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Lived body: Ajay described his busy schedule as an undergraduate student in India to be 

physically “very tiring.” The hectic life style left him with little physical energy to do 

much else. In contrast, Ajay notes that he finds more time in the United States; in a sense 

he experiences his body differently, exploring his environment and engaging in physical 

activities. Ajay talked with excitement about working out in the university gym and 

engaging in physical activities such as water rafting and hiking. “I got to do many things 

that I haven‟t done before.” But that excitement did not come without a few challenges. 

Ajay‟s challenges with physically adjusting to a new place surfaced as he talked about his 

food poisoning experience and its effect on his body. Ajay noted that he experienced a 

bad food poisoning episode the first week after he arrived in the United States. He 

elaborated with dismay “I lost eight Kgs.” He later said that since that experience he has 

kept good health.  

Lived space: Ajay spoke about the stark differences between the life of an Indian 

international student in the United States and that of a student in India. He shares his 

apartment with two other students. Ajay does not have a room of his own but did not 

seem bothered by it. “It is a two bedroom apartment and I share it with one guy, and then 

there is another guy in the small bedroom.” He added that in order to make things, 

comfortable a new international student has to take care of details that perhaps were 

overlooked previously. “Like we don‟t even have a bed. We need vessels and utensils.” 

It is evident that, for Ajay, a journey through lived life provided opportunities to 

find meaning in new ways. He was surprised that students don‟t stand up to ask questions 

in the class, “You just start talking.” Ajay added with a smile, as if it were funny: 

“Students were sitting with their legs up and the professor was right there. You can never 
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do that in India.” Coming from a culture where elders and teachers are respected and held 

in high regard, talking to them while seated or pointing feet in their direction are gestures 

that would seem disrespectful. Although Ajay understands that these behaviors are not 

considered disrespectful, he could not see himself putting his legs up on the desk during a 

class.  

  Just like the academic environment, Ajay needed to get used to the physical 

environment. “I never experienced snow before,” he said. “I have never seen snow. So, it 

was a really nice experience.” As he spoke about his adjustment to the cold temperatures 

in the United States, Ajay noted, “I didn‟t find it difficult to adjust.” Although things are 

cleaner and more convenient, Ajay explained that he missed the smells and the feeling of 

rain back in India “When it rained back home, there was a certain smell in the air, it 

would be dirty, but still … I miss that. Here, it gets dry so easily and rain water never gets 

clogged and you cannot tell if it rained.” 

Lived relation: Migrating to the United States for higher education was the first time 

away from home for Ajay. He said that his parents and his extended family are very 

important to him. “I miss my parents and I am very close to my family.” In a very dutiful 

manner, Ajay tries to keep in touch with his family in order to keep them in good spirits 

“My mom will cry if she doesn‟t talk to me … I talk on the Skype for at least 10 minutes 

everyday so they won‟t feel that bad.” There was also a sense of loss as he explained that 

he missed some occasions and festivals. He said, “My cousin got married and I missed 

that wedding. So, that way I miss a lot.” But he showed his rakhi (Raksha Bhandan also 

known as rakhi is a festival observed in India to celebrate the protective relationship 

between brothers and sisters. The ceremony involves tying of a sacred thread by a sister 
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on her brother‟s wrist), explaining with a smile across his face that he continues to feel 

involved with his family, “I got a rakhi from my sister!” 

Ajay recognized the changes in friendships he shared during his undergrad days. 

Like him, some of his friends left India for higher education. He said that he talks with 

those who are in India over the weekends. He already seemed to make sense of the 

distance in the relationships, as he said, “Yeah, of course we can‟t talk everyday.” And he 

seemed to be satisfied with occasional online conversations, “But … still, there is 

Facebook, so we can chat.”  

As he settles into the rhythm of life in the United States, Ajay formed reciprocal 

relationships with other Indian students. As a brand new student, Ajay needed to take 

care of essential things, “Initially we have so many things like SSN and state ID, so they 

used to take me to those offices. So, that‟s why I bonded so well with them.” The trust in 

these new relationships developed further as he continued to receive helpful hints in 

academic and personal areas. “When I needed money initially they helped me financially 

to buy things.” He explains that he has a group of six friends, with whom he shares an 

unspoken understanding that they would look out for each other.  

As Ajay talked about his relationships with other Indian students, some of his 

relational struggles came to the forefront. He thought one of his roommates was 

“uptight,” and the other never initiated any conversations. “I can talk lots of things to 

him, but always I have to break the ice. Like, I have hardly seen him talk first. First I felt 

like he doesn‟t want to talk, but then he is a very nice guy.” When asked about his 

relationships with domestic students, Ajay said, “In my department there are hardly any 

Americans. Even in my lectures, the Americans that were there were three or four years 
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junior to us. So, we don‟t know how to talk to them that much. Like … what to talk 

about.” Ajay spoke positively about the freedom he experiences in his relationships with 

his professors in the United States. “Professors here are very nice; they are easy to 

approach.” He explained further that it was different in India. “If you meet a professor in 

India, you can never be casual with them. You cannot talk about movies; you have to talk 

about studies.”  

Even though Ajay said that he does not have American friends, he has formed 

some impressions about the relationship styles in general and expressed some concerns. 

For instance, he explained “They are not that much connected to their parents … the bond 

is different.” He further added, “If I raise my family here, my kids might not know my 

mother tongue and it might be very difficult for them to communicate with my parents.” 

It has been a year since Ajay moved to this country and he is processing information 

about the cultural differences. 

Ecological factors: From the ecological perspective, both micro-and macro-systems 

influenced him. Ajay‟s family, educational environment, peers and the socio-cultural 

environments continued to have an impact on his development. Ajay reported that the 

educational environment and his relationships with his professors have helped him in 

feeling a sense of belonging in the United States. However, since the educational systems 

in India and the United States are different, Ajay seemed to have had some doubts about 

how he would fare during his first semester.  

Like the first semester you don‟t know what is the level of other students and 

yours. So, when the professors give some feedback you feel like you are doing 
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well. I can do this. Yes, I can set in American education system because here it is 

different … like assignments and semester basis. 

At the macrosystem level Ajay has recognized seemingly small changes in his 

personality as a result of his adjustment to cultural differences. For instance, he is a 

vegetarian and he said that he is “more open to things” — meaning that he is more 

tolerant of the different food habits of people around him. In addition, he highlighted with 

a smile, “Being independent is really good. I mean, you don‟t have to ask anyone for 

permission.” The statement is an indication that he is embracing the individualistic 

orientation of this country compared to the collective orientation of India. 

Protective factors: For Ajay, both external and internal factors seem to play an important 

part in his acculturation process. His excitement and positive outlook on life seem to help 

him within the new environment. He noted, “I don‟t take things that seriously,” and 

further explained, “I don‟t have any tension here.” 

 In addition, the supportive relationships that Ajay shares with his parents, peers 

and his professors have played a chief role in his adjustment. He believes that he can talk 

to his parents or peers as a means to resolve any issues. He expressed, “First, I talk to my 

parents…that way I solve most of my issues.” Ajay considers his friends that he made in 

the United States his family and does not mind seeking their help if he finds a need. Ajay 

further noted that his relationship with his advisor is important in making him feel 

comfortable “My advisor is really nice and I can talk to him about anything.” In addition 

financial security through scholarships that Ajay earned also is an important protective 

factor, as it brings him a great deal of freedom and relief from financial stress. 
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Table 1 

Themes Reflecting Ajay’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 
 

Bio-ecological Aspects of 

Being an Indian 
International student  

 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

More time for 
exploring the new 

environment 

 
 

Sense of responsibility 
towards parents 

 

Friends N/A 

Increased physical 

energy 

 
 

Adherence to native 

culture 

Parents  

Engaging in new 

physical activities 

Informality in classrooms 

 

Advisor  

    

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 
 

Approachable professors 

and other faculty 
 

A belief that life is 

better in the 
United States 

 

 

 Feeling respected by 

professors 
 

A positive sense 

of self: Open-
mindedness 

 

 

 

 Reasonable academic 
demands 

 

University 
Funding/Financial 

security 

 
 

 

 Individualistic orientation: 

A sense of independence 

 

Indian Students 

Association 

 

 

Summary of the Interview with Ajay  

Ajay offered insights that were reflective of his lived experiences as an Indian 

international student in an American university. Ajay is acutely aware of the social and 

cultural aspects of the American society. Because he is more efficient using time, Ajay 

reported enjoying physical activities like biking to school and rafting. Talking about 

changes in personality attributes, it appears that Ajay is embracing the individualistic 
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orientation of the American culture. He added that he is less judgmental about people and 

their habits. Regarding Ajay‟s relationships with his family and friends in India, he said 

that he talks to them regularly to “feel involved.” In spite of a sense of awkwardness 

reflected in Ajay‟s relations with domestic students, he draws support from his 

relationships with other Indian students in his department and university.  

Ajay‟s experiences indicate that he has been adapting well to the new educational 

environment. Ajay noted that he is happy with the academic demands as well as the 

educational environment; he reported that professors and staff are approachable and 

respectful of him and he enjoys the more relaxed classroom etiquette. In Addition, Ajay 

identified receiving university funding for education as an important source of relief.  

Interview with Rohan 

 Rohan is a 28-year-old Ph.D. student who has lived in the United States for six 

years. Rohan came on time to the library graduate study room to participate in the 

interview. Rohan said that he had already gone over the recruitment letter. A verbal 

explanation of informed consent was provided and Rohan proceeded to sign the informed 

consent. He asked a few questions about the data collection process of this research. Even 

though his questions were not relevant to the study it provided an opportunity to build 

rapport. After answering relevant questions, I started the interview by asking him about 

his experiences as an Indian international student in an American university. Rohan 

discussed a number of different lived experiences during the interview. Like the other 

interviewees, Rohan drew some comparisons between life in the United States and in 

India. His narration is re-arranged in the order of the four lifeworld existentials.  
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Lived time: As Rohan spoke about being an Indian international graduate student in an 

American university he discussed some experiences in terms of temporality. Rohan spoke 

rather emphatically about societal norms of structuring life events around time. Based on 

his account, routines around time bear certain connotations in this culture; for instance, 

he said: 

Even social life here is so different because everything is so structured I feel. In 

India you don‟t have a concept of weekend. At least I never knew that. So, if there 

is a birthday you celebrate it on that day. Here everything is postponed to the 

weekend. Somebody‟s birthday is on a Tuesday and you celebrate it on a Friday 

or a Saturday. 

In addition, his temporal sensitivity was reflected in his dedication to work. He said, 

“like, tomorrow if I have to come at six o‟clock I will come and I will stay here till 12 

o‟clock if my experiment goes on,” reiterating his commitment to his work regardless of 

the hardships. As Rohan continued to elaborate on his sensitivity to time, he talked about 

how little time he has to even involve himself in things other than school related 

activities; “actually, we don‟t get a lot of free time.” However, he added that when he 

does have time to spare he would engage in spiritual activities related to a spiritual 

organization. “I spend a lot of time reading books on yoga, meditation and stuff like 

that,” he said. 

Lived body: Recounting his experiences of being away from his family, Rohan talked 

about the recent death of his grandmother. His narrative about the recent loss revealed his 

dilemmas related to lived body. Talking about his grandmother‟s death he said, “that‟s 

something that shakes you off,” showing a struggle to be here in his body. Further 
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elaborating, he said: “It is very difficult for you to be here and realize that there is a death 

in the family and you cannot attend that.” All this indicates that not being physically 

present with his family during times of loss or celebration has a huge impact on his being.  

From Rohan‟s disclosures, it appears that he has thought about a number of 

aspects of his experiences in the host country. Rohan described about how culture has an 

impact on the physical aspects such as self-presentation to the world. “The way we dress 

changes,” he said “I think your body language changes so much.” As if making sense of 

the changes, he added; “ Most of what we do is really an imitation; we learn from what 

we see and what we hear.” This implies that Rohan recognized that behavior is learned in 

a socio-cultural context.  

Rohan‟s narrative brought to light the knowledge that he had to gain as a new 

international student in order to be able to take care of physical needs, such as knowing 

how to order a meal. He explained, “I am a vegetarian and food was a major problem for 

me because I didn‟t know where I can get vegetarian food.”  In disbelief, Rohan talked 

about an incident when he mistakenly ate a hamburger. “In India if you say „chicken 

burger,‟ it is chicken and sandwich,” he said “So, cheese burger for me meant cheese and 

sandwich, and I ended up eating a cheese hamburger without knowing.” 

Lived relation: Relations seemed to be a prominent part of Rohan‟s life. He spoke at 

length about the “difference” he feels within all his intimate relationships. He started by 

illustrating the manner in which even his relating style changed as a direct effect of 

societal norms, “Especially in India, guys — friends walk around in the streets with arms 

around the shoulders, and here you can‟t do that, right?” “There‟s a lot of difference 

between what my relationships were like before and what they are right now. With 
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everybody … with all my intimate family members.” Rohan also drew some conclusions 

as to why he experiences those relations differently at this point in his life. He attributed 

some of the “difference” in relations to the individualism he has come to embrace as a 

result of being a part of the American culture: 

When you are here, you are very individualistic and you don‟t like other‟s telling 

you what to do. You like to make your own decisions. It could be an effect of the 

American society or my education program, or it could be because of my age or it 

could be an effect of all three. 

Speaking of old friendships, he said: “To accept changes in my old friends was the most 

difficult to accept.” He spoke of how work culture has created a rift in his old friends. 

“They are competitive and also have become a little formal.” He said, for instance, that 

“these persons would not like spending time with you on weekdays,” construing it to be a 

matter of distance or disinterest by peers. This indicates that Rohan adheres to some 

native perceptions about closeness, as it is common for Indians to visit close friends 

without prior notice and is perceived as closeness.  

Discussing his relationships, Rohan said: “ Irrespective of nationality, friends who 

you make here you really don‟t feel so intimate with.” Some of the relational challenges 

surface as he continues to talk about the presumed level of intimacy he would experience 

in relationships he forms here in the United States versus relationships he develops in 

India: 

If I go to India and make a friend right now … I mean if you meet somebody and 

you become friends over a time, I am pretty sure that intimacy will be much 
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closer. We would be more intimate and much closer than a relationship formed 

under similar circumstances here. 

As Rohan continued, it appeared that he drew little fulfillment from professional 

relationships. Although Rohan was appreciative of all the accolades he receives for small 

accomplishments, he appeared equally confused:  

You know the appreciation you get when you accomplish something is a lot more 

here than what you get in India. Here, even if it is a small accomplishment, 

everybody appreciates you and they congratulate you. And you really feel 

fulfilled, you know as if you have achieved something. Um … but something that 

I have observed is that they don‟t show discontentment. I don‟t want to compare 

everything to India but in India if somebody is angry they shout at you and that‟s 

it. You know that the person is not happy with your work. If my advisor yells at 

me, I know that he is not happy with my work. But here, no body shouts at me or 

even indicates to me that they are not happy with something. It‟s only after a 

period of time, like three months passed by, four months passed by and when you 

are having a conversation you realize that that person is not happy with what 

happened then. And you are like: oh, had you told me then, I would have rectified 

it.  

Wondering further about relationships with professors he said, “They don‟t show that 

discontentment right way. That makes you feel if they are authentic in whatever they are 

saying.” Drawing upon an untoward incident that occurred in his laboratory during his 

first year as a science student in the United States, Rohan emphasized that it occurred in 

spite of the fact that he took necessary precautions with the equipment. Rohan said, “It 
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took eight months for them to react [punitively].” Rohan added that he did not perceive 

having an extra presentation as a “real punishment,” however it appears that the incident 

only made him question the authenticity in these relationships.  

Ecological factors: From the ecological perspective, Rohan‟s parents as well as his 

extended family seem to have played active roles within his microsystem in influencing 

his development. Talking about his family culture, Rohan identifies: “Well, the major 

problem was in terms of culture. When I say culture, actually I grew up in a kind of a 

joint family. We were all so close that I could go whenever I wanted.” After his 

migration, Rohan‟s microsystem changed, and he wondered about the distance he feels in 

his relationships: “It‟s a lot different here. Um … everybody is caught up in their own 

whatever-they-have-to-do.” Rohan further elaborated on the loss he experiences, saying, 

“When I came here I saw that ultimately there‟s nothing. There‟s so much that you lose 

in terms of family, culture and, yeah so for me that was difficult to adjust to.” Revealing 

the changes in his relationships, he added that “the level of intimacy is decreasing. It is 

decreasing little by little.” 

Rohan stated that he has been involved with a spiritual group and meditation to a 

greater extent after he came to the United States. After having touched upon themes of 

loss and confusion, Rohan said that his membership in the spiritual group “makes him 

feel a lot better.”  He added, “You know, I felt like I knew somebody here.” 

 Recognizing the macrosystem‟s effect on him, Rohan talked about some of the 

psychological changes that he sees in himself. He said that the degree of individuality he 

embraces here is greater than what it was in India. He noted: “I was away for four and a 

half years from home. And at that time there was a certain degree of individuality in me 
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that arose, but then I don‟t think it was so strong as it is right now.” Rohan attributes this 

change to being a part of American society; he noted that he is not open to receiving 

feedback from family and even considers it an interference “with what I am doing and 

with what I want to do.” Although Rohan has begun to see himself as a more 

individualistic person, his dedication toward his mother is unfailing. He worried about 

her aging. “I went to see my mother after two years and she was old.” However, with 

determination he added: “Yeah … it did hurt me when I saw her change so much, and she 

was old. And now that is one of the driving forces for me to finish and be there for her.”  

Rohan briefly talked about dating and it appears that he is in the process of sifting 

through the cultural norms and adopting what fits. He said: 

You know, this is because I am old school and that‟s why I feel this way, but 

umm … there is so much change in terms of people switching. Like you know, 

like if they are dating somebody the rate of change is much faster than the change 

that happens in India. That‟s again very difficult for me to accept.  

Rohan‟s wonderings about dating highlight his need to conform to values of his native 

culture. Perhaps, in some ways it also reveals his need to find a mate in a meaningful way 

in the host culture. 

Protective factors: As Rohan continued to reveal more of his experiences in the United 

States as an Indian international student, it became clear that he draws some strength 

from his uncomplicated relationships with colleagues, advisor and staff which act as 

protective factors: 

I think the relationships with colleagues here is a lot different. It‟s much better 

than your relationships with your colleagues in India. In India, at least in the area 
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of sciences and discovery there is a lot of competition. You are competing with 

your neighbor who could be a very good friend of yours, you know. Here, the 

competition, I feel … I don‟t know if that is specific to the group I am working 

with or if it is the same elsewhere, but the competition doesn‟t jeopardize the 

relationship with that person. 

Acknowledging that his relationship with his advisor has always been good, he said, “We 

have never had major issues, you know. I was never unhappy with my advisor.” Another 

protective factor appears to be staff in his department, whom he described as “amazingly 

good.” 

From Rohan‟s narrative, it is clear that he is proficient in English. And needless to 

say, language acted as a protective factor. “I don‟t have an issue when talking to a 

professor or any general American audience. I do not have an issue talking to them. But 

when it comes to these youngsters …” Rohan indicated a difficulty in connecting with 

undergraduate students in the United States. He elaborated some observations he made 

when teaching undergraduate classes, especially about his Indian accent. He said: “The 

undergraduates really don‟t understand what we are saying. When I say that, umm … it‟s 

not just the expressions we use and the phrases we use. It‟s not because that‟s different 

from what they use, but I think it‟s their mindset.” In a way, Rohan indicated a lack of 

reciprocity of verbal interaction with domestic students. He emphasized that the more 

time American students spend with international students from different parts of the 

world, they are better able to understand different accents.  

 Rohan spoke about the significant role that international student orientation 

played in helping him gain knowledge about what to expect as a new international 
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student. “They tell you that you will go through a honeymoon phase, and would actually 

face culture shock.” He further elaborated: 

There was a time when I was discontented with everything. Like, you know … 

there is some kind of discomfort with anything that you do. Because you are not 

comfortable with something and you don‟t know what it is. And at that time 

instead of … like whenever I would feel that way I would tell myself  “oh, this is 

culture shock so let go, let go” so that was really helpful. 

Risk factors: Some of Rohan‟s challenges surfaced as he talked about not knowing how 

to help himself through some difficult emotional times. He talked about lack of trust in 

his relationships. “You really need somebody to talk to and I did not trust anybody here.” 

While he relied on spirituality for the most part however, he acknowledged that it is not 

enough some times. His struggle to find external resources was evident when he said: 

“Usually, things don‟t disturb me so much. For some time, I thought that I would go and 

talk to someone in the counseling center. But, then again, I did not have any trust in 

them.” Not knowing which way to turn, he said he spoke to friends in India, “I did talk 

about that to a couple of my friends in India but then they didn‟t really understand the 

situation.” With a quiet voice, he added: “There was some time when I felt really (really) 

lonely.”  
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Table 2  

 

Themes Reflecting Rohan’s Acculturation Experiences  

 

Lifeworld 

Existentials  

Bio-ecological Aspects 

of Being an Indian 

International Student 

 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

Sensitivity to 

time: Concept of  

a weekend 

Individualistic 

orientation: A sense of 

independence 

 

Spirituality Theme of loss: 

“Something that 

shakes you off” 

 

Awkwardness 

with domestic 

students 

 

Sense of responsibility 

towards parents 

 

Friends Superficiality in 

relationships 

 

 Approachable professors 

and other faculty 

 

 

Feeling respected 

by professors 

 

 

 Adherence to native 

culture 

 

University 

funding/Financial 

Security 

 

 

 Cultural impact on self-

presentation; Use of 

language 

 

Positive sense of 

self: stable minded 

 

 

 Informality in classrooms 

 

 

Issues with food: lack of 

vegetarian options 

  

 

 

Summary of Interview with Rohan 

Rohan‟s interview furnished this study with rich information. Rohan‟s report of 

his experiences highlights some of the challenges he faced being an Indian international 

student. He detailed changes in his use of language, dressing and behaviors during the 
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course of his stay in the United States. Rohan‟s dedication to work is reflected in his 

willingness to work long hours.  

Rohan pointed out the differences in structuring and use of time between India 

and United States. Throughout the narrative, Rohan consistently emphasized the distance 

and superficiality he feels in his relationships. Rohan noted that the spiritual company 

and practices he keeps makes him feel at home in the host country. 

Interview with Raj 

 

Raj called me a day before the interview to reschedule and arrived on-time to the 

rescheduled appointment. Raj was a 27-year-old Ph.D. student and has lived in the United 

States for five years. The interview was held in the library graduate study room. A verbal 

explanation of informed consent was also provided, after which Raj spent a few minutes 

to read and sign the informed consent form. Then I asked if he had any questions; he 

indicated that he had no questions and was ready to start the interview. Although he 

spoke sparingly, he offered details with minimal probing. I started the interview by 

asking Raj to detail his experiences of being an Indian international student in the United 

States. Raj‟s narrative reflected his sensitivity to temporality, spaciality and lived 

relation. 

Lived time: Raj started by saying that the educational rigor “ is not that challenging.” 

With a broad smile, he added that he was able to continue with his hobbies, like watching 

cricket matches and also reading novels. Watching cricket matches is an important 

activity for Raj. He said that “he never imagined it would be possible” when he was in 

India. 
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 Raj‟s sensitivity to temporality was reflected as he spoke about his plans for the 

future. But his expression also shed light on his dilemma about whether to settle in the 

United States or in India. Raj said: 

Actually, I like this place. But after I get a job if I am here I will settle here. In 

fact, that‟s the reason I have to get out of here before that because this place is too 

good. So, if I stay long I will be here. 

 Lived space: Raj continued to appreciate the space that surrounds him in the United 

States “I like that it is more organized and clean.” Raj‟s spacial sensitivity also includes 

his appreciation for the university. “This university is a nice place; even the city is very 

nice.” As he spoke about the differences in the climatic conditions between India and 

USA, he appeared to have not only adapted but grown to enjoy it. “I like cold, and so 

winter is not difficult for me.” The only negative note Raj made was regarding the 

commute to his university. “Travel is the only problem … I have to plan my work 

according to the bus schedule.” 

Lived relation: Although his family was not quite enthusiastic about his plans to study 

abroad, he said he was persistent and knew that he wanted to study in the United States 

mainly because of the quality of education. He said that he spent seven years for his 

undergraduate studies away from home, which is the reason his parents were not worried 

about their son living away again. He acknowledged that the physical distance has 

actually brought him closer to his parents, saying, “With parents, long distance is more 

beautiful.” 

Raj spoke about his friendships both back home and in the United States. He 

regrets that his friendships are no longer close. “We are in touch once in a while through 
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Facebook or something like that.” He explained that busy schedules and time difference 

makes it harder to maintain friendships in India. “They are busy with their life, and their 

day time is our night time.” As he spoke about his friendships in the United States, he 

acknowledged that “social life is a little decreased because friends are decreased.” 

Restricting his friendships to only Indians, he mainly attributes his lack of new friends to 

the fact that there are not many Indian students coming for graduate studies.  

Upon probing he spoke about his struggles with befriending Americans, 

recollecting: “Before coming to the United States, I thought it would be fantastic with too 

many American friends, but it‟s not like that …” With some disappointment and self-

blame, he added: 

People say that there are too many American friends and you will get to know 

more about their culture, eating habits and how they think. But these things you 

will know when you meet them and interact with them. And I don‟t socialize 

much … so, I could not really … you know, what I have dreamt about I could not 

really reach.  

On the whole, Raj thinks “people are more straightforward; whatever it is they say it.” 

Raj appreciates his professors because there is more openness in the relationships he 

shares with them. He thinks they do not punish. Instead, “they want us to understand.”  

Ecological factors: As Raj narrated his experiences in the United States interactional 

influence of microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem on his overall 

development became evident. Talking about his initial confusion, Raj said, “Like, you 

come to some place, you don‟t know how to do and what to do. So, you are like waiting 

for somebody to take the initiative.” As his comfort with his environment increased, it 
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appeared that he began to make sense of the cultural differences — for instance, 

informality in classes. “Some things that we thought were really bad in India … like you 

can drink whatever you want in the classes; you can chew gum. That is the best part.”  

 The interaction between macrosystem and microsystem is evident as Raj enjoys 

individualistic orientation and the freedom that comes with such an orientation.  

Here you can design your life; in India, I don‟t think I would have ever been a key 

player in my life. There are more chances that you will actually think on your feet 

and do whatever you like here.  

He attributes developing a sense of direction in life and the ability to make small and big 

life decisions to not having many friends. 

 His reflections about the mesosystem came to the surface as he talked about 

freedom in research. Raj draws immense satisfaction from the fact that students in the 

United States are allowed to explore and learn, something that he missed in India. “If 

somebody is doing something in their own way, you should let them do it. So, that‟s what 

I like about U.S.” Raj seemed financially content when talking about university funding. 

“It‟s actually too much money.” 

Protective factors: One of the protective factors in Raj‟s narrative is that he does not find 

American education as challenging. “It‟s actually cool; like, it‟s not that challenging.” It 

can be an added stress if a student struggles with school assignments. In addition, Raj 

also appreciates the freedom in research that American education offers. The freedom 

allows him to be responsible. “I can do my own work, I will be more responsible and I 

will enjoy my work.” 
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Risk factors: When asked about who or what he relies on during tough times, Raj noted: 

“I can actually get it out without talking to friends.” Raj explained that befriending 

domestic students is difficult because of the socio-cultural differences. The following 

indicates Raj‟s struggle in finding his place in the new environment: 

Like my food habits are different. There are not many vegetarian food options, 

and that is also a reason for me in not going out so much. The vegetable names 

are different … I don‟t like cheese, butter, or sweets and so initially I was totally 

an outcast. 

Due to decreased social life, Raj began to rely heavily on himself. Raj noted that he 

enjoys solitary recreational activities, such as reading and watching cricket on the 

Internet. 
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Table 3 

Themes Reflecting Raj’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials  

Bio-ecological 

Aspects of Being an 

Indian International 

Student 

 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

More time for 

hobbies 

Improved 

relationship with 

parents: “Physical 

distance a blessing.” 

Advisors 

 

 

 

 

Unrealized 

dream: 

Decreased social 

life 

Lived space: More 

organized and 

clean 

Sense of 

responsibility 

towards parents 

 

Approachable 

professors and 

other faculty 

 

 

Alienation: Felt 

like an outcast 

 

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 

 

Commute a problem University 

funding/ 

Financial security  

 

 

 

 

 

Informality in 

classrooms 

 

A positive sense 

of self: Self-

reliance 

 

 Issues with food: 

Specific likes and 

dislikes in 

vegetarian food 

 

Individualistic 

orientation: A sense 

of independence 

 

 

  

 

Summary of Interview with Raj 

Recollecting his experiences as an Indian international student, Raj spoke about 

his satisfaction with his education, professional relationships, finances, and lifestyle in 
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the United States. He pointed out the positive impact individualistic orientation has had 

on him; he believes it has helped him actively participate in his life.   

Raj said distance proved to be a positive factor in his relationships with his 

parents. He described himself as responsible and self-reliant. Although he admitted to his 

social life “decreasing,” he noted that he enjoys watching cricket matches in his free time. 

The one unrealized dream, Raj noted, is not being able to form friendships with domestic 

students.  

Interview with Ganesh 

 I met with Ganesh in the reserved graduate study room in the university library. 

After exchanging pleasantries, I explained the informed consent and asked Ganesh to 

take a few minutes to read and sign the informed consent form after which he indicated in 

a soft voice that he is ready to begin the interview. I turned on the recorder and started the 

interview. I noticed Ganesh look at his watch several times during the interview however, 

he did not say anything about it.  

I used the same open-ended question — “tell me about your experiences of being 

an Indian international graduate student in an American university?” — as an opening to 

the interview. Key elements from Ganesh‟s narrative are described below as they fit into 

lived dimensions of time, space and relation.  

Lived time: As Ganesh reflected about lived time, he talked about things he likes doing 

during his free time. The first thing he talked about was his love for traveling. “I like 

traveling. If I get free time, I would invest all my time in traveling, in seeing places in the 

U.S.” However, he said that “with the current situation I cannot do that,” meaning that he 

has schoolwork to focus on. He added; “Even my friends who are in New York and other 
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places say that they don‟t get a lot of time to see the America they dreamed of back home 

… obviously, it all depends on person to person like how you need to devote your time to 

each stuff.” Ganesh said that he reads, watches TV and movies with friends, occasionally 

listens to music and spends time on Facebook during his free time; talking about 

Facebook, he remarked: “Internet … internet is a big blessing too.” 

Lived space: A few details about Ganesh‟s lived space emerged as he continued to talk 

about his experiences. “I share my apartment with two more Indians.” He expressed that 

he and his roommates share cooking and noted: “I feel that that is one thing that is good 

about my stay, because you can‟t have American food all the time. It‟s just the taste that 

does not fit.” He explained that he likes Indian cuisine for the taste and not for health or 

nutritional benefits.  

Ganesh briefly spoke about his dislike of the cold weather. “But that‟s something 

we can‟t stop … I don‟t like the cold.” He elaborated about the inconveniences that he 

experiences during cold weather. “I mean, it becomes difficult in the snow. Traveling 

becomes a little difficult, if you don‟t have a car and stuff and you need to wait for the 

bus.” 

Ganesh talked about how he imagined United States to be while still in India. 

“Obviously, the court looks beautiful from the other end. America looks beautiful from 

pictures. New York looks prettier and buildings look nice.” He recounted that when one 

is here for education the goals are different. “I mean I have been here for two years but I 

have not seen most of the places around the city.” 

Lived relation. Ganesh‟s account of his experiences revealed that his unchanging sense 

of relations, especially with his family members, is important to him. “I mean, they are 
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very much supportive from the very beginning. I am an only child and irrespective of the 

importance given to single child in India, my parents have been very supportive.” About 

his friendships in India, he reflected that he is still in touch with old friends. “Obviously 

the frequency changes.” He determined that the changes are due to time difference or life 

circumstances and not because of changes in people. “I wouldn‟t say people change, but 

circumstances change.” 

Ganesh elaborated that his relationships with domestic students are “different 

because it would be different … There would be some difference in the way we talk to 

each other and in the way we talk to another person from another country.” He talked 

about how people‟s personalities are instrumental in the quality of relationship that 

develops. “It all depends on you and on the opposite person.”  

Ecological factors: Ganesh‟s account of his experiences as an Indian international 

student brought to light some changing elements in his mesosystem, exosystem and 

macrosystem, and their effects on his development.  

 The impact that exposure to American education has had on his development was 

evident as he detailed his experiences. “Undergrad in India is not a very big task. We 

don‟t give a lot of attention to it. We can do a lot being an undergrad, but we don‟t do a 

lot as compared to undergrads in the United States.” In a softer voice, he said: “My basics 

would have been stronger. I am talking in terms of academics, be it research, and be it 

theoretical concepts or practical concepts. But, I don‟t regret it completely.” As a more 

mature and responsible student, he understands “that your concepts should be really 

strong if you want to pursue something here.” 

As Ganesh‟s narrative progressed, some of his financial struggles surfaced. He said:  
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If you don‟t have a scholarship when you come here from India, it‟s difficult to 

work and study both, and being an international student we are allowed to do on-

campus job only. Being on-campus job in this university is restricted to working 

in food service. We are not allowed to do any library work or stuff like that. 

He further explained that he was left with a choice of either working in food services or 

tutoring. Although he would have preferred tutoring, he needed to wait for a month 

longer to start work as a tutor. “So, I chose the food services because that was quicker to 

start.” Ganesh said that he had to work in the food services for eight months before he got 

scholarships and assistantships. With some hesitation, he explained that it took some 

adjustment on his part to hold an undesirable job: 

So, we have not done such kind of work. Here, the students are very much open to 

do such kind of work and it‟s not considered that you are doing something that 

you are not supposed to. But, in India they see you with a different eye. It‟s a little 

difficult in the beginning. 

Although he had to overcome the negative perception about having to work in food 

services he later acknowledged that “if you don‟t have a means of earning, then it 

becomes difficult. But again, everything can be worked on and you need to be a little 

patient.”   

 Talking about the individualistic orientation of the macrosystem in the United 

States, Ganesh said that for now he enjoys being individualistic:  

Obviously you are not socially bound to other people like in India. Maybe, after 

five years down the lane I would hate that level of independence. But, as of now, I 
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don‟t think I hate it. In fact, I like it. I still answer to all the questions of my 

parents. Obviously, the level of independence is higher. And I like that, actually. 

Protective factors: From Ganesh‟s narrative, it is evident that he had to go through 

adjustment as an Indian international student. “Indian students are more readily 

adjustable.” Perceiving other Indian students and himself as “adjustable” acts as a 

protective factor and helps in enduring hardships. Ganesh‟s friends in the United States 

also provide a protective layer. Ganesh added that he has some relatives in the United 

States; however, he said that his “my friends are more supportive than my family that is 

here in the United States.”       

Ganesh pointed out the important role domestic people played in his increasing 

sense of comfort. “The people out here are very much helpful. So … I mean, opinions 

vary from person to person, but I think they are more adjustable and more flexible 

compared to the people that I have seen in our country.” He also acknowledged the ease 

with which a student can approach faculty. “When it comes to faculty, the faculty here is 

more readily approachable as compared to the ones I have witnessed in India.”  

Risk factors: He added that it takes planning to successfully adjust in the United States. 

“You need to plan. You just can‟t come here, thinking that U.S. is good. Be it anything, 

you need to plan a lot.” Ganesh acknowledged that he did not plan enough which was one 

of the reasons for not having received university funding. Lack of university funding and 

financial constraints were risk factors for Ganesh. In addition, his support network was 

limited; Ganesh said that he would rely on his friends in the United States if a need arose. 

He said: 
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I would not give my problems to my mom and dad — ah, at least the petty 

problems like getting hurt, things taking time and stuff. All this is part of life. As I 

said, you are independent — you can deal with it. Maximum, you can tell your 

friends. 

 From his statement, it appears that Ganesh heavily relied on himself and endured the 

stress of navigating a new environment. 

Table 4 

Themes Reflecting Ganesh’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 

 

Bio-ecological Aspects 

of Being an Indian 

International Student 

 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

A general sense 

of lack of time  

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 

 

Parents University 

funding a 

problem 

 

Lived space:  

Commute a 

problem in cold 

weather 

 

Individualistic 

orientation: A sense of 

independence 

 

Friends 

 

Undesirable work 

in food services 

 

Unchanging sense 

of family 

relations 

Informality in 

classrooms 

 

Advisors  

 

 

Difficulty getting used 

to American food 

A positive sense 

of self: Self-

reliance 

 

 

    

 Sense of responsibility 

towards parents 

 

Indian Students 

Association 

 

 

 

Approachable 

professors and other 

faculty 
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Summary of Interview with Ganesh 

  Ganesh provided a detailed account of his experiences for this research. Ganesh‟s 

imaginations of America turned out to be different from his reality in America. For 

example, he said that although he loves to travel, due to lack of time he has not yet been 

able to visit some places in his city, even. Cold weather and commute in the cold weather 

were reported to be inconveniences by Ganesh. Financial hardships and undesirable work 

in the food services were far from his dreams about life in the United States however, 

Ganesh believes that, with patience, life will get better. Ganesh identified himself, other 

Indian students, and also Americans, as “adjustable,” which provided a protective factor 

in his well-being. Supportive and understanding relationships shared with his faculty 

provided another layer of protection. Like the other interviewees, Ganesh said he likes 

the individualistic orientation that he has adopted from being a part of the American 

culture. 

Interview with Shilpa  

Shilpa contacted me after receiving the recruitment letter from the international 

student office of her university. After reserving the venue at a mutually convenient time, I 

notified her.  Shilpa was warm throughout the interview. After providing a verbal 

explanation of the informed consent and upon my request, Shilpa spent a few minutes 

reading and signing the informed consent. We started the interview, as she said that she 

did not have any questions.  

As with all the other interviews, I started by asking Shilpa to describe her 

experiences as an Indian international student. She responded that although she did not 

have definite plans about study abroad, she listened to her relatives: 
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No, you should come. Life here is better. In terms of education, you will get good 

education. At least do master‟s, then go back to India.‟ So then, you know, it 

slowly started growing into me, this feeling that „oh yeah, maybe I should go.‟ 

Maybe it‟s better there. 

Shilpa‟s extended family, specifically their positive experiences of living in the United 

States, not only played a vital role in her decision to study abroad, but also in convincing 

her parents to send her abroad. 

Lived time: I recall that a noticeable piece of Shilpa‟s narrative about her experiences as 

an Indian international student related to her temporal sensitivity. For instance, she 

repeatedly said that the first six months of her stay in the United States was challenging 

due to the death of her grandfather, lack of preparation and lack of friends to depend on. 

She explained:  

… And I could not contact them because my grandfather expired just a week ago 

in India. So, it‟s like everything just added up in the last week. So, when I came 

here probably it was the worst time of my life. First six months … because life 

here is totally different; you don‟t have that many friends here. 

What made the first six months even more demanding were her experiences in her 

educational environment. “That was kind of my only bad time, and first six months are 

tough in lab. And, you know, the courses in the first semester are so tough and it is so 

difficult to understand their system, their exam patterns.” She detailed that her social life 

is affected due to lack of time. “Here, you don‟t get time to do anything. You don‟t go 

out, you don‟t interact with people much, and things add up.” 
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Lived body: Experience of lived body was reflected in Shilpa‟s narrative about how she 

reacted physically to stress. In one breath, Shipa said: 

Like mood … you know, like I was stressed out so much. Then, I think I became 

weak. Once I got fever and it‟s like so much stress and things just add up. You 

don‟t really feel healthy and good about yourself.  

To further add to her stress, she was also dealing with homesickness. “Because you miss 

your parents, you are away from friends, you don‟t really go out.” She added: “Then you 

have lab work also. The lab work does not stop; even if you have an exam you have to do 

research.” Her comments reiterate that a constant stream of things that drained her. 

Lived space: Shilpa spoke about her imagination of America when she was in India: 

When I was still in India and just before coming here, it was like “oh, it would be 

some magical place.” That‟s what people in India think, like “oh my God” … like 

the impression people in India have is people will be so different — like buildings 

will be different, cars will be like literally flying, something like that. So I was 

excited. 

Shilpa explained that she felt lonely in the city when she arrived. “So … when I came 

here it was 180 degree turn because this city is a bit of a lonely place.” She noted that, 

there was a sense of emptiness the first few days after her arrival: “The day I landed, I 

think it was some kind of a holiday, then there was a weekend and then the undergrads 

were also not here during that time.” Some issues with her roommate and maneuvering 

the new environment added to her initial struggle. “The difficulty was to get groceries. 

Like, I didn‟t have a car and our grocery store was far away so, it was difficult to carry 

stuff. Then traveling in winters was challenging.” She stressed that the “first six months 
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were difficult to … you know, get a handle of everything and adjust to the system here. I 

think it was the toughest part. After that, things became easy.” 

Lived relation: Shilpa talked about the pressures of being an only child. Talking about 

her decision to study abroad, she said; “Yeah, I mean, I am the only child. So, it was very 

(very) difficult. Like the toughest thing to do was to convince them to send me away. So, 

yeah, it took months.” She explained that in stages, she convinced her parents to send her 

to the United States for higher education. She said eventually her parents agreed because 

“it‟s like an opportunity one should not miss.”  

Hinting on the feelings of guilt, Shilpa explained: “It has always been like that; 

pressure has always been there.” She said her pressures are different since she moved to 

the United States. She constantly thinks about the wellbeing of her parents back home. “I 

always think, „Oh! My parents are alone back in India.‟ ” Shilpa said she calls her parents 

twice a day. “Like every morning and every night I talk to them.” Shilpa noted that she 

experiences added pressure when her parents ask her about her plans for the future, such 

as, where she will eventually settle, graduation, and marriage.  

Since her move to the United States she said her perception of herself has changed 

for the better: 

I feel I was like a kid; I didn‟t have much focus in life. I was not very responsible. 

I was just a chilled-out person. But now I think I have become much more 

organized; I plan well. Even day-wise also, I give thought to what I am going to 

do. And responsibility-wise also I can take care of people rather than just taking 

care of myself or not doing anything. 
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Shilpa said that most of her friendships in India have faded because of infrequent contact; 

however, she has befriended a lot of Indian students in the United States. “I am not close 

with all of them.” At several points in the interview, Shilpa talked about her boyfriend‟s 

support in helping her through challenging times. “The good part was my boyfriend, he 

was with me, so we could share things with each other.”  

Ecological factors: Talking about the environmental differences that she experienced in 

the host country and their effect on her development, Shilpa said: 

Even in the university, there is so much difference in the way we treat our 

professors in India and the way they are treated here. That way this place is better, 

things like … the kind of relationship you have with your advisor or professor is 

completely different. 

Just like all other interviewees, Shilpa identified that students and teachers in India share 

hierarchical relationships. She pointed out that her professors in the United States 

appreciated and respected her as a graduate student. “People would respect your privacy, 

your confidentiality and things like that. People are so cordial and you know it‟s good.”  

 The distance Shilpa experiences in relationships surfaced as she detailed her 

perceptions on cultural differences:  

As in family-wise India is better. You have more of a family culture; you have 

festivals; you have relatives; you have people coming and taking care of you. 

Here, you are kind of alone. You have to figure things out on your own. Not many 

festivals, not many people. You won‟t find so many people outside. Even 

neighbors — you won‟t talk to your neighbors. But it‟s different in India.  



 115 

Navigating the new educational and cultural environments has had an impact on Shilpa‟s 

development. As she spoke about how responsible and capable she has become, Shilpa 

said: 

It was big! I mean, I think it completely changes a person, you know. It 

completely changes your perspective towards life. In India, I was like a baby, 

because I was the only child and I was pampered and suddenly, here, I was alone. 

It is difficult to handle everything. And that‟s the reason I feel that like in my first 

semester I didn‟t do so well. Like, there is so much going on, you know. Like, 

small things also, like, you have to think about your own laundry, bank balance, 

things that you need, or spend on, your lab work, then your courses. You feel 

homesick. It‟s like everything just adds on. So, I think it changes a person.  

Shilpa noted that she feels more relaxed after having succeeded at learning the system. “I 

am kind of in a very relaxed position right now — mentally, also not much stressed out.” 

In a philosophical manner, she added: “I think everything plays a part or a role you know 

grooming you up for things ahead.”      

Protective factors: Pursuit of a better life in the United States appears to have greatly 

contributed to Shilpa‟s resilience. Her goals of pursuing and successfully completing her 

education gave her something to work toward. Shilpa‟s relationship with her boyfriend 

anchored her and supported her during difficult times. “I would say that my boyfriend 

was a big support here. Without him, things would have been much (much!) more 

difficult.” Although Shilpa talked in detail about the pressures of being an only child, she 

also shares supportive relationships with her parents that are protective factors.  
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Risk factors: One of the major risk factors for Shilpa was her continued challenge with 

the education system. “I think there were some courses that I had difficulty.” She added 

that she had to retake two important exams:  

That exam is the toughest; it is very (very) demanding, and extremely tough. I did 

not clear it the first time and then going through it again was a very difficult part. 

I also had thoughts of dropping out of Ph.D. and going back to India.  

She said that her exams were stressful. “Because of those exams, I became irritated and a 

difficult kind of a person to handle.” She said that she stopped eating healthy food. “You 

eat junk. And health-wise, also, you feel very unhealthy, and uneasy.” Although Shilpa 

said that she went through challenging times related to her acculturation, she noted that 

she could have talked to her seniors about it. But, “I don‟t think I really discussed this 

thing with anybody.” 
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Table 5 

Themes Reflecting Shilpa’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 

 

Bio-ecological 

Aspects of Being an 

Indian International 

Student 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

Initial time of 

stress 

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 

 

Boyfriend Academic 

challenges 

Roommate issues Sense of 

responsibility 

towards parents 

 

Supportive 

advisor 

 

 

Initial confusion 

adjusting to the new 

environment 

Commute a 

problem 

Issues with food: 

Not many options 

with vegetarian food 

 

Responsible Physical uneasiness 

due to stress related 

eating habits 

Lonely in the city 

 

Pressures of a single 

child: stress keeping 

in touch with parents 

twice daily 

Capable  

  Parents  

    

  A belief that life 

is better in the 

United States 

 

 

 

Summary of Interview with Shilpa 

Shilpa‟s narrative about her experiences provided pertinent information. Some of 

the themes that emerged in Shilpa‟s narrative are unique, for instance Shilpa was the only 

participant who used the word „stress‟ in expressing how she felt during the initial 

adjustment period. She remarked that she experienced academic challenges and that she 

even considered dropping out of her Ph.D. program. Shilpa narrated about the negative 

effects of stress on her mood and body. As she talked about her relationships with her 

parents, Shilpa said that she feels concern and pressure to be in touch with them, as she is 
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an only child. Several times during the interview, Shilpa said she appreciated the support 

and strength she gains from her boyfriend.  

Interview with Myna 

 Myna and I scheduled the interview at a mutually suitable time. However, on the 

day of the interview Myna rescheduled to an earlier time slot, and so we met an hour 

earlier than originally planned. Myna had a pleasant demeanor throughout the interview. 

Even though she was going to miss her express bus home, Myna stayed longer than 

planned to give a thorough account of her experiences. Similar to the other interviews, 

this interview took place in the library graduate study room. The interview began after I 

provided a verbal explanation of the informed consent and Myna read and signed the 

informed consent form.  

My first question, as with the other participants, was: “Tell me about your 

experiences of being an Indian international graduate student in an American University.” 

Myna recollected events that she thought were important in shaping her life experiences 

in the United States. 

Lived time: For Myna, temporal being in the world was reflected in her account of how 

she organized her life. She recounted how she spends her evenings. “By the time I go 

home, it is usually 7:30 or 8. So, after going home you want to rest. You take out the 

laptop; you have Internet connection, unlimited opportunities to watching something.” 

She realized that the way she used her evening affected her next day. “By the time you 

are done watching, it is 10 o‟clock, so you don‟t generally make food. If you don‟t cook 

in the night, you don‟t have lunch for the next day; you don‟t have breakfast.” It seems 

that what she did with her time affected her self-care routine. 
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 As Myna talked about her temporality, she said that she was very interested in 

learning guitar and that she even spent weekends learning it. “I went to this school of 

music to ask if somebody could help me learn a guitar and I found a student teacher. I 

learned for about two or three months.” She added that although she wants to get back to 

it, she struggles with inertia. In an almost self-critical manner, she said: “I want to do a 

lot of things, but then my interest dies.” She added that her “interest never dies” when it 

comes to spending time with her friends.   

Lived space: As Myna narrated her initial experiences in the United States, her spacial 

sensitivity surfaced:  

I came in spring so there was nothing like an orientation in spring. So, that was 

the bad part. I did not know much. Even now, if you ask me to come to a certain 

place on the campus, I would not know because I did not get the orientation that 

people get when they come newly to a university.  

Myna added that she missed the orientation, when generally students are taken to 

important places to help them familiarize with the campus. Myna said that she was 

confused. “I came here and everything came on to me like everybody were taking me 

everywhere, like the SSN office and all.” Some of this she attributes to not having a 

proper orientation. “I was not introduced to the university normally as I should have 

been.” She continued; “No orientation, I just landed and the very first day I came to the 

lab.” 

Lived relation: Myna is the second interviewee who said that her relationships with her 

parents got better after her move to the United States. “It has gotten better. Before I came 

here, I would be scolded; there was no respect, but there was love.” She said that her 
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parents used to think that she was irresponsible; however they perceive her as being more 

mature now. “After I came here, after one year I went back home and I was treated like 

somebody grown up. It was good actually. I was pampered and also I was not being 

treated like a kid. It was good.”  

Talking about her friendships in India, Myna said that some of them have 

changed. “The only reason it changes is because people are getting married.” She added 

that once her friends got married “they got disconnected with what it was like before. We 

can‟t really exchange ideas, and we can‟t talk because we don‟t have much time.” She 

explained; “The only reason some friendship does not exist right now is because the 

friendship was not so good. But most of the good friends that I had I am still in touch 

with them.”  

Myna said that although she developed some friendships in the United States she 

noted that she is still not completely secure in those relationships. She explained: 

“Relationships build slowly. I know that it will take some time and it happens and that is 

the truth. And in one year it is hard to know everything about everybody.”  

Ecological factors: Myna‟s microsystem consisted of her close relationships with her 

parents, especially with her father. “My father used to take care of everything. From the 

time I woke up in the morning to the time I slept, most of the things that I had to do my 

father did it for me, like making my bed or packing my lunch.” She acknowledged that 

she took his kindness for granted. Myna added that being responsible after she moved to 

the United States stirred some adjustment issues. “Seriously, I had no problems, no issues 

for adjusting except for the food, taking care of laundry and taking care of monthly 

expenses.” Myna expressed that she once had trouble with academics because she did not 
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study. “The mistake was mine. If I had taken care and studied, I can do anything if I want 

to.” This only appears to have given her the awareness of where the problem lies. 

 Myna detailed how her perceptions and behaviors changed after she moved to the 

United States. “My perceptions about things have changed a lot. Like, when I was in 

India I never drank. I used to hate people who drank.” She added that she even drank 

alcohol once, and “I started thinking that I don‟t see anything wrong in being a social 

drinker.” Talking about smoking, she said; “I don‟t see anything wrong in it.” Myna 

added that she does not judge other people‟s behaviors. She explained that people are 

responsible for their behaviors. “I don‟t think I should care or talk about it.” Focusing on 

her attitude, she said: “There are a lot of things in terms of social perceptions that have 

changed in me, and I like it.”  

When asked if her change in perceptions had to do anything with the larger 

American culture‟s effect on her, she said, “I would not have changed to this extent in 

India.” She added that the things or people in her environment never affected her attitude. 

“Strangely, never what the society said or what happened around me affected me, 

because my mind always worked like this.” 

Protective factors: One of the protective factors for Myna was the friendliness of people 

in the host country. “People here are very friendly — very friendly; even the Americans I 

didn‟t know smile at me.” Smiles from strangers made her feel more comfortable with 

her environment. “That was good, that people were smiling at you, talking to you and 

giving you importance because you are new to this university.” Another characteristic 

that perhaps helped Myna was her ability to make friends easily. “I am good at making 

friends, so I have lot of friends.” 
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Although Myna expressed that she initially had financial problems, she said that 

one of her new friends helped her, “But there was one friend who helped me out. Got me 

a laptop, he didn‟t know me at all. Like, he just gave me money for a laptop, and I repaid 

him after six or seven months.” She added that during the first few months a lot of her 

seniors helped her as she adjusted.  

 Myna said that her positive attitude was helpful in adjusting in the United States. 

“When you are new, you always see the positive things. Everything was good — the 

professor was good; the staff was good; the lab was awesome.” She said that it was one 

year before reality set in, “It took me one year to get out of that „everything is good, 

everything is fine, everything was fun‟ mentality.” Myna said that at times she is in 

disbelief to witness the friendliness of strangers in a city in the United States. She added 

that she is not used to that in India. 

Risk factors: Myna narrated her struggles with taking care of her day-to-day needs, 

“Even now, it is daunting for me to do all these things, keep my key in my pocket, keep 

my bus pass ready. I am very forgetful. I lose a lot of things, but I get it back.” Further 

she noted, “Even here I am treated like a kid by my friends. Like, if I do something 

wrong I am reprimanded. Sometimes, I feel like I don‟t get the treatment I should get for 

my age.” These comments highlight the question about the quality of her relationships 

with peers.  
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Table 6 

Themes Reflecting Myna’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 

 

Bio-ecological 

Aspects of Being an 

Indian International 

Student 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

 

 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

Life organized 

around time 

Individualistic 

orientation 

 

Friends Initial confusion 

adjusting to the 

new environment 

Confusion orienting 

self to new space 

Excitement about 

education 

 

Parents 

 

 

    

Commute a 

problem 

 Advisor 

 

 

 

Improved relations 

with parents 

 

 Positive sense of 

self: Responsible, 

friendly, less-

judgmental, 

capable 

 

 

 

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 

 

 Indian Students 

Association 

 

 

 

Friends a 

distraction  

   

    

    

 

Summary of Interview with Myna 

Myna‟s narrative reveals rich information about her acculturation process in the 

United States. Although she has only lived in the United States for a little over a year, 

Myna has already dealt with tremendous changes. Myna reports that after moving away 

from an over-protective father, she learned to manage her entire life on her own. She 
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noted that she has gone from feeling confusion in her early days to feeling confidence as 

the length of her stay in the United States has increased.  

 Myna noted that she has become less judgmental toward others and more 

responsible in general. She attributes these changes in herself to reading books — not to 

being a part of the larger society. Myna elaborated about her friendships; while she thinks 

that she can befriend people easily, she added that friendships distract her from things of 

importance. 

Interview with Sachin 

 A few minutes before the interview, Sachin informed me through a text message 

that he was on his way to the interview. Once we got settled in the graduate study room, I 

asked Sachin to take a few minutes to read through the informed consent form. After he 

read and signed the form, he said he did not have any questions for me and said that we 

could start the interview.   

As with the other interviews, I started by asking Sachin: “Tell me about your 

experiences as an Indian international graduate student in an American university.” Upon 

hearing the question, Sachin paused briefly and said with a smile; “I will answer your 

question as best as I can.” His narrative is rearranged according to the lifeworld 

existentials. 

Lived time: Sachin‟s temporal sensitivity was revealed as he responded to one of the 

questions. The statements he made implied temporality in his life world as he projected 

his future in America:  

I was kind of curious about how my life is going to change completely. I was 

curious about how it is going to happen from the time I wake up to the time I go 
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to bed. Whatever my professional career is going to shape. And culture-wise, of 

course, I knew people here but they were acquaintances. So, I will make new 

friends; everything will be new like the way I travel, the signals, even the roads, 

the street names. So yeah, I was very curious about it. 

The manner in which he spends his weekends with his friends has changed in the 

United States. “I like drinking. So on weekends — Friday nights and sometimes even 

Saturday nights — some of my friends and I go out, have dinner, have some beers.” 

Sachin implied that his time with friends was simpler.  

When I was back in India my group of friends used to just sit down in a building 

just below our apartments and we used to just chat or sometimes play cricket or 

other things. And here, Friday evenings are mostly „party time‟ and party is 

mostly friends, music, and dance I think. 

Apart from spending time with friends, Sachin said that reads about international issues 

and watches movies and some TV shows. 

Lived body: Sachin‟s experiences with lived body surfaced as he talked about his food 

habits. “I would prefer to use fresh foods over frozen stuff. And I would prefer freshly 

made lemonade over bottled lemonade that I get here.” He continued to explain that he 

likes everything but the compromises he makes on food. “In India, I only ate freshly 

cooked food. Now, I even eat the same food next day. So, all those changes I had to adapt 

to.” 

Lived space: Sachin‟s spacial landscape surfaced as he reflected on how he adjusted to 

his new environment. He said that some of the Indian students who have already been in 

the United States helped him find an apartment and other day-to-day things. “They took 
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me to different places in the first week and showed me around. That‟s how you do 

groceries, and that‟s how you go to a pub, and the bus system works this way and 

everything.”  

 Sachin talked about the ease with which he was able to feel at home in the United 

States in terms of fall weather. “And even the weather was similar to Mumbai in August 

when I came, so it was not very difficult to get used to.” He recalled his first winter in the 

United States “First winter, well … it was cold definitely. But it was not that bad because 

of less snowfall, there were no storms or anything. So, I feel like I was lucky.”  

Lived relation: Sachin said that his family was supportive in spite of changing to a field 

of education that is perceived as unpopular in India. 

My father always wanted me to go abroad till I left. After I came here, he felt a 

little sad. My mom, though, was a little emotional. She didn‟t want me to go 

thinking that I would settle in the United States and I will be away from her 

forever. I kind of explained to her and she realized that I have a dream. 

Sachin‟s lived relation was further expressed when he spoke about his efforts to keep his 

family close:  

I almost talk to them every alternate day for half an hour to forty-five minutes. 

And whenever I don‟t get a chance to chat on the video I call them and I be in 

touch and keep myself updated with the things.  

The physical distance has created distance in his relationships with friends in India. “But 

now, since we are busy with higher studies and jobs and the timings are different, so now 

we don‟t talk as much.” He elaborates that infrequent communication is not a reflection 



 127 

on loosening of ties with his friends. “Like, the things we talk about have changed I 

think. Now, we talk more about general things.”  

As Sachin talked about his American peers, his relational struggles surfaced. 

“Initially, it was kind of a barrier because I don‟t know what the reason was but I 

couldn‟t be a friend from my side.” He added that it was easier for him to be a friend with 

an American once that person initiated the relationship. “One of my best friends, he lives 

beside me, I think he took the effort, initiative, and then we became buddies.” As he 

talked, it became clear that unfamiliarity about American sports and pop culture 

contributed to his uncertainty:   

The things they talk are ice hockey, American football, and I was not familiar 

with those things. Now, I am obviously. So, initially I didn‟t understand like what 

to talk with them. Everything is different, like the food habits, the jokes, the 

comics they read, and the comics I used to read; everything is different. So, even 

if we go somewhere … to give you an example, I went to a restaurant and they 

had a give- away night, so they asked some questions and you had to answer and 

stuff. I went with my American friends. All the questions and everything were 

related to their childhood. So, I was like why am I here what am I doing here?  

He added that he is now not only aware of American sports but also feels comfortable 

talking to and also befriending domestic students. 

Ecological factors: From Sachin‟s narrative, it is evident that his relationships with 

people in his microsystem have furnished him with the crucial support that he needs in 

his adjustment process. However, his determination to be independent in choosing a field 

of study that is meaningful to him played a crucial role in his development.  



 128 

My extracurricular activities were related to nature, animals and pollution stuff. 

So, I decided to convert my hobby into my professional career. In India, I found 

some courses, but I did not like those courses because it was fully science or fully 

management based. This program out here is a combination of both, so finally I 

decided to come here.  

Apart from choosing to come to the United States for academic purposes, Sachin said that 

he wanted to be independent in general: 

Well, to be honest, apart from the academic purpose, I wanted to go away from 

home for a couple of years and be on my own, be independent. In India, I could 

have done that but, you know, earning as a student in India is difficult. 

Although he is not financially self-sufficient, Sachin said: “My tuition fees are coming 

from India, but still on the other fronts like whatever the house hold chores I have to do 

or cooking and earning for living and everything.” Sachin elaborated about his work-

study experience, indicating the effects the mesosystem had on his development:  

I work in food service. Initially, because we are not used to such kind of working 

system in India for a day or two I felt like „oh, my god, what am I doing? Why am 

I working here?‟ But, then as I got used to it and I understood that any work is 

good as far as it benefits you, I felt more comfortable. 

Sachin recounted that one of the reasons for him to not have explored his environment in 

terms of engaging in activities is because of financial constraints. However, he added that 

he tries not to miss any activities sponsored by the International students association in 

his university:  
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Whatever the student associations have to offer — not just Indian student 

association but even the international student group — whatever they have to 

offer I do go there. I go to the events. Once they took us to a park. Sometimes I 

have to work when the events are going on, so I have to choose. I choose work 

over my activities.  

While adapting to the host culture, Sachin has also kept in touch with Indian culture by 

participating in activities sponsored by the Indian students association.  

Various activities are organized, so I never actually miss Indian culture over here. 

And my seniors in another university invite me to activities in their university. So, 

its like I celebrate Diwali twice — more than what I used to celebrate in India. 

Even Independence Day celebration and everything goes on, so I am enjoying it.  

Protective factors: As Sachin narrated the different aspects of his lived experiences in the 

United States it was evident that several elements served as protective factors. In his 

personal life, he had loving relationships with his parents. In addition, he said: “My elder 

brother who is also supporting my education financially and emotionally and in all 

ways.” Sachin added that studying in the United States is not a challenge for him. In spite 

of studying a new field, he said, “I can do it easily.” 

Sachin spoke about his ability to adapt: “I consider myself adaptable.” This 

protective characteristic came to light as he spoke about his English language fluency and 

the adoption of an American accent:  

Language was not a problem; I didn‟t do it on purpose, but my American friends 

say, „the way you used to speak when you came and the way you speak now is a 

little different.‟ The accent or whatever, it has come. Because if I speak like how I 
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used to, they won‟t understand. I have to modify in order to help them understand 

easily.  

In terms of adjusting to the educational system in the United States, his professors 

contributed a great deal, Sachin said. Because of the differences in the educational 

systems between India and the United States, Sachin needed reassurances from his 

professors about his performance: 

In my first semester, I was always worried about how I was doing, my 

performance, not just the grades but also overall class participation and the quality 

of my work and everything. So I used to go to them and ask them directly, „Is 

there any problem or anything?‟ Because I am not used to this system, so they 

used to be supportive always and they used to tell me „you are doing good; we 

don‟t feel any difference between the other students and you, you have adjusted 

well.‟  Whenever I needed help they were ready to support. 

Sachin added that he did not think of being an only Indian student until he saw his class 

list. He said he remembered thinking. “ „Oh there are no other Indian students. Am I in 

the wrong field?‟ ” He noted that a number of friendly American and international 

students helped.  

 Speaking about international student orientation, Sachin said that meeting 

students from different countries helped him understand that he is not alone in some of 

his struggles.  

In the orientation, I got a chance to meet students from different countries. I got to 

know that whoever comes here faces the same difficulties or they go through the 

same things more or less. Then I got a chance to interact with them and that 
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helped me feel more comfortable on campus. Whenever I went out on campus I 

used to meet one of them — not just Indian, it could be anyone from any country.  

Risk factors: As Sachin elaborated on his experiences, he acknowledged that financial 

struggle was a challenge: “I think the only challenge for me was earning enough to 

support myself. I mean I didn‟t want to go on vacation and other things — not a greed for 

money, but a need for money.” In spite of doing work-study, the money was not enough 

to pay for monthly expenses, which only added stress. “But again, that income is not 

enough to pay off your rent and phone bills and everything. So, sometimes I used to 

think, like, „how do I manage my finances and other stuff.‟ ” He explained that not 

making enough money affected him in many ways. He wondered: “If I was here on 

stipend, my activities would have been completely different. Like, rather than being 

home I would go out and do something fun.” It is evident that many of Sachin‟s risk 

factors are related to lack of financial stability. 
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Table 7 

Themes Reflecting Sachin’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 

 

Bio-ecological Aspects 

of Being an Indian 

International Student 

 

Protective 

Factors of 

Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

Change in 

weekend 

activities 

 

 

Sense of responsibility 

toward his family 

 

Friends Limited 

university 

funding 

 

Feels comfortable 

in lived space 

Adherence to Indian 

culture  

 

Parents 

 

Financial stress 

Physical distance 

led to distance in 

some 

relationships 

Issues with food: 

displeasure eating 

frozen food or foods 

with preservatives 

 

Advisor  

 

 

Excitement about 

education 

Believes that he 

is not alone in 

his struggles 

 

 

    

  A positive sense 

of self: 

Adaptable 

 

 

 

   

  A belief that life 

is better in the 

United States 

 

 

  Indian Students 

Association 

 

 

 

Summary of Interview with Sachin 

Sachin gave an in-depth account of his acculturation process. He talked about his 

curiosity of life in America even before migrating to this country. Sachin narrated his 
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initial struggles in forming relationships, especially with domestic students. However, 

among all the participants, he had the most success in this area. Sachin reported that his 

relationships with other Indian students helped in his adjustment in the new environment 

and also in feeling close to Indian culture. An important insight that Sachin shared was 

his realization that all international students in general struggle with regard to adjusting to 

numerous changes during their stay in the United States and that sometimes becomes a 

common ground to build relationships with other international students. American culture 

has had an immense effect on Sachin‟s choices — for example, his choice of weekend 

activities. The majority of Sachin‟s stress comes from financial hardships; however, 

emotional and financial support from family and “adaptable” nature help him in coping 

with life in the United States.  

Interview with Suma 

 Like the other participants Suma also got in touch with me after she received the 

recruitment letter. A few minutes before the interview, Suma called me to ask if it was 

OK for her to bring coffee to the interview. Suma had a big smile and a cup of coffee in 

her hand as she entered the library graduate study room for the interview. I provided a 

verbal explanation of the informed consent and also asked Suma to read and sign the 

informed consent form. Suma had no questions about the interview process and indicated 

that she was ready to start the interview.  

I began the interview by asking Suma, “Tell me about your experiences as an 

Indian international student in an American university.” Suma narrated her experiences 

that related to lived time, lived body and lived relation.  
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Lived time: Some of the items that Suma listed in response to the question about her 

experiences as an Indian international student exemplified the notion of her temporality. 

For instance, she said: “The little time we get, we friends just chill out and do some 

weekend get-away kind of a thing.” She elaborated about her responsibilities in her 

department: “You are expected to come on Saturdays and you are expected to work 

around 12 hours a day.” In addition, Suma explained that she has “little time” to visit her 

extended family in the United States. She also identified that another contributing factor 

for lack of time is her busy social life. “But I have mingled too much with people here 

that I don‟t get enough time to visit my family often.” 

Lived space: When asked about her first impressions of the United States, Suma said that 

it was not dramatic because she had travelled to another country before. But she added 

that the United States was a different experience:  

I have travelled UK before so maybe I didn‟t have that sense that I was going 

abroad. Because, since I visited UK, so I didn‟t feel … definitely when I entered 

this city I felt, „wow,‟ because US is different from UK. I don‟t know, there was 

nothing that was that different. But the first time I came to this city, I had a 

different feeling. I felt „Oh! Wow … it is beautiful,‟ but then I got used to it.  

Lived body: Suma‟s corporal sensitivity was reflected as she talked about her adjustment 

to the demands of being a student in the United States. Suma recollected that she was 

apprehensive about her adjustment to the demanding school schedule when she was in 

India but noted that she got used to it. “Somehow I just got adapted. Now even if I want, I 

cannot sleep beyond 7. I don‟t feel bad; I feel sleepy, but it‟s not that I would want to go 

off to sleep again.”  
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 Suma talked about missing food. “I miss home cooked food; I don‟t cook. So, I 

sometimes miss some dishes that my mom used to make.” She acknowledged that it was 

not a major problem because she had already spent a few of her undergraduate years 

away from home and she is accustomed to it. She said that eating out and eating 

unhealthy foods affect her body: 

Lately, I have been eating out a lot. For the last one year, I ate out a lot. After I 

returned from India in March, I ate out almost every day for about two months. 

Obviously, that doesn‟t go very well with the body. 

While Suma recognizes her self-care needs, she appears to find it a challenge to balance 

self-care and other demands of a student life.  

Lived relation: Suma reflected on her decision to come to the United States for master‟s 

and Ph.D. degrees. She said the decision came about because of her friends and the better 

research opportunities: 

I didn‟t plan to come here, but, like, the reason I gave GRE is because my friends 

were giving. The other reason to come here was because my friends told me that 

the labs were better and there was more seriousness in research; which was not 

there in India. 

Suma said that her parents are well educated and wanted her to pursue her education 

abroad; however, she said that her mother was emotional: 

The problem was my mother; she wants my brother and me to always stay close 

to her. She was very afraid — not because I was going to pursue a Ph.D., but 

because I was going too far physically. She wanted me to come back with a 
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master‟s when I first started out. Now, she thinks that I should finish my Ph.D. 

and come. 

Talking about her father‟s support, Suma noted: “My dad is like „you do anything it‟s 

OK. You paint, it‟s OK. You dance, it‟s OK. But as far as you are doing something, 

anything is OK.‟ ” 

 Suma said that her relationships with other Indian students in her department 

helps her feel at home and remarked that it is one of the reasons she didn‟t make any 

effort to befriend domestic students. “Like, they are acquaintances like professionally … 

we work, but it‟s strictly work and nothing personal. I don‟t know … because there are 

too many Indians in my department.” 

 Suma was most appreciative of her relationship with her advisor. She recollected 

an incident, which left a lasting positive impression on her:  

Like, my second semester was not really good academics-wise. But my professor 

stood like a rock. Like, sometime back I was thinking that I will not do a PhD and 

that is because I was fearful — because in a Ph.D. there are only ups and 

mountains to climb, and I was scared. And he guessed that, and he sat down with 

me one day for three hours and somehow he gave me the feeling that it‟s going to 

be OK.  

She remembered that although this conversation with her advisor was lengthy, it was 

extremely important in her feeling supported as she faced an academic challenge.   

Ecological factors: From Suma‟s narrative, it appears that her educational environment 

had an impact on her development. Suma‟s experiences have made her more responsible. 

For instance, she said, “When I was doing bachelor‟s in India, I couldn‟t even imagine 
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waking up before nine in the morning.” She elaborated that she feels purposeful being a 

part of the American academia: 

After I came here, I actually liked it a lot because somehow we had something 

useful to do and somehow we enjoyed the coursework, and the labs. Everything 

was very different; I have never had the semester system before. I was used to 

yearly system in my college. But somehow I just got adapted. 

In addition, Suma noted that she was expected to teach as a graduate student. She said 

that with no previous experience in teaching, she took the requirement seriously:  

There is a level of seriousness; I had to teach the students means I have to really 

teach them properly. I had to study and prepare well, so … I mean that was 

something new. It was fascinating the first and the second semesters. 

Even though the initial excitement about teaching faded eventually, Suma noted that she 

was well-liked by her students. Suma pointed out that teaching assignments further added 

to her feeling purposeful as a graduate student in an American University.  

Protective factors: A relationship with a friend she met in her undergrad provided 

support for Suma. Talking about her adjustment process, she said:  

It was not tough. My best friend and I came to the same university, and to the 

same department. So, from day-one we knew we would be roommates and we 

have become so used to each other now. So, I had no problem in adjusting. 

In addition, she recounts that her relationships with her professors greatly helped in her 

adjustment process. “All the professors are very good. And the best quality in my advisor 

is his humility.” Suma was happy to note that her professors treated her with respect.  



 138 

Suma spoke about several intrinsic and extrinsic aspects that proved to be 

protective factors. Hinting on her personality, Suma said: “I adapt and adjust very fast. 

Usually I don‟t let things bother me you know.” Suma also pointed out that fluency in 

English language helped her with her assignments and teaching. She attributed her ease 

with adjusting to the easy access to Indian movies “I think that is another reason why 

adjustment wasn‟t a problem because we live in a city. All Indian movies play in 

theaters.” Suma is also involved in an Indian association outside the university. She said 

that she gives classical music performances during the association events. In addition, 

Suma had already spent a few of her undergraduate years away from home, which helped 

her in not feeling homesick.  

Risk factors: Like the other interviewees, Suma also talked about the stress she 

experienced during the first week of her life in the United States. She explained that there 

were many things, such as setting up her home and being oriented to the demands of her 

program. “Particularly the first week, I think there were so many things new coming at 

us. We were busy setting up the home, buying stuff, et cetera. There were so many new 

things to think about.”  
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Table 8 

Themes Reflecting Suma’s Acculturation Experiences  

Lifeworld 

Existentials 

 

Bio-ecological 

Aspects of Being an 

Indian International 

Student 

 

Protective Factors 

of Resilience 

Risk Factors of 

Resilience 

A general feeling of 

lack of time 

Adherence to native 

culture 

Advisor 

 

Academic 

challenges 

 

Easy adjustment to 

space: Previous 

travel abroad and 

years away during 

undergrad 

 

 Friends 

 

 

Initial confusion 

adjusting to the 

new 

environment 

Eating out is not 

good for my body 

 

 Parents  

 

Busy social life with 

Indian friends 

 

 

 

Positive sense of 

self: Stable 

minded, 

responsible 

 

 

    

Awkwardness with 

domestic students 

 

 Indian Students 

Association 

 

 

 

   

    

 

Summary of Interview with Suma 

Suma‟s account of her experiences provided rich information for this study. Suma 

noted that although she followed her peers in preparing to study abroad, her well-

educated parents helped in her decision to study in the United States. Suma attributed her 

sense of comfort in adjusting to the host country to her previous travel abroad and also 
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time away from home during her undergraduate degree. In addition, Suma said that her 

relationships with other Indian students and especially her „best friend‟ from India 

provide support in her acculturation process. In her educational environment, her 

advisor‟s support was noted as important in her decision to continue with a Ph.D. 

program. Other than the initial days of confusion, Suma‟s narrative did not bring to light 

any challenges in the host country. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

 

The cross-case analysis of the data revealed a number of themes that emerged as 

significant during the individual interviews with the participants in this study. These 

themes emphasize the role personal and cultural backgrounds played in the lives of 

Indian men and women as they experienced the acculturation process while pursuing a 

graduate education in the United States. All the main and sub-themes are listed in the 

table below followed by a discussion. 
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Table 9 

Categories and themes reflecting participants’ experiences of the acculturation process 

Categories                                        Themes 

 

 

Lifeworld existential: Lived 
time 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Lifeworld existential: Lived 
space 

 

 
 

 

Lifeworld existential: Lived 

body 
 

 

 
 

Lifeworld existential: Lived 

relation 
 

 

 

 

 More time for exploring the new environment 

 More time for hobbies 

 Sensitivity to time: Concept of weekend 

 A general feeling of lack of time 

 Time of stress 

 Life organized around time 

 

 

 Commute a problem in cold weather 

 Organized and clean 

 Roommate issues 

 Lonely in the city 

 Confusion orienting self to new space 

 Comfortable in lived space 

 

 

 Increased physical energy 

 Engage in new physical activities 

 Eating out is not good for my body 

 
 

 Awkwardness with domestic students 

 Unchanging sense of relations with family 

 Improved relations with parents 

 Physical distance led to distance in relations 

 Busy social life with Indian friends 

 

 

 
 

 

Ecological factors 

 Adherence to native culture 

 Sense of responsibility towards family 

 Excitement about education 

 Issues with food 

 Pressures of a single child 

 Individualistic orientation 

 Approachable professors and faculty 

 Informality in classrooms 

 Improved relationship with parents 

 Impact of culture on self-presentation and language 

 Feeling respected by professors 

 Reasonable academic expectations 
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Protective Factors of 

Resilience 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Risk Factors of Resilience 

 Parents 

 Friends 

 Advisor 
 Open-mindedness 
 A belief that life is better in the United States 
 University funding/ financial security 
 Indian Students Association 
 Positive sense of self: Self-reliance, adaptable, 

responsible, Less-judgmental, open-minded, friendly, 

capable, stable-minded 
 Spirituality 
 Boyfriend 
 Knowledge that all international students struggle as 

they adjust 
 

 

 Initial confusion 

 Superficiality in relationships 

 Sense of loss 

 Alienation 

 Decreased social life 

 Financial stress 

 Undesirable work 

 Academic challenges 

 Stress related eating habits 

 
 

 

Cultural influences on planning life around time were evident in some of the 

themes. The concept of a weekend was new for some of the participants; however, it was 

easy for them to get accustomed to. Many engaged in weekend activities, such as sight 

seeing, shopping, going to Friday-night movies, and parties. Two participants mentioned 

that they have more energy and were able to engage in new physical activities, such as 

horseback riding, rafting, and zip lining. Participants also tended to postpone celebration 

of birthdays or Indian festivals to the weekends. Many of them talked about using 

weekends to catch up with family and friends in India. At least two participants talked 
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about feeling relaxed about available free time over the weekends while the others 

complained that they did not have enough time.  

Many of the participants believed that life is better in the United States. For many 

of these participants, momentum to study abroad was embedded in a belief that they 

would do better in all areas of life in the „land of opportunity.‟ The narratives of some 

participants suggest that they imagined America to be thrilling, with many American 

friends, fast cars and tall buildings. Some of this imagery seems to have come from 

movies; while the reality of life in the United States is different, a hope to fulfill their 

dreams continues to be a driving force in their acculturation process.  

The initial period after migration was riddled with confusion related to many 

adjustment issues. Some of the issues faced by these students were related to feeling 

comfortable in the new environment, self-care, and use of transportation. Even though the 

participants found the cities in the United States to be organized and clean, some 

mentioned being confused getting oriented to the space. A few of the participants talked 

about feeling lonely in the city. Three participants commented on the time it takes to do 

grocery shopping and meal planning. These participants also commented on their 

frequency of eating in restaurants as undesirable. At least one of them commented on 

restaurant food and its negative effects on her body. Only one participant noted 

experiencing difficulties with her roommate. Many of these participants found 

transportation to be problematic, especially in the winter. General dislike for cold weather 

coupled with waiting for public transportation was considered unbearable and time-

consuming. These students would clearly prefer a warmer climate but at the same time 

realized that all they can do is to endure.  
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All participants identified forming relationships with people in the host country as 

a difficult matter. A sense of loss experienced as a result of migration and a decreased 

social life bred alienation for a few participants. The participants reported not being able 

to develop lasting friendships with domestic students; awkwardness in engaging with 

domestic students was mentioned as a hurdle by all the participants. Most of them viewed 

cultural differences, along with lack of relatability with American humor and 

conversation topics identified as issues in forming friendships. Even though two 

participants had tried gathering knowledge about American sports, they soon realized that 

there were many cultural nuances that were difficult to comprehend. However, social 

relationships of all participants were not restricted to Indian students. One participant 

who was successful in forming a trusting relationship with a domestic student noted that 

his friend initiated the relationship. The same participant mentioned that he was able to 

form lasting relationships with other international students.  

Peer influence was a source for considering study abroad for two female 

participants; the rest talked about better education or “freedom for research” as sources 

for their consideration to study abroad. Even though the participants decided on their own 

to study abroad, all the participants talked about the involvement of their parents in their 

decision making process to study abroad. Parents did not appear to be overbearing; 

rather, they provided emotional and monetary support. In preparation to study in the 

United States, two female participants noted that they followed their peers in taking the 

GRE and applying to universities in America. Many of the participants went to the 

university where they are currently enrolled because students from their undergraduate 

colleges had gone there and had given positive reviews of the university. All participants 
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identified parents and Indian friends as sources of support before and after their arrival in 

the United States.  

 For all the participants, the need to do well academically was not only a personal 

but also a familial expectation. Participants commented on the need to adjust to the 

American educational system, from the yearly schedule to the semester system, as well as 

the learning and evaluation methods. Participants noted that they needed to get used to an 

evaluation system that focuses on analysis rather than memorization covering the breadth 

of a topic rather than the details. One participant also mentioned the extensive use of 

computer and Internet for assignments, saying that it takes him longer to complete 

assignments as he gets used to working on a computer. Only one participant commented 

directly on issues related to academic rigor and said it took her about a semester to get 

adjusted. Due to differences in the grading system and student confidentiality, some 

participants were unsure about their academic progress, especially in the beginning. At 

least half of the participants wondered about their professors‟ perception of their overall 

academic adjustment. All the participants acknowledged having no language issues; 

however, one participant commented on his Indian accent posing a challenge when 

teaching undergraduate students.  

 Only the male participants remarked on the informal classroom culture as well as 

the relationships they shared with professors. All of them noted that although it was 

acceptable to be casual in the classes, they preferred not to do so. In addition, the 

participants found it enjoyable to be able to talk to their professors about topics unrelated 

to academics. The participants commented on feeling respected by their professors 

because of the way they were treated. In part, they were pleased by a lack of obvious 
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hierarchy in academia. All of the participants also valued their relationships with their 

advisors; they sought their advisors‟ support and guidance in times of need.  

 One of the predominant themes in the narratives is the role of parents in the 

overall adjustment of the participants to their new lives in the United States. All 

participants indicated that frequent and regular communication with their parents is a 

significant aspect of their lives. The families considered frequent and regular 

communication important and desirable. Most participants talked about using modern 

technology, such as the Internet, to call and video-chat with their families. Frequent 

communication provided the participants with emotional support as well as a sense of 

feeling involved with their families in spite of the distance. One participant indicated that 

keeping in regular contact with her parents caused her added “pressure.” Six participants 

identified parents as primary sources of support; they said they would reach out to their 

parents for comfort during times of stress. Four of the male participants and two female 

participants spoke about their relationships with their mothers. Their mothers were 

described as being supportive and involved in their lives. A few participants attributed 

physical distance to improved relationships with their parents.  

When discussing their futures, it is evident that the participants considered the 

impact of immigrating to the United States on their lives. Seven out of the eight 

participants expressed a desire to return to India after getting their degrees and gaining 

some work experience. Even though they were convinced to go back, none of them were 

sure of the exact point at which they would return to live in India. Two major reasons 

behind them wanting to go back to India eventually are a desire to be close to their 

parents and not wanting to raise their children in an American cultural environment.  
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Participants identified friendships with other Indian students as a major source of 

support. Many of the participants contacted other Indian students from their future 

universities for help with travel from the airport. In some cases, the participants lived 

with those Indian students until they found their own places. Some of the participants 

also received monetary help from other Indian students until they were able to start 

assistantships. The participants relied heavily on their Indian friends for social and 

emotional support. For many of the participants, the bonds they developed were a result 

of shared Indian culture and invaluable help. Three of the participants said that they 

consider their Indian friends in the United States as their family.  

 Among the Indian students, a popular on-campus resource is the Indian Students 

Association (ISA). It is a formal organization formed and maintained by Indian students. 

All the participants engaged in activities organized by the ISA, and it was a major 

resource for meeting and learning about other Indian students from different departments. 

One participant was comforted by the fact that other international students also 

experienced similar struggles with adjusting. Only one of the participants considered 

going to the counseling center for support; the other participants did not recognize the 

counseling center as a resource. When asked if they would seek counseling, they were 

hesitant about how helpful it would be for them before they said that they would consider 

it as a last resort. Doubt, stigma and lack of knowledge about mental health services 

persisted.  

Participants‟ adherence to native culture is further evidenced in their expression 

of a sense of responsibility towards their parents, developing culturally relevant 

friendships, and celebrating Indian culture through festivals. Individualistic orientation 
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was one of the end results of adjustments that these participants had made in reconciling 

with the host culture. The male participants, especially, realized a sense of independence 

and responsibility that comes with individuality. One female participant talked about 

individuality in terms of feeling less judgmental toward others.  

While many participants recognized the influence of culture on their attitudes, 

only one participant pointed to the influence of culture on self-presentation and use of 

language. Many of these participants were also self-reliant, believing that they should be 

able to deal with their problems and not burden their parents. Participants also perceived 

themselves as being adaptable, capable, responsible, and stable; while these qualities help 

in acclimatizing to the new environment, they also reflect the participants‟ resilience. 

Most of the participants said that they would reach out to family and friends 

during times of distress. For any academic issues, the participants identified their advisors 

as sources of support. Self-reliance was also pointed to as an important element in their 

overall adjustment. One participant talked about membership in an Indian spiritual group 

as a source of support. In addition, one female participant noted that her boyfriend 

provided essential support during an initial period of confusion.  

A more serious pragmatic issue faced by two participants was securing adequate 

funds for their education. In spite of their wishes to be independent, these students had to 

depend partially on their families for their educational expenses. The two participants 

commented on their issues in adjusting to working in the food services in order to sustain 

themselves. While working in food services was physically grueling, they also noted that 

they had to overcome negative attitudes towards holding jobs in food services. While one 

of them eventually found university funding, he identified the process of securing 
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university funding as frustrating. The others who found funding from the beginning 

commented on the satisfaction in having enough money. As the participants spoke about 

their general adjustment process, one of them commented on her previous travel abroad 

as being helpful in her easier adjustment to the new environment. Three other participants 

lived away from their families during their undergraduate studies; they also 

acknowledged those experiences as having prepared them in some ways for a student life 

in the United States.  

Chapter Summary 

 Eight Indian international students participated in individual interviews and 

provided rich information. The interviews were audio taped and later transcribed. I 

engaged in data synthesis through a process of carefully examining and coding the data. 

During this process, field notes and my reflective journal were reviewed before 

conclusions were drawn. A case-by-case analysis of the data collected is provided in this 

chapter. Once the individual case analyses were completed, the derived data were used to 

conduct a cross-case analysis to highlight emergent themes — some of which appeared 

universal to all participants, others unique, but all profoundly significant for Indian 

international students.  
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Chapter V: Discussion  

  

More than 100,000 Indian students migrate to the United States for higher 

education each year (Institute of International Education, 2010). Volumes of scholarly 

work have examined the effects of migration to be both psychological and physiological 

in nature (Berry, 1997; Choi, 1997; Hwang & Ting, 2008). Navigating through 

contradictory value systems between native and host cultures is a source of stress for 

international students (Mori, 2000; Wang et al., 2011), and that stress is accentuated by 

academic and developmental challenges posed by university study (Saurez-Orozco & 

Saurez-Orozco, 2001; Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994). While the general effects of 

international study are known, research specifically focused on Indian international 

students is sparse. In addition, a gap has existed in the academic discussion of the beliefs, 

values, and cultural differences among Asian groups. In conducting this research, my 

principle purpose was to examine the lived experiences of Indian international students 

who have chosen to migrate to the United States for graduate study. It is my hope that the 

findings of this research will add to the literature on international students, information 

about the experiences these students face and how best to understand and support their 

transition. For those who come in contact with Indian international students, especially 

counselors, this kind of knowledge will help to foster a better understanding of these 

students‟ unique backgrounds and particular needs. 

 In this research, the major questions I was interested in exploring were: (a) What 

are the underlying themes that describe the experience of being an Indian international 

student at an American university? (b) What are the contexts or systems associated with 

the experience of being an Indian international student at an American university? (c) 
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What are the protective and risk factors associated with the lived experience of an Indian 

international graduate student at an American university? In the previous chapter, I 

presented the findings related to these questions. In this chapter, I will discuss my 

interpretations of these findings. Following that, I will discuss limitations, 

recommendations for research, and implications for the preparation and practice of 

counselors.  

Themes 

 The theoretical framework for the research and structure for data analysis was 

developed through a triangulation of the lifeworld existentials of Van Manen‟s (1997) 

hermeneutic phenomenology, Bronfenbrenner‟s (1994) bio-ecological model of human 

development, and the protective and risk factors of resilience (Harvey, 2007; Ungar, 

2008; Seccombe, 2002). Analysis of the collected data produced several themes. In each 

interview, the themes reflecting a participant‟s experiences as an Indian international 

graduate student were categorized into: lifeworld existentials, ecological factors, 

protective factors of resilience, and risk factors of resilience. Life world existentials 

encapsulated themes related to a participant‟s experiences of lived time, lived space, lived 

body and lived human relation as an Indian international student. Social, cultural, 

academic, and familial aspects provided contexts to a participant‟s experiences in the host 

country and were identified under the category “ecological factors.” Sources of strength 

vital to a participant‟s adjustment process were identified as protective factors of 

resilience. Factors that posed on-going threats to the over-all adjustment of a participant 

were identified as risk factors of resilience. 
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Lifeworld Existentials 

Many of the participants reported their sensitivity to lived time in the host 

country. Most got accustomed to the concept of a weekend rather effortlessly and 

reported engaging in extracurricular activities. One participant, however, reported a 

disinclination to follow the societal norm of scheduling celebratory life events during 

“weekends.” Rohan noted, “Here everything is postponed to the weekend. Somebody‟s 

birthday is on a Tuesday and you celebrate it on a Friday or Saturday.” In a sense, Rohan 

wondered about the relevance of what is a considerable structure in the American way of 

life and, more importantly, how to make meaning of it.  

 Even though the participants enjoyed the comforts that American life had to offer, 

they complained about pragmatic issues they encountered in the social systems they now 

live within. Commuting to the university was identified as an inconvenience. For 

instance, Raj said, “Travel is the only problem; I have to plan my work according to the 

bus schedule.” Some of the participants complained about bus travel in general; having to 

schedule work around a bus schedule and having to wait for a bus during inclement 

weather were the two features they complained about the most. Ganesh, who does not 

like cold weather, noted, “Travelling becomes a little difficult, if you don‟t have a car and 

stuff and you need to wait for the bus. But that‟s something you can‟t stop.” It must be 

noted that while the participants complained, they have also come to accept these changes 

as a way of life. 

 Themes related to lived body emerged from the analysis of the data collected. 

Participants expressed both positive and negative views on the effects of acculturation on 

their physical wellbeing. Wilton and Constantine (2003) found that some international 
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students find it more acceptable to somaticize acculturative stress. However, I did not 

find it to be the case with the participants in this research. What I did find was a gender 

difference related to this category. Generally, the male participants commented about 

having more energy and enjoying more physical activities in the United States, whereas 

the female participants spoke about the effects of stress resulting from living in a new 

socio-cultural environment and neglecting self-care needs. 

 An important theme related to lived relation was developed from numerous 

comments from many of the participants who reported having no friendships with 

domestic students. One said, “I could not achieve it;” having American friends was an 

unrealized dream for this participant. Although the participants reported a desire to have 

American friends and believed that they could learn about American culture through 

friendships, they reported feeling awkward in initiating or maintaining relationships with 

Americans. Culturally accepted ways of interacting with indigenous people posed a 

challenge to the overall adjustment of the participants.  

Baker et al. (1991) and Arthur (1997) observed that people from collectivist 

cultures generally looked for depth and stability in relationships, which could be one of 

the reasons for the participants‟ confusion and disappointment about the apparent 

superficiality of relations with Americans. However, instead of making themselves 

vulnerable in forming relationships with domestic students, these participants‟ choices in 

developing and maintaining friendships with other Indian students also could be 

interpreted as a resilient response to a challenge. 

The adherence to native cultural values and their impact on social adjustments in 

a new culture can be further witnessed in the testimony of participants as they talked 
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about their experiences with the Indian Students Association (ISA). King (2004) noted 

that people create meaning through belonging, doing, and understanding, which can be 

used to interpret meaning from the information shared by the participants. It was clear 

that the participants felt they belonged through their association with ISA. They enjoyed 

native food, they danced, and they practiced rituals that were familiar. Most importantly, 

they shared the common experience of being an Indian international student in the United 

States. These shared social aspects helped the participants form strong bonds with other 

Indian students. 

Ecological Factors 

From the data collected in the interviews, it is also evident that adopting an 

individualistic orientation came with its own challenges. For instance, while Rohan 

enjoyed his independence, he reported feeling a “distance” in his relationships perhaps as 

a result of feeling torn between two cultures that promote contradictory social values. 

Sato and Hodge (2009) observed the dynamic of “social distance” in their research, 

which sheds light on the challenges that some international students experience in 

adapting to a new culture. It can be broadly construed that while adopting intrapersonal 

aspects of an individualistic orientation was easy and even exciting for the participants, 

working through interpersonal aspects was confusing and much more complicated than 

expected.  

For the participants in this study, adjustment in a new socio-cultural environment 

involved learning a myriad of new, yet simple, skills. An example of this that emerged 

from the interview data was learning the locally acceptable skills required when ordering 

food at an American restaurant. Rohan, a vegetarian, experienced psychological distress 
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as he inadvertently ordered and ate a meat sandwich. Such experiences not only cause 

international students to engage in behavior that is not consistent with their wishes but 

these types of pragmatic issues that cause social confusion and misunderstandings can 

make international students question their ability to be successful in their new social 

context.   

 A general assumption about the social context of Indian children is that they are 

raised to be respectful of their parents. In many instances, they learn to consider family 

needs before personal needs (Sandhu, 1997). The results in this research show that most 

of the participants maintained close ties with their parents and relied on their emotional 

and sometimes financial support. As in other Asian cultures, Indian culture values 

interdependence and collectivism (Chang & Subramaniam, 2008). This cultural value 

was evident in that all participants expressed a sense of responsibility and regard toward 

their parents. The sense of responsibility was often expressed as they talked about 

returning to India to live with their parents and care for their parents. It is customary for 

adult children, especially male children, to continue to live with their parents and serve 

them in their old age. However, through some narratives, it became evident that at times 

family expectations added psychological distress. In Raj‟s case, he noted that it was 

“beautiful” to be away from his parents. He was happy exercising independence. 

Similarly, Shilpa, being an only child, felt “stressful” to be in touch with her parents 

twice daily. Expression of individual needs was more evident in the narratives, as 

American cultural influences on the participants can be traced as each of the participant‟s 

focus shifts onto the self. 
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 One of the themes reported by all participants was related to changes in self-

perception. With their origins well-rooted in the collectivistic culture most prominent in 

India, the participants learned to value and hold group needs ahead of personal needs. 

Most of the participants noted that they have become more individualistic after their 

migration to the United States; they recognized the impact that the American value for 

individualism has had on them. For example, Raj said that individualism made him feel 

more responsible for his life. Other participants also reported feeling a sense of freedom 

and independence as a result of feeling less pressure to meet parental expectations. In 

other words, they noted feeling grown-up. For the first time in their lives, they were 

making decisions related to their work, education, money, and self-care needs — all on 

their own and not influenced as much by their familial affiliations.  

 Many of the Indian students reported that they migrated to the United States with 

a belief that doing so would not only ensure upward social mobility for them but also 

bring honor to their families. Since the participants knew little about American academia, 

they reported that their first step was to learn what was expected of them and how to 

respond appropriately to the academic demands of the university. While analyzing the 

data, it became clear that adjustment for these participants to American academia had 

three essential parts: (1) Adjustment to new academic expectations, (2) balance of work 

and study, and (3) comfort with classroom culture.  

For all the participants, it was the first time in a semester system. Unlike the 

yearly system that the participants were familiar with in India, the semester system meant 

that they had to keep abreast with the course information. In other words, they could not 

delay learning the course material until the final exams, something they were used to in 
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India. Although many participants noted that the course material was not challenging, 

success in the classes required different skills, emphasizing, for example, critical thinking 

rather than rote memorization.  

These participants also noted that they had to quickly adjust to balancing work 

and study schedules. In India, many students generally live protected lives; they live at 

home and they depend on their families for educational and living expenses. Affording an 

education in the United States was beyond the means of the participants‟ families. As a 

result, all of the participants reported having to supplement their income through 

employment. For many of these participants, working while taking courses was exciting, 

and often interpreted as a rite of passage to being a financially independent adult.  

In India, students follow strict classroom etiquette, for example, at the beginning 

of each class students stand to greet their professors and it is also a general expression of 

respect for students to stand while conversing with professors. Coming from a structured 

classroom environment, the participants‟ attention was drawn to domestic students‟ body 

language, such as sitting with their feet up while facing a professor and eating in class. 

These types of behaviors would be construed to be disrespectful according to Indian 

norms. One participant noted, “Funny thing I found here was that my first lecture was in 

a big auditorium and then students were sitting with their legs up and professor was 

standing right there. You can never do that in India.” Even though these were seemingly 

insignificant classroom norms, they were markedly different from what the participants 

were used to in their native country and meant that the participants had to learn to adjust 

psychologically and behaviorally to these differences.  
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 Hierarchical relationships between students and their teachers in India are the 

norm. Many participants noted that their professors in India rarely had a sense of humor 

or engaged in informal conversations with students. Another dynamic that contributed to 

the issue was that these participants were undergraduate students in India, which meant 

that the student body per class was much larger than in a graduate class, making it harder 

for their professors to know them personally. Given the blatant power difference in the 

relationships, participants noted that it was harder for the participants to develop healthy 

and supportive relationships with their teachers in India. Many of the participants agreed 

that they felt “respected” when American professors engaged in informal one-on-one 

conversations. More so, they thought that they were treated as “human.” For example, 

Suma said that her professor came back to her to apologize when he recognized that he 

was disrespectful. These experiences can be interpreted as indications that a cordial and 

conducive learning environment in the United States made other adjustments tolerable for 

these participants. 

 Previous research found that lack of English language fluency caused problems in 

personal, social and academic areas of an international student‟s life (Smith & Betz, 

2000; Dao, Lee, & Chang, 2007; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992). Although the participants 

in this research did not discuss issues related to language specifically, their narratives 

highlighted some difficulties related to Indian accents and the use of slang in their 

interactions with domestic students. It should be noted that having a satisfactory level of 

fluency in English helped these participants obtain graduate teaching assistant positions. 

However, language was reported as one of the reasons for the participants‟ difficulties in 

developing meaningful relations with domestic students. 



 159 

Protective Factors of Resilience 

 Resilience is strength awareness (Smith, 2006). For many of the participants, one 

of the primary reasons for their decision to migrate to the United States was that “life is 

better in the United States,” both professionally and personally. The participants as well 

as their parents considered it an “opportunity” to pursue higher education in the United 

States. As Myna and several participants noted, “positive energy” towards life had a 

ripple effect on all spheres of life. In many ways, a positive outlook made life 

manageable; which in turn helped them perceive themselves, as many described, as 

“adaptable,” “stable” and “adjustable.” Cognition of positive personal attributes is an 

essential resilient characteristic that helped in their acculturation process. 

The participants in this study were all young adults who have embarked on a 

transcultural journey. As described previously, these participants navigated through 

emotional, financial and other situational challenges with the aid of notable emotional 

maturity and self-regulation. With few predictable and relatable aspects of life in a 

foreign country, all the participants needed extrinsic support that they could rely on. 

Their smooth transition was only possible through the support they received from their 

families, peers, advisors, and spiritual practice.  

For many of the participants, family remained a vital source of support. In spite of 

the distance, most of them looked to their families for regular emotional support and 

sometimes for financial help. Furthermore, the participants‟ families, including siblings, 

played a vital role in their decisions to study abroad. To some extent, turning to their 

families became easier due to technology. All the participants used Skype and on-line 

chats as a means to keep their families involved in all spheres of their lives. However, 
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one cannot make the generalization that all Indian students keep their families closely 

involved in their lives. Among the participants, some noted that they did not want to 

burden their families with their life problems. One participant, who has lived in the 

United States for the longest, thought that his mother could not have advised him on a 

professional issue he was facing. In these cases, perhaps, the age of the student and length 

of stay in the United States are factors that affect the level of involvement with his or her 

family.  

Peers were also vital sources of strength in the adjustment process of the 

participants. Most often, participants befriended other Indian students who were 

classmates or people they met through the Indian Student Association. These individuals 

have had similar experiences as the participants‟ and were therefore in a better position to 

understand, give advice, and provide support. Stronger bonds also developed not only 

because of a common cultural background but also through a shared experience of living 

abroad. Although a few expressed trust issues with their peers, the participants still 

depended on their peers when they needed someone to rely on. In addition, the 

participants also identified their peers in India as sources of support. Even though there 

was geographical distance, those peers in India were still trusted to provide support 

during times of need.  

In the participants‟ network of support were also their advisors. All the 

participants sought their advisors for academic direction. For example, Suma said  

“humility” was the most notable aspect of her advisor who took time to guide her through 

her decision to continue with her Ph.D. program. After that, instead of thinking of 
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dropping out when she faced some academic challenges, she learned to trust in her 

capabilities.  

One participant identified affiliation with a spiritual group as a source of strength. 

Rohan, “felt at home” in the United States after he joined a spiritual group. He draws 

continued support through regular group meetings. Rohan also identified his practice of 

meditation as another means of strength. Essentially, I found through this research that 

relationships provided major sources of support to the participants. Participants reported 

that these relationships provided social, emotional, and financial support and aided in 

their resilient responses to the acculturation process. 

Risk Factors of Resilience 

 Due to their student visa statuses, international students can only take up on-

campus jobs, and finding university funding can be a difficult task in many cases. Most 

of the participants in this study found on-campus jobs in their departments at the 

beginning of their first semesters, for which they were grateful. However, two of them 

had to take up jobs in the food services. These participants took time to adjust to their 

jobs because of negative beliefs that were deeply entrenched in their minds. Since India is 

segregated in terms of class, it is considered undesirable for an educated person, from a 

respectable family background to work in the food services. Functioning from class-

conscious mindsets, the participants took time to adjust psychologically to their jobs.  

Navigating an unfamiliar social, cultural, and academic environment is associated 

with major adjustment stress (Hwang & Ting, 2008) and Shilpa‟s mention of her struggle 

during the initial phase of her migration is an indication of her experience of acculturative 

stress. For example she said, “When I came here probably was the worst time of my life. 
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First six months … because life here is totally different.” Shilpa repeatedly noted during 

the interview that the first six months after her migration to the United States were 

especially stressful in adjusting to the new academic and social environments. 

Acculturation typically involves awareness and development of a sense of self in 

an intercultural context (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). Participants accounts of feelings of 

loss and alienation in the new environment is evidence of their vulnerability as they 

navigate through a confusing period of intercultural transition. Their internal 

psychological distress is accentuated by external factors such as financial stress, 

decreased social life, and superficiality in relationships, which posed potential risks to the 

well-being of the participants. 

Research Questions and Identified Themes 

A discussion of the relationship between the research questions and the identified 

themes is presented in this section. In doing this, my quest is to highlight how, 

substantially, the themes answer the research questions. Each of the identified themes are 

not listed below. Instead, they are collapsed into groups for brevity. For instance, 

relationships with parents, peers, and advisors were all recognized as protective factors 

by many of the participants; however, in this section they are all identified under 

“supportive relationships.”  

The first question in this research was: What are the underlying themes that 

describe the experience of being an Indian international student at an American 

university? The themes that best answer this question were related to a participant‟s 

adjustment to a new socio-cultural environment, awareness of self and others in a new 

socio-cultural environment, and adjustment to a new academic environment. Each of 
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these themes highlights not only the participant‟s attitude towards life but also how life 

experiences in the new environment have shaped his or her self-perception.  

The second research question was: What are the contexts or systems associated 

with the experience of being an Indian international student at an American university? 

The themes that best answer this research question are associated with the participant‟s 

physical, intercultural, relational, and academic contexts. The participants described their 

experiences related to physical, social, cultural and academic contexts in their their lives. 

While parts of their narratives highlighted struggles, others showed their creative means 

of adaptation.  

The third question in this research was: What are the protective and risk factors 

associated with the lived experience of an Indian international graduate student at an 

American university? The following themes identified by the participants provide an 

answer to this question. Supportive relationships ranked highest among the participants‟ 

protective factors. Among other themes that added layers of protection for participants 

were: participation in organizations such as Indian Student Association; engagement in 

spirituality; and development of a positive sense of self. In other words, acculturative 

stress that the participants experienced was bearable as a result of the protective factors. 

Some of the participants who did not find sufficient university funding to cover 

educational and living expenses reported that financial stress and undesirable work in 

food services were potential risk factors. In addition, some of the female participants, in 

particular, identified academic challenges and decreased self-care, which pose reasonable 

health risks. Initiating, developing, and maintaining relationships with American students 

were reported to be challenges.  
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The themes related to these three research questions collectively portray the lived 

experiences of the eight Indian international students who participated in this research. 

Participants described various aspects of their lives in the United States. It is certain that 

these experiences have had a positive effect on their development. While there are risks 

inherent in any transcultural transition, these participants‟ overall outlook towards life has 

helped them to draw strength from protective factors in their process of acculturation. In 

short, it is evident that the potential for resilient adaptation is significant among Indian 

international graduate students studying in the United States. 

Table 10 provides an illustration of the relationship between the research 

questions and the identified themes. 
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Table 10 

 

Relationship between research questions and themes 

 

Research Question Related Theme 

 

 

What are the underlying themes that 

describe the experience of being an Indian 

international student at an American 

university?  

 

 

 

 

 

What are the contexts or systems 

associated with the experience of being an 

Indian international student at an 

American university?  

 

 

 

 

What are the protective and risk factors 

associated with the lived experience of an 

Indian international graduate student at an 

American university? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Adjustment to a new socio-

cultural environment 

 Awareness of self and others in a 

new socio-cultural environment 

 Adjustment to a new academic 

environment 

 

 

 

 Physical context 

 Intercultural context 

 Relational context 

 Academic context 

 

 

 

 Supportive relationships 

 Participation in organizations 

 Spirituality 

 Positive sense of self 

 Financial struggles 

 Undesirable work 

 Decreased self-care  

 Relationships with American 

students 

 

Limitations of the Study 

Although I endeavored to develop a trustworthy research study that was grounded 

in theory, this study has some unavoidable limitations. The first was related to the 

sample. Eight Indian international graduate students from one mid-western American 

university participated in this study. In addition, most of the participants came from two 
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major cities in India. This would limit the effect of diversity on the participants‟ 

worldviews since the sample‟s geographical distribution did not reflect the cultural 

diversity found within the Indian culture. In addition, the participants were also chosen 

from one mid-western university. Even though it would have been ideal to draw 

participants from several universities to represent a more diverse set of experiences, the 

scope and resources available to conduct this study dictated that a convenience sample be 

utilized. Perhaps there would have been a greater diversity of lived experiences among 

Indian international graduate students had the participants been chosen from different 

universities.  

The richness and depth of knowledge gained through this qualitative exploration 

of the eight individual experiences does not permit generalizability in the traditional 

sense. However, the knowledge gained through this study can be partially applied to 

better conceptualize the phenomenon experienced by similar Indian international students 

and other groups of international students who migrate from Asian countries to the 

United States for graduate study. In addition, the knowledge gained through this research 

can provide a useful basis for future research in this area.  

The researcher is an intrinsic part and an instrument of any qualitative research 

(Patton, 2002). In conducting this research, I have taken several precautions to bracket 

my ideas and opinions and keep them separated from the participants for example, 

maintaining a reflective journal to maintain “empathetic neutrality” (Patton). As a result, 

I believe that I operated as much as possible from a neutral and objective position during 

the data collection and analysis processes. In order to keep the research focused on the 

experiences of the participants, taking precautions to bracket my biases was especially 
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germane and important because of my personal experiences as an Indian international 

graduate student. In addition, the quality of participants‟ responses depended on variables 

that were beyond my control, such as the comfort of the participant in sharing personal 

experiences. A hesitancy strongly rooted in cultural belief that personal issues must only 

be discussed with family members could have been a contributing factor in some of the 

participant‟s resistance to offer more personal information. In addition, for all the 

participants, this was the first time partaking in research of this sort. 

Implications from this Study 

Research 

 The results of this research indicate that various relationships have provided 

protection to the participants against the risks related to acculturative stress. However, 

many of the participants found it difficult to develop relationships with domestic 

students. One participant said, “I felt like an outcast,” about not being able to form 

relationships with domestic students. Another participant sensed a “distance” in those 

relationships he shared with domestic students. To some extent, the differences in 

personalities and culture explain Indian international students‟ challenges in developing 

relationships with domestic students. But could it also mean that the participant expressed 

feeling discrimination? What needs to be explored further is the role of race, status, and 

other characteristics in the formation of these relationships. Coming from a highly 

structured and hierarchical Indian social system, the Indian international students might 

internalize challenges in developing relationships with domestic students as rejection, 

which in turn could have a unique effect on their acculturation process. Indian students 

have limited skills to even identify some of the socio-cultural issues that affect them in 
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personal ways. Investigations focused on the role that race and status might play in the 

Indian student‟s ability to develop relationships with American students would help in 

furthering the understanding of Indian international students adjustment to study at 

American universities. 

 In addition, this research highlighted the lived experiences of Indian international 

graduate students studying at an American university located in an urban area. Partly, 

their adjustment was aided with easy access to Indian movies, Indian food, and other 

cultural activities. However, there is a need for future research to focus on comparative 

studies exploring whether Indian international students adapt to universities in urban 

settings more easily than universities in rural areas of the United States. This would help 

in the continuation of the discourse on the acculturation process of Indian international 

students. In addition, repeating this study with a different, more broadly representative 

sample would help capture as much of the diversity of the phenomenon as possible.  

 Graduate education in the United States can be a life altering experience for many 

Indian international graduate students. However, unpredictable events like the recession, 

and post-education job prospects can have a far-reaching influence on Indian 

international students‟ desire to study in the United States. Future studies that focus on 

the effects of such events on the students‟ mobility would emphasize the need to prepare 

students for global competencies.  

Higher Education  

 American universities actively recruit international students and thus have a 

responsibility to support their cultural transition in order to increase their probability of 

success. One reason for the intent to recruit international students is to increase diversity 



 169 

on campuses. Often international students are expected to provide cross-cultural 

experiences to domestic students. However, equal responsibility should be placed on the 

American students to be interested in and learn about the international students enrolled 

with them. In this respect, incorporating a department-level mentor program in which an 

international student is paired with a culturally sensitive domestic student during the 

initial months would ensure an easier academic and cultural assimilation.  

It is also important for faculty to be aware of the unequal power relationships 

between international students and American students (Hsieh, 2007). Encouraging 

relationships between international students and domestic students can help everyone 

involved to engage in a more authentic multicultural experience where all students will 

learn to understand and tolerate differences. However, in order to foster this type of 

student interaction, university instructors and staff who are themselves comfortable 

dealing with international students must be willing to model and facilitate positive 

relationships between international students and American students.  

American universities need to be pro-active in supporting the development of 

these relationships. Since relationships with peers and advisors were identified as 

protective factors that supported the acculturation of Indian international students in this 

study, the preparedness of academic and student support staff in higher education to 

create opportunities for all students to be successful is crucial, as it can have a ripple 

effect in the students‟ lives. Positive multicultural experiences will help students feel 

more prepared to deal with multicultural challenges in the globalized world.  

 Relationships with professors and advisors played a vital role for most of the 

participants in this research. The participants credited their advisors for their academic 
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adjustment. Sato and Hodge (2009) pointed out that international students felt most 

accepted when their advisors were satisfied with the quality of their work. The research 

indicates that every effort must be made by professors and staff to provide appropriate 

encouragement and support to the international students in order to mitigate the negative 

effects of cross-cultural transition.  

International Students Services 

The university office of international students and other organizations responsible 

for providing international student services must offer coaching for international students 

to prepare them for cross-cultural transition. In many ways, timing is important. Even 

before their migration, prospective international students receive basic literature on 

culture shock; however, it is of little use because they are not in a position to fathom the 

impact their cross-cultural transition entails. My recommendation is to provide the 

relevant information more gradually, as the students experience their host culture. The 

preparation should include detailed information about pragmatic issues that are 

encountered first, including where to shop, transportation information, and issues related 

to safety. Next, information regarding the academic environment and procedures should 

be provided. Later, in a few weeks, information about more serious topics such as 

acculturation, effects of culture on self, developing a sense of self in a transcultural 

environment, and the role of race and status in relationships must be provided. 

From this research it is evident that, in the beginning, all the participants were 

dealing with pragmatic issues such as: Where to live? How to buy groceries? How to ride 

a bus? How to work on assignments? Some of the participants even described this period 

as “confusing” because there were “too many things to attend to.” This state of being 
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confused or overwhelmed suggests that they are not in an ideal position to learn new 

information that would support their successful acculturation. Therefore, the International 

Students Services would best serve these students by providing small amounts of relevant 

information several times during their first semester on an American campus. Initial 

rounds of information provided during the orientation must pertain to more practical 

concerns of new international students. Information about issues related to the stress, 

management, effects of culture, race, beliefs, and values on their acculturation process 

could be provided at a later point to best cater to their needs. 

International students showed a linear increase in adjustment during the first six 

months after their migration (Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002). Effective prevention 

strategies must be introduced throughout this period. Some of the relevant information 

can be presented through short videos or films. Small groups of international students can 

view these videos followed by a facilitated discussion. These discussions will cater to the 

different learning styles of students and also have the potential to draw out even those 

students who are shy. During the initial acculturative process, such interactive learning 

would support international students‟ exploration of themselves in a new socio-cultural 

environment. Subsequently, such interactive learning environments could include 

domestic students to benefit all students in experiencing authentic multicultural 

interactions. 

Finally, it is my supposition that international students would benefit abundantly 

if the International Students Services were more involved on a regular basis. The first six 

months to a year after migration is the most challenging period of adjustment in the lives 

of the international students. Finding meaningful ways to provide support throughout the 
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course of an international student‟s life at a university is necessary to encourage feelings 

of belonging among these students. 

Counseling 

It is well known that Asian international students under-utilize traditional 

psychological help due to differences in culture, values, beliefs and stigma (Sue & Sue, 

1999; Braun & Brown, 1998). The question is: How can universities provide culturally 

relevant resources to these students? When probed, many participants in this research 

said counseling would be their last resort. They said that they could not think of a 

problem in their lives that could be helped through counseling. This highlights once again 

that counseling in the traditional sense is not relevant to this group of Indian students. 

New ways of reaching out to these students must be explored.  

Traditional services are not sufficient or attractive resources for international 

students. Thinking beyond the box is what is required to address the well-researched 

problem of Asian students under-utilization of on-campus psychological services. One of 

the answers for Indian international students could be in the Indian Students Association 

(ISA), as it was a place of solace for many of the participants. They felt they belonged, as 

they shared experiences and gathered information on how to effectively navigate in the 

new environment. In this study, the data suggests that the ISA can be used as a resource 

to reach out to Indian international students. Bhat (2005) found psycho-educational and 

skill development groups to be helpful to therapy-shy Indian students. University 

counseling and advisement services could be more effective if they used the ISA to co-

sponsor these types of psycho-educational services such as stress management techniques 
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and skills groups and cultural competence groups with a plan to use them as a mechanism 

to introduce reluctant students to the benefits of other counseling services.  

Asian international students‟ misperceptions and suspicions of psychological 

services and their lack of knowledge about the benefits of these services was found to be 

a major reason for their reservations about counseling (Frey & Roysircar, 2006). I found 

this to be the case with Indian international students who participated in this research as 

well. The analyses of the data indicated that only one participant considered counseling, 

and none actually used counseling. In some cases, they said that they might consider it as 

a last resort. Tummala-Narra (2007) and Lightsey (2006) suggest that proactive measures 

must be taken to demystify and de-stigmatize counseling services. Apart from university 

counseling centers‟ collaborations with Indian Students Association and International 

Student Services, a diverse group of therapists who are skilled in areas related to 

international study and cross-cultural adjustment are much needed to make counseling 

relevant to international students.   

The results of this research highlight the need for counselors to become cross-

culturally competent. In addition to addressing the multicultural competencies, the results 

of this research also suggest that the training of counselors to work with international 

graduate students must address the development of an understanding of the specific 

context and basis of an individual‟s beliefs (Suarez-Orezco & Saurez-Orezco, 2002). For 

example, each region in India is unique in its differences of language, culture, and 

customs. It would be a difficult task to be well aware of all the nuances of this culture. 

However, an understanding of certain core values of the Indian culture — such as the 

respect for elders and the importance of family, and the value of collectivism — would 
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enable counselors who work with Indian international students to understand them within 

a broad cultural context and provide more effective help. Furthermore, developing 

collaborative relationships with these students is crucial for counseling professionals to 

learn about the individual student‟s personal response to cultural and academic 

challenges. While empathizing and normalizing with an Indian international student‟s 

cross-cultural transition takes precedence, counselors must also see these clients as 

creatively adapting to a new socio-cultural environment (Kelly, 1986; Trickett, 1996; 

Tummala-Narra, 2007). Ultimately, counselors working with international students must 

guide them to understand and verbalize how migration has shaped their lives with a 

greater goal of reducing dissonance in their transcultural narratives.  

Conclusion 

The goal of this research has been to explore the lived experiences of Indian 

international graduate students at an American university. The thick descriptions 

provided by eight Indian international graduate students about their acculturative 

experiences that ensued after attending graduate school in the United States offered a 

deep understanding of the phenomenon.  

The consistent findings that emerged from the collected data indicate that the 

Indian international students‟ struggles of acculturation affected all spheres of their lives. 

Even though all participants experienced academic, relational, financial, and socio-

cultural challenges in the new environment, the intensity of those challenges and the 

adaptation methods each used differed.  

A noticeable common experience for the participants in this research is their 

persistent and creative adaptation to cross-cultural transition challenges. 
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Correspondingly, successful navigation through cross-cultural issues helped many of the 

participants develop a positive sense of self. Yet, the participants lacked skills and 

resources to address some issues effectively. It is also apparent from the participant‟s 

descriptions that the difficulties they encountered making the necessary adaptations to 

become successful could have been mitigated with more appropriate contextual supports. 

For counseling professionals and university personnel, the task of finding, fine-tuning, 

and providing relevant resources to international students remains an important 

responsibility.  
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A. Guiding question: What have been your experiences as an Indian international 

graduate student attending an American University? 

 

Possible follow-up questions to elicit information in the following areas:  

 

I. Experiences as an Indian international graduate student in an American 

university. 

a. Probe to elicit additional information, specific opinions, values, 

feelings, related to the participant‟s experiences.  

 

II. Life prior to migration. 

a. Tell me about your perceptions of life in the United States before you 

migrated. 

b. Tell me about your decision to study in the United States. 

c. Probe to elicit additional information, specific opinions, values, 

feelings, related to the participant‟s experiences. 

 

III. Relationships with family members, peers and community members. 

a. Tell me how your relationships with your family members/peers/or 

others has been affected by your migration. 

b. Probe to elicit additional information, specific opinions, values, 

feelings, related to the participant‟s experiences. 

  

IV. Life experiences related to adjustment in the United States. 

a. Tell me about the challenges you faced/face in adjusting to life in the 

United States. 

b. What factors helped you successfully meet the challenges you faced? 

c. What factors made it more difficult for you to successfully meet these 

challenges? 

d. Probe to elicit additional information, specific opinions, values, 

feelings related to the participant‟s experiences. 

 

B. Demographic information, specifically the participant‟s age, gender, year in 

graduate school, and marital status will be confirmed during the interview 

process. 

 

C. Concluding question: Is there anything else that you would want to add that has 

not been covered in the interview so far? 
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APPENDIX B: Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
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DUQUESNE UNIVERSITY 
Department of Counseling, Psychology & Special Education 

 CANEVIN HALL 

PITTSBURGH, PA 15282 

 
 
 
TEL 412.396.6112  
FAX 412.396.1340 

 

 

TITLE: Lived Experiences of Indian International Students:  

Migration, Acculturation, and Resilience. 

 

INVESTIGATOR:   Dr. William Casile 

     Associate Professor, School of Education 

     412-396-6112 

 

STUDENT INVESTIGATOR:  Suguna Mukthyala, MA, NCC, ACS 

     Doctoral Candidate 

     Dept of Counseling, Psychology, and Special Edu. 

 513-546-4398 

 

SOURCE OF SUPPORT:   This study is being conducted as partial fulfillment  

of the requirements for the doctoral degree in 

Counselor Education and Supervision (ExCES) at 

Duquesne University.  

 

PURPOSE: This study explores the experiences related to the 

migration and acculturation of Indian international 

graduate students attending American universities. 

This research seeks to answer questions related to 

how Indian international students perceive their 

lives in the host country and the impact migration 

has had on them. As a participant, you will be asked 

to participate in an individual interview for 

approximately one and a half hours. During the 

interview, you will be asked to describe your 

experiences as an international student in America 

and the impact this has had on you. Specifically, 

you will be asked to describe your experiences as an 

Indian international graduate student in an 

American university, life prior to migration, 

relationships with family members, peers and 

community members, and life experiences related to 
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adjustment in the United States. The interview will 

be audio recorded and the student investigator will 

take filed notes. The audio recordings will be 

transcribed. In addition, you may be asked to review 

the student investigator‟s recording and analysis of 

your interview for accuracy and clarity in a follow-

up meeting or phone call.  

  

RISKS AND BENEFITS: While you might not benefit directly, your 

participation in this research may provide for a 

better understanding of the experiences of 

international students, which may lead to 

recommendations for improved support for 
international students studying at American 

universities.  
 

While it is not likely, it is possible that during the 

interview you may realize that recollecting and 

discussing some of the experiences reveals that they 

have been unpleasant or traumatic for you. At times, 

reliving these experiences may cause psychological 

distress. During or following the interview, if you 

feel uncomfortable, you may want to contact 

counseling services available on your campus or in 

the community. I will be available to assist you in 

this process by providing you with the names and 

numbers of professionals who can be of support.  
 

COMPENSATION: You will not be compensated for your participation 

in the study. However, participation in the project 

will require no monetary cost to you either. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY: Your participation in this research will be kept 

confidential. Only investigators will have access to 

the data. You will not be identified in the data 

analysis. You will be assigned a pseudonym that 

will identify your response(s) in the data summaries 

and any references you make to other people or 

places will be deleted or disguised. All written 

materials and recorded media as well as any 

artifacts provided by you will be stored in a locked 

filing cabinet in the student researcher‟s home. 

Once the transcriptions are completed all audio 

recordings will be destroyed. All collected data, 

transcribed notes, and consent forms will be 



 204 

destroyed five years after completion of the 

research. 

  
RIGHT TO WITHDRAW: Your participation in the research is completely 

voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at 

any time with no penalty. Simply notify me of your 

desire to end your participation and have your data 

removed from this study. 

 

SUMMARY OF RESULTS: A summary of this research will be provided to you 

upon request. 

 

VOLUNTARY CONSENT:  I have read the above statements and understand 

what is being requested of me.  I also understand 

that my participation is voluntary and that I am free 

to withdraw my consent at any time, for any reason.  

On these terms, I certify that I am willing to 

participate in this research project. 

  

 I understand that should I have any further 

questions about my participation in this study, I 

may call Suguna Mukthyala, Doctoral Candidate, at 

513-546-4398; Dr. William Casile, Advisor, at 412-

396-6112; or Dr. Joseph Kush, Chair of the 

Duquesne University Institutional Review Board, at 

412-396-6326. 

 

 

 

 

                                  

___________________________________                ________________ 

Participant's Signature      Date 

 

 

___________________________________      __________________ 

Researcher's Signature      Date 
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July 26, 2012 

 

Duquesne University 

600 Forbes Avenue 

Pittsburgh, PA 15282 

 

Dear International Student, 

 

My name is Suguna Mukthyala, and I am a doctoral candidate at Duquesne University in 

the Executive Counselor Education and Supervision Program. I am conducting this 

research on the lived experiences of international students in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for my doctoral degree. Specifically, I am seeking to explore the lived 

experiences of international graduate students of Indian origin who have chosen to attend 

an American university. 

 

This qualitative study will require each of the participants to engage in a semi-structured 

interview with the researcher. These interviews should last approximately one and a half 

hours. The purpose of these interviews is to gain an understanding of the everyday 

experiences of international students, as well as how they make meaning of these 

experiences. All information gathered during the research process will be kept 

confidential. No information that would directly identify the participants, their family, 

friends or colleagues or institutions they attend will be disclosed. Pseudonyms will be 

used in place of any potentially identifying information.  

 

Each interview will be audio recorded, and transcribed for analysis. These materials, 

along with the consent form, the student investigator‟s field notes and participant 

provided artifacts, will be maintained in a locked file cabinet in the investigators home 

during the study. The audio recordings will be destroyed once the transcriptions are 

completed. All collected data, transcribed notes, and consent forms will be destroyed five 

years after completion of the research. Participation in this research is voluntary and 

participants are free to withdraw from the study at any time. Any data collected from a 

participant who has withdrawn consent will be destroyed immediately. 

 

If you are interested in volunteering to participate in this study, or if you have any 

questions, I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to further discuss the research with 

you. You can reach me at 513-546-4398 or mukthyalas@duq.edu. You may also reach 

my dissertation committee chair, Dr. William Casile, at 412-396-6112 or by email at: 

casile@duq.edu.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Suguna Mukthyala, M.A., N.C.C., A.C.S. 

Doctoral Candidate, Department of Counseling, Psychology, and Special Education,  

Duquesne University 

 

 

mailto:mukthyalas@duq.edu
mailto:casile@duq.edu

