 2023). However, when what may be viewed 
as innovative teaching practices are well received, a considerable minority of the 
students may still have reasons to resist them or be dissatisfied (Liu et al., 2023; 
Picucci-Huang et al., 2025). The introduction of well-tested pedagogical 
resources in transnational universities is not always successful when local cultural 
norms are not considered (Duffy & Lin, 2026). Overall, the outcome of the first 
year can vary depending on the specific pedagogical practices that the students 
experienced prior to joining the SFCU (Zuo et al., 2022). 

Students develop specific perceptions of the transnational environment that 
they enter. In Zhang’s study, students reported that “looseness” and “freedom” 
are the most important characteristics in a transnational setting (Zhang, 2023, p. 
9). Their perceptions of teaching and learning practices may be influenced by the 
way transnational universities promote themselves in the market as world-class 
educational establishments (Luo & Zhang, 2026; Xu, 2023). In the words of 
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another author, this imagery may raise “students’ expectation for an innovative 
academic culture and pedagogy different from their previous experiences in the 
local education system” (Lai & Jung, 2025, p. 6). 

Students seem to be aware of some crucial differences between their high 
school learning and the transnational environment. In a study, an informant 
expressed how the new transnational university shattered the ideal of reaching a 
single right answer as the goal of the learning process and fostered the conception 
of multiple forms of knowledge at play (Lai & Jung, 2025, p. 9). Similar 
realizations may come when students who grew in traditional textbook and test-
oriented assessment culture met more formative approaches to assessment (Dai et 
al., 2020). Students do not necessarily fully embrace the mode of learning fostered 
by the faculty, and they have been reported as negotiating the hybridity of the 
transnational setting in their learning process (Lai & Jung, 2025). Lectures 
represent this hybridization as a traditional form of teaching in an environment 
promising interactive pedagogy. 

The studies reviewed have looked at the overall experience of students in 
transnational education, but they offer little insight into their reception of specific 
teaching methods. This, coupled with the lack of contextualization of the 
international literature on lectures reviewed in the previous section, creates a need 
for more site-focused and practice-specific inquiries. This study aims to address 
this twofold gap by exploring a specific learning format enmeshed with a site, that 
is, university lectures experienced by first-year students in a transnational 
university in China. 

METHOD 

The study was set to understand first-year students’ lecture experiences to inform 
teaching practices within the institution and potentially wider transnational higher 
education communities. Moving from the gaps identified in the literature, the 
inquiry revolved around two research questions: 1) how first-year students 
perceive the role(s) of lectures and 2) what lecture features they perceive as 
supporting or hindering their learning practices and experiences. This paper is 
centered on findings answering the first question. The data collection and analysis 
were informed by an interpretative paradigm and grounded in the pragmatic goal 
of generating knowledge that could improve teaching and learning practices at the 
site where the author was embedded as a lecturer (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

Data Collection  

To gain multiple perspectives, the study was based on focus groups and 
small-group interviews with students, supplemented by lecture observations and 
an interview with the head of the foundation year department (see Tables 1 and 
2). Purposive sampling was employed to ensure participation from students 
majoring in all the subject areas of the first year (Business, Humanities, STEM). 
Students were sent email invitations presenting the research activity as voluntary, 
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with focus groups intentionally taking place during a week in the semester with 
no classes scheduled to minimize interference with their studies. 
Table 1: Participants overview 
 

Focus 
Group 1 
(09 Nov. 
2022) 

Duration: 
69 
minutes 

 Focus 
Group 2 
(10 Nov. 
2022) 

Duration: 
66 minutes 

 

Participa
nts 

Reportin
g codes 

Faculties Participant
s 

Codes Faculties 

Kelly FG1P1 Business Troy  FG2P1 Humanities 
Victoria FG1P2 Business Anna  FG2P2 Business 
Molly FG1P3 Business Alex FG2P3 Business 
Oscar FG1P4 Business Claire FG2P4 Humanities 
Sherry FG1P5 STEM Sarah FG2P5 Business 
Tracy FG1P6 STEM Alice FG2P6 Business 
Focus 
Group 3 
(12 Apr. 
2024) 

Duration: 
75 
minutes 

 
Ella FG2P7 Business 

Interview 
1 
(13 Nov. 
2024) 

Duration: 
35 minutes 

 

Aria FG3P1 Business Chloe Interview1P1 Business 
Angela FG3P2 Business Peter Interview1P2 Business 
Mark FG3P3 STEM Interview 

2 
(26 Nov. 
2024) 

Duration: 
23 minutes 

 

Pai FG3P4 Huma-
nities 

Rafael 
(internatio
nal 
student) 

Interview2P1 Business 

Tim FG3P5 STEM Interview 
3 
(19 Dec. 
2024) 

Duration: 
31 minutes 

 

Roger FG3P6 STEM Yvette Interview3P1 STEM 
Bella FG3P7 Huma-

nities 
Coco Interview3P2 STEM 

Paul FG3P8 STEM Teddy Interview3P3 STEM 
Adam FG3P9 Huma-

nities 
Interview 
4 

Duration: 
19 minutes 
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(19 Dec. 
2024) 

Daisy FG3P10 STEM Shane Interview4P1 STEM 
Mia FG3P11 Business John Interview4P2 STEM 
Amanda FG3P12 Huma-

nities 
Interview 
5 
(20 Dec. 
2024) 

Duration: 
33 minutes 

 

 Bob Interview5P1 STEM 

Interview 
6 
(9 Sept. 
2025) 

Duration: 
35 minutes 

Head of 
dept. 

Chad Interview 6  
 
Table 2: Lecture Observations 
 

Lecture 
observation 
(LO) 

Date Student 
Attendance 
(estimated by 
observation) 

Timetabled 
lecture 
duration 

Lecture 
discipline 

LO1 15 Oct. 2024 Over 500 1 hour STEM 
LO2 05 Nov. 2024 500 – 600 90 minutes Humanities 

& Business 
LO3 24 Nov. 2024 Under 500 90 minutes Humanities 

& Business 
LO4 28 Nov. 2024 Over 500 1 hour STEM 

 
In 2022, 27 students responded to the email invitations and were divided into 

two focus groups, with approximately half attending (6 out of 14 in FG1; 7 out of 
13 in FG2). In 2024, 15 students were invited to one focus group, and 12 attended 
(FG3). Lecture observations and other interviews with students were thus 
conducted in autumn 2024. The combination of data from different academic 
years was justified in light of a relatively stable structure of the program during 
the period. 

The preference for the focus group and group interview formats was 
motivated by the fact that interaction took place primarily in English, which was 
a second language for all participants, including the researcher. Through group 
interaction, it was expected that students could support each other linguistically 
as needed and that they would have more processing time to think about their 
answers. Additionally, the analysis focused on what participants said (content) 
rather than how it was said (Macnaghten & Myers, 2004), which may have been 
influenced by the use of a second language. Institutional ethical approval was 
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granted for all stages of the study, and written consent was obtained from the 
observed lecturers and all participants in focus groups and interviews. During 
observations, students were made aware of the observer’s presence and provided 
his email to anyone wishing to opt out. Some institutional nomenclature regarding 
the site has been altered to preserve its anonymity. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted following the qualitative content analysis 
(QCA) approach (Schreier, 2012). In the first cycle of coding, a broad coding 
frame was developed based on the research questions. For RQ1, the responses 
concerning what a lecture is and if it is still useful/useless were examined in all 
transcripts. Alongside this concept-driven structure, sub-dimensions were 
developed inductively through In Vivo codes, which preserved the participants’ 
language and enhanced analytic transparency (Saldaña, 2009). In the text, In Vivo 
codes are italicized. Finally, pattern coding was employed as a second-cycle 
coding (Saldaña, 2009) to identify overarching dimensions across sub-dimensions 
and In Vivo codes leading to the three main dimensions discussed in the paper. 

In the report, students’ original language was maintained, with minimal 
editing aimed at improving readability by eliminating repetition or filler words. 
The language reflects students’ developing academic skills in an EMI 
environment and should be valued for its expressiveness and its role in creating a 
bridge between the students’ and researcher’s worlds. The findings in the next 
section revolve around three major dimensions: lectures as a knowledge hub, as a 
place for sociality, and as an object of resistance. 

RESULTS: STUDENTS’ VIEWS OF LECTURES 

Lectures as a Knowledge Hub 

Several students made claims pointing to lectures as a space where they could 
familiarize themselves with important knowledge related to their major. They 
considered them useful and, for some, even more helpful than a seminar. These 
students’ views led to conceptualizing a first major dimension in the data, that is, 
the view of lectures as knowledge hubs, spaces where knowledge can be acquired. 
Lectures can be places where students gain what was described as the treasure 
gold (key concepts of a major) in the most efficient way. In detail, FG3P4 reported: 

FG3P4: I think a lecture helpful, and even I think it’s more helpful than 
a seminar. I kind of get a lot of information, a lot of knowledge from 
lecture, but during seminar sometimes nobody talks. 

This explains why a lecture would be more helpful than a seminar since the 
former is usually content-rich (prefer content-based), while the latter, within the 
context of the site, tends to be more interactive with space for discussion in small 
groups. This preference may indicate that some students coming from test-
oriented high schools at this stage would see knowledge acquisition rather than 
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discussion and interaction as the primary goal of learning activities. In other 
words, lectures emerge as knowledge hubs where students can gain relevant 
information. This is a central aspect of lecturing criticized by pedagogical 
literature grounded in active learning; however, for some students, the 
transmissive function of the lecture is its key attractiveness. 

Lectures emerged as interdependent with students’ other learning practices. 
For students, attending lectures was a way to preview, review and understand 
deeper. For example, Interview5P1 reflected that experiencing lectures for the 
first time led him to discover a way of regulating his learning: 

Interview5P1: I will preview the lecture, and before I attended that and I 
don't know the lecture […] I just go to there and listen. But after that 
[first experience], I read the lecture [slides] before that lecture and maybe 
I can have more engagement in that and I can bring my problems to the 
lecture. 

For some students, the lecture can become a space in which to reconfirm their 
understanding and achieve deeper learning: 

FG1P6: Before the lecture, maybe I will read the textbook and the lecture 
helped me to make sure that I understand it right or some mistake and it 
tells me what is more important. And it helped me to understand deeper, 
more deeply. 

These extracts illustrate how students came to integrate lecture attendance in 
their learning habits by strategically sequencing the use of different resources and 
cycles of critical engagement with the subject matter (from preview to filtering 
what is important). 

The Sociality of Lectures 

In addition to providing knowledge, lectures are regarded as a teach village where 
students can see friends and are encouraged to study. When asked about the 
possibility of replacing live lectures with lecture recordings online, FG1P5 replied 
“No, no, that's just we have no, no, no encouragement to study”, and FG1P3 
simultaneously uttered “just click” (the mouse on the video, suggesting the gap 
between accessing an online lecture and attending one in person). Evidently, the 
social support provided by seeing friends at a scheduled time cannot be 
downplayed. 

Large lectures foster a community-like atmosphere in that students expect 
self-discipline from themselves and others. Participants reported that students 
should not display behaviors that may impact others, such as arriving late. FG2P1 
expressed that peers should “show respect for the teacher and take an active part 
in [the lecture, which] can make a better atmosphere”. Other students complained 
about the practice of occupying seats for friends and demanded that their 
classmates exercise self-discipline. A student noted that when the front seats were 
occupied by using a personal item: “we can’t sit there, I think it is negative” 
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(FG1P1). Sociality can contribute to students’ well-being, but a lack of etiquette 
can degrade the sense of community. 

Sociality can have detrimental effects when classmates attend a lecture but 
fail to engage and focus on unrelated activities. This form of alienated 
participation has consequences for peers, as illustrated by Interview1P2, who 
remarked that “some students in the back seat, they just keep talking, and 
sometimes it's annoying”. The effect was further elaborated by a participant who 
coined a term to describe those who were affected: 

Interview3P3: I call them the hesitate student. Maybe they had already 
planned to pay attention to the lecture, but they saw some of their friends 
have gone. They may hesitate, and they do not dare to stand up to leave, 
but they are not paying attention to the rest of the lecture. 

The “hesitate students” are portrayed as the group of peers that are more 
sensitive to the effects of disengaged behavior. Their struggle can lead to a form 
of nominal attendance, as elaborated in the next section. 

When Students Resist Lectures 

Why Lectures Are Perceived as Not Useful 

Despite being perceived as necessary like trees, some students found lecture 
attendance futile for a range of reasons. Relying on educational resources 
available online, they did not consider lectures as a knowledge hub supporting 
their learning practices. For example, FG3P5 reported not only personal 
experience but also what was perceived as a tacit understanding shared among 
peers: 

FG3P5: Most of them think that the course is useless because actually 
you cannot learn a lot from it. And so that's why many people don't go 
to the lecture or just scan the [attendance] QR code. Actually, I just 
usually don't listen to lecture and I just self-study for it. And it proves 
that sometimes I have greater grades than the students going to the 
lecture. So the content is one of the most serious problem in lecture, I 
think. 

The resistance can be linked to a perception of the lecture as offering little 
added value beyond what students can study in a textbook: 

FG1P4: I think the lecture like [module name redacted] is very 
meaningless and boring because I can just learn this knowledge from 
Chinese textbook and the PPT in the module. I don't need to learn [from] 
the teachers. 

FG1P4’s comments offer a glimpse into the translanguaging practices of 
the students. Chinese textbooks are not recommended by this university; 
however, students sometimes find and prefer the Chinese translation of 
the same English textbook used in a module. This is a clear indication of 
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the students focusing on the content of the module, rather than trying to 
develop both English language and content-related skills. 

Finally, the resistance can arise from the perceived level of the content of an 
introductory module: 

Interview3P3: There are still some problems. First one is the simplicity 
of the content right now, especially when it comes [identifying detail 
omitted], we only remain on the surface of the knowledge. 

Students entered the university with varied levels of subject knowledge, and 
some found the first-semester modules rather elementary, while others 
experienced difficulties. Students showed these different levels despite entering 
the university with similar Gaokao results, as it is well established that there are 
regional differences in the meaning behind these numbers (Hamnett et al., 2019). 

These students expressed learning goals partially in contrast with the official 
narrative. According to the interview with the Head of Department, the first-year 
transition in this transnational university was designed to prepare students for their 
undergraduate degrees with a focus on English language, which “means either 
revision of what they would have done in their final years of high school, but in 
English as the medium of instruction, and also helping them to cope with what are 
the expectations in regard to the academic language” (Interview 6). This aligns 
with the findings, where for example, a student indicated they had “learned (the 
content) in senior high school and even easier” (FG3P10). This repetition is not 
appreciated by some students who focus more on the content than the language. 
Therefore, what may be superficially read as disengagement exposes the 
ideological tension between the two parties. 

Ghost Attendance 

During the time of the research, students needed to register their attendance 
by scanning a QR code displayed by the lecturer. Students received warnings if 
they began accumulating absences. These regulations differed from those of the 
campus of the overseas partner and emerged as a glocal compromise between the 
pedagogical ideals of academic management, the affordances of the technology, 
and local regulations and culture. According to observations and interviews, the 
technological affordances generated by the digital recording of attendance ended 
up creating a practice of scanning and leaving by the students. Students were 
aware of this situation, as articulated by one participant: 

FG3P6: I noticed that they asked their friends to scan the QR code for 
them, and some of them maybe they will, the lecture may be in [room 
number redacted] and there is a backdoor and some people will scan the 
QR code by backdoor and then left. 

Such behavior of leaving immediately after scanning the QR code and being 
recorded as present in the system could occur either at the beginning or middle of 
a lecture, depending on when a lecturer displayed the code. One observation note 
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recorded, for example, that “the teacher shows the QR code for attendance in the 
middle during the break and at least 20% leave” (LO3). As indicated by FG3P6, 
some students may even use proxies to record attendance on their behalf. 
Technology turned attendance into a process of formal compliance. 

Some students would stay until the end of a lecture while remaining 
disengaged throughout. A participant deliberately varied his seating position in 
different parts of the lecture theater and observed the following: 

FG3P6: At the front, I noticed that almost most of the students are 
focused on the lecture, and they actively participate in the lecture. But 
when I sat in the back, I noticed that in the middle of the classroom, some 
of the students are chatting with friends, playing games, and watching 
some soap operas, and some people sat at the back door, they are just 
doing their own things. 

When the attendance code is displayed at the end of a lecture, some students 
may remain while engaging in other activities. These students resemble the 
aforementioned “hesitate students” (Interview3P3), whose focus dissipates and 
illustrates how physical presence does not equate to participation. These forms of 
ghost attendance signal disengagement and need to be read in relation to the 
findings in the previous sections. Students make decisions on how to engage with 
lectures depending on their perception of their usefulness, but they are also 
influenced by classmates’ behaviors. 

DISCUSSION 

Integration and Resistance 

Large lectures, with their dense content, limited interaction, and the mass of 
bodies constrained by the spaces of a lecture theater, for the students interviewed 
represented the kind of learning situation that could prompt them to activate and 
sustain regulatory processes to achieve their learning goals (Zimmerman, 2002). 
The findings have shown that students responded to the new reality of large 
lectures in their first year of studies by developing different approaches influenced 
not only by prior knowledge but also by peers’ behaviors, as is well documented 
in more recent studies on self-regulation (Panadero & Järvelä, 2015). Students 
take a system view of their learning process, putting lectures in relation to other 
learning activities in a module, and they make intentional choices on how to invest 
their time. 

The self-regulatory process in the findings can lead to a continuum of 
personal solutions. At one end, some students resist lectures, discounting them as 
useless, and try to game the attendance system. At the other end, students integrate 
the lectures into their study routine: lectures can now be a space for reviewing 
content that they have already learned through self-study or a place where they 
are motivated to engage with the module content after the lecture. 

The process of integration illustrates that despite the disdain of lectures 
exhibited by some of the advocates of active learning reviewed earlier, lectures 
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can still support student learning. Within the context of introductory modules such 
as those examined, the transmissive nature of a lecture event can be meaningful 
and help students structure engagement with other learning resources. Equally 
important and possibly unnoticed by some learning designers, lectures are not 
simply regarded as sources of knowledge. They also play a social function in 
gathering the students in a place and at a time, providing spaces for interaction 
beyond their studies. These findings echo similar ideas expressed by students and 
educators in different settings (French & Kennedy, 2017; Loughlin & Lindberg-
Sand, 2023). Going to the lecture becomes part of the experience of being in the 
community of students at a university (Fulford & Mahon, 2020). 

However, the self-regulatory process can also produce resistance when 
discrepancies emerge between students’ and faculty members’ views of the 
overall learning objectives. The findings uncovered a discrepancy between the 
pedagogical values promoted by the faculty and those embraced by the students. 
The faculty believed in the first-year curriculum as a transition into an EMI 
university, and this created the perceived need for reviewing less advanced topics. 
This approach may have been influenced by the pedagogical structure of 
foundation years in the country of the overseas partner of the transnational 
university, where such a program typically helps students cover the gap left by 
not having completed the necessary A-level qualifications upon graduating from 
high school (Leech & Hale, 2024). However, according to the findings in the 
transnational site of the inquiry, some learners begin their studies with a hunger 
for more advanced content, and this may have contributed to alienation toward 
attending lectures in some introductory modules. These students then developed 
locally unique strategies to resist the interlocking effects of technology and 
policies compelling them to attend. 

The practices of integration and resistance reported need to be read alongside 
the social dimension of lectures. It may be easy to think of the hundreds of 
students in attendance as atoms, each individually focused on the teacher’s 
performance. The findings show that this is not the case. Students can affect each 
other with their behaviors even in a large auditorium. Some effects are positive 
and conducive to well-being; others may lead to a less than satisfactory learning 
experience. The social dimension of attending a lecture warrants greater 
consideration by instructional designers and lecturers. 

Glocal Tensions 

The theory of learning that has inspired this inquiry (Kemmis et al., 2025) 
frames a practice such as lecturing and the specular practice of attending a lecture 
as the interactional accomplishment of all the participants. The practices of 
teaching become the arrangements where the practices of learning can unfold 
(Kemmis et al., 2020). This conception of learning and teaching may offer a 
different interpretation of the idea of engagement often used in the literature to 
measure the effectiveness of a teaching method (Freeman et al., 2014; Kozanitis 
& Nenciovici, 2023). Observing disengagement in a lecture (or any other single 
educational event) does not necessarily indicate that students are disengaged from 
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the learning process. Rather, it suggests that they are disconnected from the 
teaching practices that they are experiencing. The students showing resistance 
toward lectures sometimes had plausible reasons and alternative strategies to 
achieve their learning goals. As the data showed, some even claimed to achieve 
better marks than those who attended diligently. 

Some students accept the learning system that is offered to them and make 
sense of large lectures by attributing to them a role in the learning process, even 
though this role is sometimes at odds with the pedagogical ideals of the faculty. 
Students may appreciate the transmissive nature of the lecture, whereas faculty 
may seek to steer away from it by promoting active learning. The disconnection 
in these cases is less visible but still present. 

The processes of resistance that were captured in the data should caution 
against rosier pictures of local students embracing a transnational education 
environment in their studies as found in the review of the literature (Dai et al., 
2020; Liu et al., 2023). A transnational site is a place of tensions between actors 
coming from different cultures and with different goals; these tensions may 
remain unresolved and produce shifting arrangements that often can be regarded 
as creative compromises, but sometimes they may produce unintended 
consequences (Miani, 2026). 

The glocal nature of disengagement resulting from different views of the 
learning process evidenced by comparing students’ and institutional ideals is an 
example of unresolved tension. From a Western educational perspective, 
academic English proficiency, critical thinking and active participation in 
discussion (Yu, 2021) are prioritized while Chinese students are looking for 
efficiency in their experience, which usually means simple and understandable 
requirements to pass a module with the desired marks (Taylor, 2026). The search 
for efficiency may have been an aspect influenced by the larger role attributed to 
higher education in China as an investment in human capital and development 
(Zeng, 2023), which is particularly relevant in regard to transnational education 
providers with higher-than-average tuition fees. 

The tension about the meaning of the learning process generated by a 
transnational space is enacted in the way students approach lectures or specific 
policies such as attendance. More specifically, the introduction of a technological 
solution (QR codes) to tackle a pedagogical problem (engagement in learning 
activities) created the conditions for students to find ways to game the system. By 
generating forms of proxy participation or attending in person while doing 
unrelated activities, students provide evidence of agency in navigating the 
hybridity of the transnational setting. These behaviors cannot be simply filed as a 
lack of motivation or disengagement. 

In conclusion, the practices developed by the students and their view of the 
lecture format in a transnational university seem to be the result of tensions 
characterizing the site at the intersection of different cultures, such as EMI ideals 
and local learning expectations. The development of original self-regulated 
behaviors shows agency and creativity in the students’ approach to learning, with 
the search for pragmatic ways to accomplish the demands of their courses. 
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CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The study was site specific, and most of the participants were likely engaged 
students (at least to the point of noticing email invitations). They were not 
necessarily representative of all freshmen of this university. For this reason, the 
findings need to be framed as glimpses into the learning practices and perceptions 
of motivated learners. The study collected data across three academic years and 
covered lectures in several modules. The nature of the data did not allow 
differentiated reporting that accounted for temporal and subject matter 
characteristics. 

The findings offer hypotheses on how to re-establish alignment between the 
learning practices of students and teachers in a transnational higher education 
setting where local students experience a hybrid educational system that makes 
them international students at home. Through this qualitative account, a 
misalignment between the disdain of lectures shown by a large proportion of the 
pedagogical literature reviewed and the creativity by which students can integrate 
large lectures in their learning seems to be evident. The paradox of pedagogical 
literature is that while promoting student-centered learning it tends to be teacher-
focused. Far from being outdated, lectures can still play a role. 

Students’ creativity in tackling a new format such as the lecture should not 
be discounted and could form the basis for more critical use of lectures. This 
creativity does not happen in a vacuum, as it emerged as connected to the social 
and regulatory context, where student agency developed its own solutions to 
glocal tensions arising from different cultures meeting in a transnational site. 

The study was motivated by pragmatic reasons, and some recommendations 
should be shared. First, there is a need to understand students’ learning demands. 
This could lead students and teachers to critically question academic practices 
such as lecturing and potentially reinvent them together. The data for this paper 
are drawn from research that subsequently led to professional learning workshops 
involving students in rethinking lectures on the site. Second, student agency 
should be emphasized in the design of pedagogical solutions. Treating students as 
adults and partners means accepting their choices regarding their learning. This 
also means that there are hardly technological solutions to pedagogical problems. 
Third, the lecture format should be reassessed in relation to its social dimension, 
and some basic etiquette training for all participants could help foster an 
atmosphere consistently conducive to learning. Finally, some of the findings call 
for reimagining transnational pedagogical practices through a glocal lens. Not all 
technologies or practices endorsed by international literature are deemed to be 
well received by students in a transnational environment. Critical engagement 
with pedagogical practices and understanding the long-term aspirations of the 
learners remain vital in fostering that feel for the game that can create positive 
futures for all. 
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