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ABSTRACT: This qualitative study explores international graduate students’
sense of belonging at a predominantly white institution (PWI) in the northeastern
United States. Drawing on focus group interviews with 12 students from diverse
academic disciplines, this study examines how institutional, academic, and
sociocultural contexts shape their experiences of belonging. The analysis
identified six key themes: (1) fragmented social belonging, (2) heavy reliance on
ethnic communities; (3) academic belonging contingent on funding, advisor
support, and research alignment; (4) language proficiency and pressure to prove
oneself constantly; (5) performative versus genuine diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) efforts; and (6) the importance of physical and symbolic space.
While participants appreciated some aspects of academic support, many reported
marginalization related to language-based bias, limited cultural understanding,
and underrepresentation. The study highlights the importance of intentional,
equity-driven institutional practices and concludes with six actionable
recommendations to enhance the academic and social integration of international
graduate students.
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INTRODUCTION

The United States is one of the top host destinations for international students
worldwide. Over the last 20 years, the number of international graduate students
at institutions of higher education in the United States has grown significantly.
This trend is reflected in recent enrollment data: according to the Institute of
International Education (2024), the number of international graduate students
enrolled at U.S. institutions reached 502,291 in the 2023-2024 academic year.
This group represents approximately 45% of the total international student
population (1,126,690), making them the largest segment compared with
undergraduates, nondegree students, and those on optional practical training
(OPT). Notably, the population of international graduate students has increased
significantly over the past two decades, increasing from 274,310 in the 2003-2004
academic year to 502,291 in the 2023-2024 academic year, an increase of
approximately 83.1%. Given their substantial and growing representation, it is
crucial to pay closer attention to the experiences, challenges, and support systems
that shape international graduate students’ sense of belonging within U.S. higher
education institutions.

In higher education settings, a sense of belonging has been closely associated
with academic motivation, success, and persistence (Gopalan & Brady, 2020;
Hausmann et al., 2009; Hoffman et al., 2002; Strayhorn, 2019). Moreover,
Drezner and Pizmony-Levy (2021) reported a strong relationship between
graduate students’ sense of belonging and their long-term alumni engagement,
including an increased likelihood of financial contributions. Thus, fostering a
sense of belonging during graduate studies not only improves students’ immediate
academic experiences but also strengthens their sustained commitment and
involvement with their higher education institutions (Drezner & Pizmony-Levy,
2021). However, several scholars mention that most research on international
students in higher education has focused primarily on undergraduates (Koo &
Nyunt, 2022; Mohamad & Manning, 2024; Van Horne et al., 2018). There is a
significant gap in our understanding of the unique experiences and challenges
related to a sense of belonging among international graduate students.
International graduate students may face distinct belonging-related issues that
differ from both domestic graduate students and international undergraduates.
Prior research noted that many international students, particularly those who are
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also racialized as people of color in the U.S. context, may face challenges of
misrecognition or conflation with domestic racialized groups (Yeo et al., 2019).
While our study did not explicitly collect data related to racial identity, we are
aware of the multifaceted nature of identity and how these dynamics may
influence international graduate students’ experiences at a predominantly white
institution (PWI).

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of international
graduate students enrolled at a predominantly white institution (PWI) in the
northeastern U.S. This research seeks to address the following research question:
How do international graduate students at a PWI in the northeastern United States
perceive and experience a sense of belonging within both the academic and social
domains?

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section, we review prior literature on the unique challenges international
graduate students face in U.S. higher education, paying particular attention to the
factors that shape their sense of belonging.

Challenges Faced by International Graduate Students

Prior studies have identified several challenges that international graduate
students commonly face, including language barriers, economic hardships,
cultural differences, social isolation, and difficulties navigating the educational
environment (Koo et al.,, 2024). Compared with undergraduate students,
international graduate students often perceive campus environments as less
culturally relevant, primarily due to fewer opportunities for knowledge exchange
about their home cultures, limited involvement in community service activities,
and reduced cross-cultural engagement (Glass et al.,, 2022). Additionally,
international graduate students frequently manage intense academic pressures
while simultaneously addressing concerns related to their immigration status and
experiencing both overt and subtle forms of discrimination (Herridge et al., 2023;
Koo etal., 2024; Ra & Trusty, 2017; Sustarsic & Zhang, 2022). Further challenges
stem from the dynamics between international and domestic students.

International students in the U.S. are sometimes perceived as passive and
weak due to their limited English proficiency and unfamiliarity with American
norms (Lee & Rice, 2007). International students’ language abilities are
frequently scrutinized, limiting their ability to participate fully and assuming
leadership roles in academic settings (Seithers et al., 2022). These dynamics are
further complicated by processes of racialization, in which international students,
particularly students of color, are subjected to the racial microaggressions and
exclusionary behaviors that domestic minority students experience (Yeo et al.,
2019). Research also reveals that international students’ experiences of
discrimination vary by region of origin: students from Asia, Africa, Latin
America, and the Middle East often report racial or cultural discrimination,
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whereas those from Europe, Canada, and New Zealand rarely encounter such
treatment (Lee & Rice, 2007).

International Graduate Students’ Sense of Belonging

While the literature on international graduate students’ sense of belonging
remains relatively limited, existing studies emphasize culturally responsive
environments, the central role of advisor and faculty support and academic
success, and leisure activities in shaping their experiences of belonging (Antonio
& Bacek, 2022; Curtin et al., 2013; Glass et al., 2015; Le et al., 2016; Findlay et
al., 2025; Tewari et al., 2024; Yuan et al., 2024).

Previous studies have noted that international graduate students report equal
or even higher levels of departmental belonging than their domestic peers do
(Curtin et al., 2013; Le et al., 2016; Li & Wu, 2025). In a qualitative study by Le
et al. (2016), international female graduate students described their Midwestern
U.S. university as having a welcoming atmosphere for women, characterized by
openness, friendliness, and nonjudgmental attitudes, which they viewed as critical
to their successful transition and sense of belonging.

Advisor and faculty support play pivotal roles in shaping the academic self-
concept, well-being, and sense of belonging of international graduate students
(Antonio & Baek, 2022; Curtin et al., 2013; Findlay et al., 2025; Glass et al., 2015;
Yuan et al.,, 2024). Positive relationships with advisors facilitate students’
academic and cultural adjustment, enhancing their professional growth and
fostering belonging in academic departments (Glass et al., 2015; Yuan et al.,
2024). Moreover, academic integration shapes the sense of belonging among
international graduate students rather than broader social integration. Studies have
shown that belonging is frequently tied to academic success, research
productivity, and relationships within departmental communities rather than
campus-wide social life (Antonio & Baek, 2022; Findlay et al., 2025).
Departmental diversity occasionally facilitates ethnic-based social groups,
inadvertently reinforcing national divisions and limiting broader community
integration. (Antonio & Baek, 2022). While international graduate students may
perceive their institutions as welcoming, many still struggle to form meaningful
social connections beyond academic spaces, especially in highly competitive
environments (Antonio & Baek, 2022).

Recent studies have also highlighted the importance of leisure activities in
enhancing the sense of belonging among international graduate students. For
example, Tewari et al. (2024) emphasized the significant influence of the
availability and accessibility of leisure opportunities on the integration
experiences and connectedness of international graduate students. Discovering
new leisure activities post-migration positively influences integration, fostering
stronger community ties and belonging (Tewari et al., 2024).

The literature on international graduate students’ belonging primarily
emphasizes academic contexts (e.g., faculty/advisor relationships, departmental
environments) and highlights what facilitates belonging (e.g., supportive
departments, leisure activities) but offers limited insight into how international
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graduate students navigate and negotiate their belonging in daily practice,
particularly in relation to structural factors such as nationality and the broader
institutional and social landscape of predominantly white institutions. Thus, a
significant gap remains in understanding how international graduate students
develop meaningful social connections and foster a sense of belonging across both
academic and social domains. Our findings aim to offer further insights for U.S.
higher education administrators on how to better support international graduate
students’ experiences of belonging.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

To guide our exploration of international graduate students’ sense of belonging,
we draw on a conceptual framework informed by multiple scholars’ definitions
and models of belonging. McMillan and Chavis (1986) describe belonging as the
feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, fostering confidence
that individual needs will be met through mutual commitment. Strayhorn (2019)
frames sense of belonging as a basic human need and motivational force that
significantly influences individual behavior. In higher education, a sense of
belonging is often characterized by mutual social support, interpersonal
connectedness, and reciprocal feelings of being valued, respected, and cared for
by community members, including peers, faculty, and staff. Expanding on these
foundations, Nunn (2021) proposes a tripartite model of college belonging
consisting of (1) academic belonging, defined as feeling comfortable, confident,
and supported in academic settings; (2) social belonging, referring to interpersonal
relationships and friendships; and (3) campus-community belonging, which
captures a student’s sense of feeling “at home” in an environment that affirms
their identities and preferences. Although Nunn’s work focuses on first-year, first-
generation undergraduate students, her conceptual distinction across three
dimensions of belonging offers useful guidance for our analysis. Together, these
frameworks, which were initially applied to domestic undergraduate populations,
provide useful theoretical grounding for exploring how international graduate
students experience and make sense of belonging in U.S. higher education.

DATA AND METHODS

The institution under study is a large, public land-grant research university located
in the northeastern United States. Situated in a rural context, this university
attracts a diverse student population, including approximately 9,000 international
students, and is classified as a predominantly white institution (PWI), with 69%
of its student body identified as White.

We adopted a qualitative research methodology to explore international
graduate students’ sense of belonging and lived experiences on campus.
Specifically, we conducted in-person focus group interviews (Hennink, 2014) to
explore participants’ sense of belonging and lived experiences on campus, as
focus groups facilitate collective narratives, synthesizing individual perspectives
into broader group understandings distinct from those typically obtained in one-
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on-one interviews (Hennink, 2014). This method is particularly suitable for
exploring context-specific experiences, making it ideal for examining how
international graduate students define and experience belonging. We intentionally
designed smaller focus groups, consisting of three to five participants, to foster
deeper conversations and allow each individual sufficient time to share their
experiences comfortably. However, due to participant cancellations, some groups
ultimately included only two or three students.

Participant Selection and Recruitment

Purposive sampling was used for this study (Robinson, 2014) to recruit
international students who were born and raised in foreign countries and were
currently studying in the United States on temporary student visas (e.g., F1 student
visas) during the 2024-2025 academic year. All focus group interviews were
conducted during the Fall 2024 semester between October and November 2024.
Purposive sampling involves an intentional and iterative process of selecting
participants based on their countries of origin and relevant experiences of
belonging.

To recruit participants, the researchers distributed an email and a QR code
through the student listserv managed by the global and student affairs offices,
international student organizations, and social media platforms within their
professional networks. The provided link included detailed information about the
study’s purpose, inclusion criteria, and a Qualtrics survey link. Interested
participants could access the informed consent form through the Qualtrics survey,
consent to participate, and provide basic demographic information. Researchers
then contacted eligible participants directly to schedule focus groups. Semi-
structured focus group interview questions were designed to explore participants’
backgrounds, personal definitions of a sense of belonging, and perceptions and
experiences related to belonging within the university context. The interviews
were limited to a maximum of 1.5 hours and were recorded and transcribed
verbatim via transcription software.

A total of four focus groups were conducted separately for master’s and
doctoral students, involving 12 participants overall. Conducting separate groups
ensured that participants felt comfortable discussing experiences specific to their
respective degree levels. To maintain anonymity, participants selected their own
pseudonyms, and their majors were generalized by department or college
affiliation. Table 1 summarizes participant details, including pseudonyms, gender,
degree pursued, department/college, country of origin, academic year, and focus
group number.

Following data collection, two researchers independently analyzed the
transcripts through a structured coding approach involving three stages: open
coding (initial identification of categories), axial coding (defining central
categories aligned with theoretical frameworks), and selective coding (integrating
categories into a cohesive narrative) (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The emergent
themes were then systematically categorized to provide nuanced context and
insights into participants’ experiences at a PWI. This study received an exempt
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determination from the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), and a
formal determination letter was issued prior to data collection.

Table 1: Focus Group Participant Information

Pseudonym Gender Degree  Department/ Country of Year Focus
Pursued College Origin Group
Vish M  Doctoral Engineering India 5+ FGI1
Ryan M  Doctoral Engineering Bangladesh 3 FGl
Cathy F  Doctoral Liberal Arts China 4 FGl
Lu F  Doctoral Business China 5+ FGI1
Kim M  Doctoral Education South 4 FG2
Korea
Gauri F  Doctoral Agrlcultural India 2 FG2
Sciences
Ruby F  Doctoral Health and Human Iran 2 FG2
Development
Nancy F  Master Science China 2 FG3
Jay M Master Engineering India 2 FG3
Amanda F  Master Business Russia 2 FG3
Alice F  Master Education China 2 FG4
Sathiyajith M Master Engineering India 2 FG4

Note. M = Male, F = Female. “5+” indicates students in their fifth year or
beyond. FG = Focus Group. All names are pseudonyms to protect participant
confidentiality.

Researcher Positionality

Two researchers conducted this study together. The primary researcher
identifies as a South Korean woman, a doctoral candidate currently studying
within the U.S. higher education system in the field of social sciences. Her
positionality as an international graduate student in U.S. higher education shapes
her understanding of belonging and informs her approach to moderating
discussions on this topic. The other member of the research team is a Black
American man who serves as a student affairs professional, teaching professor,
and doctoral student, whose work and research revolve around the intersection
and impact of social change and belonging. His positionality of belonging to a
racially minoritized population and having attended and worked at numerous
predominantly white institutions informs his understanding of belonging.

FINDINGS

This study examined how international graduate students who participated in our
focus groups described their sense of belonging at the university in which they are
enrolled. In the following section, we present six themes derived from our
analysis. Our findings show that the experiences of these participants reflect (1)
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fragmented social belonging, (2) heavy reliance on ethnic communities, (3)
academic belonging that is conditional on funding, advisor support, and research
alignment, (4) language proficiency and constant proving, (5) performative versus
genuine approaches to DEI, and (6) space matters.

Fragmented Social Belonging

Many of our participants shared experiences reflecting fragmented social
belonging. Most participants expressed expectations of forming meaningful social
connections within their departments upon enrolling in their programs. However,
few described having department culture and interactions within their own
department and academic programs that fostered a genuine sense of belonging.
They characterized interpersonal interactions as primarily “professional or
academic,” contributing to their perception of social belonging as fragmented and
lacking in wholesomeness. Vish, a doctoral student from India, shared:

Department-wise, relationships are more professional or academic rather
than social. Everyone is nice, and I like my department, but even though
that’s where I probably should belong, I still feel a disconnect.

Ryan, a doctoral student from Bangladesh, also noted difficulties in forming
meaningful connections at departmental gatherings:

Professors and students, there are quite a lot of them, but it’s also
scattered. I know people from my lab, but I don’t know many others from
different professors’ research groups. So, we don’t really get the social
gatherings or something. The department tries to organize social events,
but people usually try to avoid those stuff and participation is low. People
often just come for the food and leave... I’ve tried attending a few
department events to make connections, but usually it’s the people who
know each other, they usually hang out and it’s difficult. People tend to
stick with those they already know, and it can feel awkward to approach
new groups.

Despite Ryan’s efforts to participate in the events held by the department,
Ryan found it challenging to engage socially, perceiving these meetings as
primarily beneficial to students who already had established interpersonal
connections. The participants shared that there seems to be an implicit American
culture of socializing in which international students perceived it to be difficult to
navigate, especially in the early years, overwhelming the participants from non-
U.S. backgrounds.

Ruby, a doctoral student from Iran, shared that she faced significant
challenges related to academic and social belonging within her department as
well, primarily because of the lack of diversity and cultural representation. Ruby
shared feeling isolated and disconnected due to her status as an international and
first Iranian student in the department, which is predominantly White, female, and
American. She articulated feeling labeled or reduced to a single identity, being
known primarily as “that Iranian girl.” Ruby further described the difficulty she

198



Journal of International Students 16(3)

experienced in connecting socially, as her peers gravitated toward their existing
groups, sharing cultural references and humor that was unfamiliar to her. The
absence of shared experiences and common cultural backgrounds created
substantial barriers to having meaningful conversations or forming genuine
relationships.

Additionally, some participants experienced further challenges related to
intersectional identities, such as parenthood. Cathy, a doctoral student from China
who moved to the U.S. with her family and who identified as a mother, shared her
distinctive experience:

I’'m not just a student here, I have a family, and I’'m a mom. In my
department, for the past three years, I’ve been the only student parent. |
don’t feel a strong sense of belonging with my cohort because my
colleagues are all single... For example, they want to go to the park, but
I can’t always do that with a child. Or I want to participate in family-
related activities, but they’re not interested in those things. They are
younger, single, and in a different stage of life. So, in terms of
department life, I don’t really feel a sense of belonging.

Cathy’s experience underscores the intersectional nature of belonging.
Differences in life stages and family responsibilities as parents further complicate
the experiences of international graduate students in their academic and social
groups. The participants also shared how institutional culture more broadly
centers on undergraduate student life, leaving graduate students with international
backgrounds to feel sidelined. Jay, a master’s student from India, shared:

I remember the first week during orientation; it was truly fun; I got to
meet many different clubs. However, I noticed that most of the clubs
were heavily biased toward undergraduate students, which makes sense
because they are more actively involved.

Jay’s reflection highlights a structural imbalance in student engagement,
where institutional programming often presumes that participants have ample free
time and similar social needs, assumptions that do not align with the reality of
many international graduate students. Cathy further emphasized the cumulative
pressures that make belonging especially difficult for international graduate
students:

For international [graduate] students, balance is really hard. This is not
just because we are Ph.D. students with a heavy workload and much
pressure every day but also because of the visa status.

She explained that, unlike their U.S. citizen peers, graduation students with
international backgrounds must constantly navigate immigration requirements
and often feel limited in their postgraduate options:

They are U.S. citizens, so they can stay here as long as they want. Even
if they don’t publish papers, they can go into industry with no problem.
... But for international [graduate] students, if you want to stay in the
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U.S. after graduating from your Ph.D. program, the only option, or at
least the most common option, is academia, find a stable job as a faculty
because they provide the visa sponsorship to stay here. ... International
[graduate] students are disadvantaged in this respect, so they have to
push themselves harder beyond the normal pressures that Ph.D. students
already face.

Cathy later described belonging as a “luxury good.” For international
graduate students, cultivating a sense of belonging can feel out of reach amid
academic, financial, and immigration-related pressures. One can pursue
belonging, but it often means trading off the chances of being able to stay in the
U.S. As a result, many international graduate students ultimately focus more on
being productive in research and academic life than on social life.

Heavy Reliance on Ethnic and International Peer Networks

The participants frequently emphasized their heavy reliance on ethnic and
international peer networks for emotional and practical support, which created
culturally familiar and safe spaces for them. Alice, a master’s student from China,
described how important these ethnic peer groups were for her sense of belonging:

I’m in a group of Chinese students at [this university], and I feel a very
strong sense of belonging in this group. Since we belong to the same
culture, we can communicate without much effort. That’s a moment I
feel like I truly belong here.

Such ease and comfort, derived from shared cultural backgrounds, allowed
many focus group participants, such as Alice, to communicate effortlessly, thus
fostering genuine feelings of belonging within their respective ethnic
communities. For Alice, a sense of belonging meant feeling “safe and
comfortable, free to say whatever I want without pretending to be another person
or trying to fit in.” However, she also noted that her sense of belonging was
significantly challenged when interacting with American peers. The participants
frequently found cross-cultural friendships, particularly with American peers,
challenging due to perceived social barriers and cultural differences. Alice
elaborated:

Most of my cohort is American. Sometimes, when a professor asks a
question, they react faster and understand the background better. I’m not
given the chance to even speak, which makes me feel invisible and silent.
There always seems to be barriers between them and me. When they tell
jokes and everyone else starts to laugh, I feel quite isolated and not a
sense of belonging.

Amanda, another master’s student from Russia, noted that her friendships
predominantly consisted of other international students rather than American
peers. Given that Russian students are not widely represented among the
international student population at this university, Amanda found it easier to
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connect broadly with students from other international backgrounds. She
mentioned that although she had few American friends, these individuals were
typically second-generation Americans whose parents had immigrated to the
United States.

Once participants gravitated toward ethnic communities outside their
academic programs, these communities often transformed into social enclaves.
These enclaves became crucial sources of information, emotional support, and
practical assistance. The participants described these ethnic communities as
spaces where they felt safe and comfortable asking even trivial questions that
might otherwise be challenging to address in broader institutional contexts. Most
participants reported having community-based digital platforms, such as
WhatsApp, Facebook, WeChat, and KakaoTalk, to facilitate communication
among those groups. These platforms were used extensively for sharing
information related to moving, renting, subleasing, exchanging free items,
addressing trivial inquiries about flights, and finding carshare opportunities or
carpools to the nearest major international airport around holidays and breaks.
Furthermore, the participants emphasized the essential role these networks played
in navigating institutional challenges, particularly visa and immigration
processes, which often added considerable stress and pressure.

Conditional Academic Belonging

The participants described academic belonging as highly conditional and
significantly influenced by tangible factors such as funding, the quality of
mentorship from academic advisors and other faculty members, and alignment
between their research interests and departmental research priorities. Funding was
frequently identified as crucial for academic validation, substantially contributing
to participants’ sense of belonging. Kim, a doctoral student from Korea,
particularly highlighted how funding in the form of assistantships impacted his
sense of academic belonging:

In my first year, I struggled a lot because I came here without an
assistantship, and I think it’s not extremely rare in Education, as this is a
field with limited resources. The majority of the guys in my department
are teaching assistants and not just TAs, but instructors as well. Now [
teach two courses as a solo instructor. But back then, since I didn’t have
an assistantship, for example, we had this colloquium class where people
talked about their experiences as first-time college instructors. Part of me
understood their feelings of discomfort, their difficulties and challenges,
but the other part of me also felt jealous about that because I didn’t have
the assistantship.

Without an assistantship, Kim felt disconnected from peers who shared
challenges and teaching-related experiences that were built on assistantship
experiences. Consequently, he was unable to fully participate in or empathize with
others and the discussions about teaching tips and difficulties associated with such
experiences, amplifying his feelings of exclusion during departmental
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conversations. A lack of funding was notably more common among master ’s-
level participants, who consistently emphasized that securing funding
significantly enhanced their perception of academic belonging.

The participants also shared the critical role of advisor support and
mentorship. The presence or absence of supportive mentorship shaped how they
perceived their sense of belonging. Gauri, a doctoral student from India, noted
notable differences in mentorship styles among graduate course instructors.
Whereas her previous institution’s faculty members encouraged debate and
critical dialogue in an intellectually safe environment, her current institution’s
faculty members did not seem to foster such openness. This shift negatively
impacted on her sense of belonging, leaving her feeling unsupported and
intellectually constrained. Similarly, Ruby noted that even though her research
aligns closely with her personal identity and interests, the predominantly white
departmental atmosphere and curricula, which are primarily geared toward
American contexts, complicated her academic belonging. Ruby emphasized that
despite her intellectual connection to her research topic, the lack of representation
and cultural inclusivity within her department intensified feelings of alienation,
limiting her ability to fully experience academic belonging. Gauri also
emphasized significant differences between her master’s and Ph.D. programs:

Here, at least in my program, none of the advisors in their own
experience have worked outside of the U.S. or China... They have
[international] students who are trying to get work done in another
country, but they themselves do not have the network, power,
connections, or data to support our work.

Gauri described her current Ph.D. department as primarily focused on
research within U.S. contexts, limiting faculty networks, data availability, and
intellectual support for research beyond these regions. As a result, she felt
academically isolated, describing her situation as “battling alone.” This
disconnect prompted her to seek intellectual support from her co-ethnic peers in
the master’s program. Kim similarly reflected:

When your research aligns closely with what the professors prioritize,
you feel recognized and supported. If it doesn’t, you constantly struggle
to justify your presence and your academic value.

Doctoral participants in non-STEM fields have suggested that academic
belonging is conditional upon the alignment between students’ research interests
and those of their advisors or departments. This poses particular challenges for
international doctoral students, who must negotiate the knowledge and
perspectives they bring from their home countries within departments, which are
primarily centered on U.S.-focused scholarship. When their intellectual
contributions fall outside these prevailing research priorities, students often feel
less valued and experience a diminished sense of academic belonging.
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Language Proficiency and Constant Proving

The participants also shared that language proficiency was important to their
academic belonging, with international participants repeatedly feeling compelled
to prove their intellectual competencies. The participants articulated the
challenges of navigating biases that equated language fluency with intellectual
capability, reinforcing perceptions that a lack of language proficiency indicates
limited knowledge or expertise. Amanda, a master’s student, clearly captured this
dynamic:

People perceive foreigners’ lack of language as a lack of knowledge.
However, once they realize that I understand the subject well and have
good ideas, they start valuing my input.

Amanda further explained her experience of initially feeling excluded in
classroom interactions due to language barriers, noting that meaningful
engagement from peers and professors came only after demonstrating her
knowledge and abilities:

I do feel a sense of belonging in class, but it took some time. I had to
prove myself. Therefore, all professors and colleagues at the beginning
of classes were mostly avoiding, not avoiding exactly, but not
communicating much. However, after seeing my work and performance,
they started engaging with me more. Eventually, classmates would come
to me for help. Americans did that too, but not initially, it took time. I
needed to prove myself.

Other participants in the master’s program also highlighted how overcoming
initial skepticism required them to prove themselves to classmates and instructors.
Jay echoed this experience, sharing similar pressures in his role as a teaching
assistant (TA). Jay described feeling the need to establish credibility with
undergraduate students in his class early in his TA assignment.

In my second semester, | had to TA for a course. Initially, I felt I had to
prove myself because the students might have been judging me a bit
since I was not a native speaker and was an international student. I had
to prove myself in the first few weeks to ensure that they knew I was
qualified enough and understood the topic I was teaching or helping them
with.

Performative Versus Genuine Approaches to DEI

Some participants critiqued institutional diversity efforts as superficial,
particularly in how they relate to international students. These efforts were often
described as performative gestures that did not foster meaningful belonging. Kim,
a doctoral student, shared:

When people talk about diversity, inclusion... I think people usually try
to celebrate differences rather than focus on commonality. I have
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attended some international diversity-inclusive kind of events, but I
stopped going because many of those events were so focused on
differences. We talk about our food, our holidays, things like that.
However, that doesn’t really mean anything to me. I eat kimchi; I don’t
wear shoes in my house, but what does that do for me to communicate
with other people in this diverse setting? I think that has to be changed
in a more authentic and meaningful way.

Kim’s reflection underscores the limitations of events that emphasize cultural
displays without fostering genuine dialogue or mutual understanding. While
acknowledging that visible differences such as food and traditions may be well-
intentioned, participants expressed a desire for diversity initiatives that build
connections across cultural lines through shared experiences and deeper
communication. Other participants emphasized the need for environments where
international graduate students are seen, understood, and respected in their full
complexity. Jay reflected on his experience with campus events designed
specifically for international students, which can unintentionally reinforce
separation from the broader campus community:

If events are just for international students... it still feels like a separate
experience. You don’t feel the same sense of connection to the larger
community or to the region.

Amanda extended the conversation by shifting the focus from cultural
awareness to cultural action. She reflected:

It made me realize that simply being aware of different cultures isn’t
enough. Cultural intelligence involves interaction, adaptation, and
deeper understanding. If more students had access to that kind of
training, it could be beneficial.

Amanda noted that the burden of building belonging is often placed
disproportionately on international students. She advocated for more reciprocal
and shared responsibility, suggesting that cultural intelligence education should
be extended to all students, not just those from international backgrounds.

Space Matters

Nancy, a master’s student from China, highlighted the importance of physical
and social spaces in shaping international graduate students’ sense of belonging.
While she appreciated the presence of the campus cultural center located in the
student union building, she noted that it was predominantly used by a single
affinity group, which made her feel uncertain about whether she was welcome
there. As an “Asian student”, she expressed hesitation about entering a space that
did not reflect visible diversity, even though she believed the group was
welcoming. She understood the space to be dedicated to Black students and felt
that it should be respected as such.
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Since the [student union building] is already a central space for students,
it would be nice to have a designated area for international students from
different cultures. It could be a place where students work while also
interacting with others and may even include cultural displays or
introductions to different cultures. ... I think I would feel more involved
if there were a space dedicated to it.

Nancy’s reflection illustrates how space functions not only as a practical
resource but also as a symbolic indicator of visibility and recognition. For
international graduate students, the presence or absence of dedicated, inclusive
spaces sends implicit messages about their place within the university community.
A culturally inclusive space can affirm international students’ membership in the
institution and foster cross-cultural engagement, whereas a lack of such space may
reinforce feelings of marginalization or ambiguity about belonging. Several
participants also described how access to departmental workspaces shaped their
sense of belonging. Kim explained that not receiving a graduate assistantship in
his first year also meant that he was not assigned a departmental workspace, unlike
other students in his cohort. The absence of a designated on-campus space
reinforced feelings of exclusion and limited his connection to the department. For
many doctoral participants, physical space was not just about convenience.
Rather, it provided an opportunity to engage in meaningful social interactions and
connect with others who share similar identities.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The findings reveal that international graduate students at a predominantly white
institution (PWI) in the northeastern U.S. experience belonging as a multifaceted
concept shaped by both structural and interpersonal factors. Academic belonging
is often conditional on access to funding, advisor support, and alignment with
departmental research priorities. Social belonging remains fragmented,
particularly within departmental contexts, leading many students to rely on co-
ethnic and international peer networks for emotional and practical support. The
participants also described ongoing challenges related to language proficiency and
the need to demonstrate their academic competence continually. The participants
viewed institutional diversity and inclusion efforts as performative and expressed
a desire for more authentic and reciprocal engagement. Ultimately, physical and
social spaces, such as cultural centers and workspaces, were recognized as crucial
for fostering a sense of connection and belonging within the broader academic
community.

Our findings suggest that academic factors significantly influence focus
group participants’ sense of belonging (Antonio & Baek, 2022), often
overshadowing opportunities for broader social integration. The participants
overwhelmingly prioritized academic belonging. Notably, for both doctoral and
master’s participants, a sense of belonging was closely tied to indicators such as
academic success, competence, departmental integration, funding, research
alignment, and supportive mentorship from advisors. Our study extends prior
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findings by demonstrating the relevance of academic belonging across multiple
disciplines, among both male and female international students, and at both the
doctoral and master’s levels. Similarly, Li and Wu (2025) reported that
international graduate students’ relationships with academic advisors and peers
tended to revolve around academic troubleshooting, updates on research progress,
and navigating program requirements. However, our findings show that
participants still desired a sense of belonging outside their labs and departments.
They felt limited for two main reasons: campus programs were often designed
primarily for undergraduate students, and participating in social activities felt like
a “luxury good,” something accessible to others but not to them given their
academic, financial, and immigration-related pressures.

The findings of this study contrast with those reported by Le et al. (2016),
who described positive experiences of belonging to and thriving on the U.S.
campus among female international graduate participants. Our findings align
more closely with those of Garcia (2020), who emphasized how institutional
belonging for racially minoritized students at PWIs is often tenuous, whereas
microsystems such as student subcultures or affinity-based organizations become
essential sites of belonging. Similarly, the international graduate students in our
study often found meaningful social belonging through ethnic or international
peer networks and struggled to feel included in institutional spaces at a PWI that
centered white, or domestic in general, and undergraduate norms.

This reliance on ethnic communities serves as a critical support system but
also creates ethnic social enclaves (Kaul & Renzulli, 2022), resulting in noticeable
divisions not only between domestic and international students but also between
undergraduate and graduate students. Such divisions amplify feelings of isolation,
leaving participants socially cornered and limited in their opportunities for
broader integration. Additionally, some participants emphasized the essential role
these networks were important for them but also often added considerable stress
and pressure. Moreover, reliance on ethnic peer networks is not equally accessible
to all international graduate students. Students from countries with a strong
presence on campus (e.g., China and India) may benefit from established social
networks and community infrastructure, whereas students from underrepresented
national or regional backgrounds (e.g., Iran and Russia) may experience greater
isolation and develop broader international or cross-ethnic support systems
instead. Our findings also reveal that motherhood significantly shapes
international graduate students’ experiences of belonging, as student parents such
as Cathy feel excluded from departmental life because of differing social priorities
(Koo & Nyunt, 2022) and a lack of peer understanding.

Our study has several limitations. The study did not explicitly collect data
related to racial identity, so we do not present findings related to the racialized
experiences of international doctoral students at PWI. Furthermore, our study
does not capture the experiences of international graduate students regarding the
shifting governmental and political climate toward international students, as the
focus groups were conducted in October and November 2024, prior to the U.S.
presidential election results. Watt et al. (2018) suggested that changes in the
political climate can significantly impact marginalized student populations,
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potentially affecting their sense of safety, campus engagement, and academic
participation. Future research could address these limitations by examining the
racialized experiences of international graduate students at PWI, as well as how
political events and changes in governmental policy and immigration policy shape
their experiences and sense of belonging.

Recommendations

On the basis of the findings of our study, we offer six recommendations to
better support international graduate students’ sense of belonging. While this
research was conducted at a single PWTI in a specific region and is not intended to
be broadly generalized, our recommendations contribute to ongoing efforts in
U.S. higher education to increase inclusion and equity in graduate education.

To support international graduate students’ sense of belonging, we
recommend a combination of institutional and departmental actions. First,
institutions should move beyond symbolic diversity efforts by embedding equity,
inclusion, and belonging into everyday campus practices. Second, institutions
should provide ongoing professional development that emphasizes cultural
proficiency, inclusive mentoring, and awareness of the unique challenges
international students face. Third, institutions must address language-based bias
through DEIB training, which promotes communication equity. Fourth,
departments should foster inclusive cultures by actively including international
voices, ensuring equitable mentoring, and challenging assumptions tied to
language or nationality. Fifth, clear and transparent communication about funding
and professional opportunities is essential, as these factors significantly impact
students’ academic belonging. Sixth, institutions and departments should create
welcoming physical and social spaces where international graduate students feel
included, supported, and connected.
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