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Abstract	

This	qualitative	study	explores	the	extent	to	which	international	students	integrate	when	they	

encounter	social	justice	discussions	inside	or	outside	a	U.S.	class	environment.	Focusing	on	diversity	

courses	at	a	west	coast	university,	the	study	investigates	international	students’	learning	experiences	as	

well	as	their	contributions	to	these	U.S.	educational	spaces	when	drawing	from	their	perspectives	and	

experiences	from	communities	around	the	world.	Because	international	students	are	both	agents	and	

objects	of	bias,	the	study	hypothesizes	that	more	integration	leads	to	more	engagement	and	better	

outcomes	for	both	international	and	domestic	participants.	By	interviewing	and	surveying	students	from	

varied	national	and	social	backgrounds,	the	study	seeks	to	understand	outcomes	for	a	diverse	group	of	

both	international	and	domestic	students.		The	study’s	findings	will	advance	policy,	pedagogy,	and	

practice	conversations	around	internationalization,	social	justice	education,	and	global	citizenship	

education	at	institutions	of	higher	education	in	the	U.S.	
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Introduction	&	Literature	Review	

During	the	last	half-decade	or	so,	an	unprecedented	number	of	international	students	studied	at	

U.S.	colleges	and	universities.	The	Institute	of	International	Education	(IIE)	reported	that	for	the	2018-

2019	academic	year,	there	are	over	one	million	international	students	in	the	U.S.,	which	account	for	
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approximately	5.5%	of	the	whole	student	population	in	higher	education	(IIE,	2019).	With	the	growth	of	

international	students	in	the	U.S.	came	an	increase	in	studies	on	the	population.	Previous	research	on	

international	students	focused	on	their	challenges	in	academic	spheres	as	well	as	psychological	and	

socio-cultural	adjustment	(e.g.,	Constantine	et	al.,	2004;	Mesidor	&	Sly,	2016).	Factors	that	contributed	

to	international	students’	negative	experiences	of	acculturation	have	mainly	included	language	

proficiency,	racial	discrimination	(Hanassab,	2006;	Lee	&	Rice,	2007),	communication	styles	(Oguri	&	

Gudykunst,	2002),	social	isolation	(Hayes	&	Lin,	1994),	and	cultural	distance	between	the	home	and	host	

culture	(Lee	&	Rice,	2007).	However,	many	of	these	studies	take	a	deficit-only	approach	to	

understanding	international	students’	experiences	and	pay	less	attention	to	the	learning	they	acquired	

or	the	contributions	they	make	when	navigating	a	variety	of	educational	spaces	in	the	U.S.	Notably,	very	

few	studies	focus	on	international	students’	experiences	in	social	justice	or	global	citizenship	spaces.		

International	students	bring	with	them	perspectives	and	experiences	from	around	the	world,	

including	their	perspectives	about	equity,	diversity,	and	inclusion.	Previous	research	illustrates	that	

some	international	students	may	reproduce	and	reinforce	stereotypes	and	bias	towards	students	from	

minoritized	groups,	and	therefore,	may	impact	campus	climate	negatively.	Ritter	and	Roth	(2014)	argue	

that	international	students	who	had	limited	exposure	to	the	U.S.	outside	of	depictions	in	the	media	will	

arrive	with	beliefs	in	racial	hierarchies	and	bias	toward	certain	groups,	especially	African	American	men.	

Similarly,	Mitchell	et	al.	(2017)	found	that	international	students	hold	limited	knowledge	about	U.S.	

concepts	of	race;	therefore,	some	students	don’t	know	why	Americans	“force	race	to	be	an	issue”	(p.	7).	

These	findings	are	not	surprising	given	that	some	of	the	top	countries	from	which	international	students	

hail	include	relatively	racially	homogeneous	countries	such	as	South	Korea	and	China	(IIE,	2019).	

Therefore,	international	student	participation	in	social	justice	education	could	improve	campus	climate	

and	teach	international	students	about	new	ways	to	understand	race	and	racism	in	the	U.S.	and	the	

world.		
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Yet	international	students	are	not	only	agents	but	also	objects	of	bias.	For	example,	

international	students	experience	racism	and	racialization	within	and	beyond	U.S.	campuses,	as	well	as	

experiences	associated	with	injustices	around	gender,	sexuality,	class,	ability,	religion,	language,	etc.	

Additionally,	the	political	climate	up	to	and	after	the	2016	Presidential	election	changed	the	landscape	

of	globalism,	and	therefore,	the	climate	under	which	international	students	operated	on	U.S.	campuses.	

The	rise	of	xenophobia	and	extreme	nationalist	ideologies	affected	international	students	negatively	in	

that	they	began	dealing	with	“everyday	landscapes	of	exclusion”	(Pottie-Sherman,	2018,	p.	35)	and	

expressed	concerns	and	even	panic	after	the	election.	Some	of	them	conveyed	uncertainty	and	anxiety	

about	finishing	their	education	in	the	U.S.	(Johnson,	2018).		

Additionally,	given	that	international	students	may	be	more	familiar	than	U.S.	students	in	

discussing	issues	around	equity,	diversity,	and	inclusion	in	relation	to	their	own	country’s	or	region’s	

context,	they	have	much	to	share	and	teach	their	peers.	Consider	experiences	of	students	from	India,	a	

top	country,	according	to	IIE	(2019),	where	class,	ethnic,	language,	and	religious	diversity	often	occur	as	

themes	in	the	discourse	around	Indian	politics.	Consider	immigration	discourse	in	Europe,	where	

Germany,	for	instance,	invites	more	refugees	than	any	other	country	in	the	West.	Consider	policies	

around	gender	equity	in	a	country	such	as	Iceland.	Consider	attempts	at	racial	reconciliation	in	a	country	

such	as	South	Africa.	These	examples	suggest	that	students	from	these	countries	may	provide	

observations	that	can	potentially	broaden	the	perspectives	of	domestic	students	in	the	U.S.,	especially	

on	issues	related	to	equity,	diversity,	and	inclusion.	The	integration	of	international	students	into	social	

justice	spaces	means	new	possibilities	arise	for	exchange	and	learning	for	domestic	students	about	how	

social	experiences	both	vary	and	look	eerily	similar	around	the	world.	

Therefore,	full	integration	of	international	students	into	U.S.	social	justice	spaces	means:	1)	

international	students	will	learn	about	the	U.S.	historical	context	as	well	as	why	and	how	American’s	

problematize	race	and	other	social	categories,	which	will	provide	opportunities	to	map	these	
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(potentially)	new	ways	of	thinking	to	other	social	issues	across	the	globe,	and	2)	international	students	

will	enrich	the	learning	of	domestic	students	by	incorporating	their	lived	experiences,	perspectives,	and	

cultural	capital	(Yosso,	2005)	from	across	the	globe.	Given	the	historical	legacies	of	oppression	and	

current	social	problems	in	the	U.S.,	it	is	important	to	note	that	neither	the	U.S.	nor	its	institutions	of	

higher	education	hold	a	monopoly	on	social	justice	done	well.		Similarly,	no	other	country	holds	this	

monopoly.	This	process	of	mutuality,	then,	is	important	for	the	learning	of	all	participants	in	social	

justice	spaces	and	courses,	and	we	hypothesize	that	better	integration	of	international	students	in	these	

spaces	means	better	outcomes	for	all	students	as	well	as	their	institutions	of	higher	education.			

Theoretical	Framework	

Theoretical	frames	associated	with	socio-cultural	transitions	can	provide	useful	guidance	on	this	

underexplored	area	of	the	international	student	experience.	Berry’s	(1997)	acculturation	model	

illustrates	the	ways	in	which	one’s	original	social,	cultural,	and	psychological	identity	may	change	when	

adapting	to	a	new	environment.	Assimilation,	integration,	marginalization,	and	separation	constitute	

four	predominant	relationships	that	individuals	may	develop	to	a	host	culture	(Berry,	1997).	For	

international	students,	the	model	and	four	relationships	help	describe	the	possible	outcomes	when	they	

encounter	social	justice	spaces	in	the	U.S.	In	the	context	of	this	study,	integration	means	international	

students	engage	in	discussions	of	social	justice,	bringing	their	lived	experiences	and	insights,	while	also	

listening	well	to	the	perspectives	of	others	and	incorporating	new	information	learned	into	their	world	

view.	

The	postcolonial	theory	leads	the	authors	to	consider	the	ingrained	imbalance	of	power	

relations	and	inequality	between	Global	North	and	Global	South	in	the	process	of	globalization	and	thus	

helps	us	interpret	the	increasing	internationalization	in	U.S.	higher	education	with	a	critical	eye.	

Therefore,	we	apply	a	postcolonial	lens	and	aim	to	interrogate	the	“discursive	basis	of	Western	rule”	

(Tikly	&	Bond,	2013,	p.	423).	Additionally,	we	aim	to	support	student	agency	and	mutual	learning	by	
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adopting	an	emancipatory	and	engaged	approach	(Madge	et	al.,	2009).	We	believe	this	application	of	

postcolonial	theory	will	call	into	question	American	exceptionalism	and	the	‘us’	and	‘them’	dichotomy.	

Therefore,	our	study	will	differentiate	between	experiences	of	international	students	from	the	Global	

North	and	those	from	the	Global	South	and	problematize	American	exceptionalism	when	expressed	in	

social	justice	spaces.	

In	alignment	with	the	postcolonial	approach,	the	Global	Citizenship	Education	(GCE)	framework,	

especially	its	critical	agendas	(Andreotti,	2006),	will	also	be	employed	to	challenge	inequality	and	

hegemony	in	a	global	age.	The	critical	mode	of	GCE	denounces	the	unfairness	and	unsustainability	of	the	

current	global	structures	and	seeks	to	create	participatory	and	transformative	spaces	for	students	to	

develop	skills	and	dispositions	required	for	an	interconnected	world.	Incorporating	the	theory	of	critical	

GCE,	the	current	study	contends	that	all	students	could	be	active	global	citizens	who	make	systemic	

changes	at	both	local	and	global	levels	when	participating	in	a	space	for	social	justice.		

Proposed	Study	

While	Ritter	and	Roth	(2014)	and	Mitchell	et	al.	(2017)	propose	utilizing	intergroup	dialogue	

spaces	to	push	against	stereotypes	and	biases	international	students	hold	about	minoritized	

communities	in	the	U.S.,	scant	literature	exists	evaluating	the	integration	of	international	students	into	

these	spaces	and	detailing	their	experiences	there.	Few	studies	seeking	to	understand	international	

student	experiences	in	diversity	courses	or	initiatives	in	the	U.S.	exist.	For	example,	Daniels	(2010)	found	

that	diversity	courses	contribute	to	international	students’	diversity	awareness	and	intergroup	peer	

interactions.	Burkhardt	and	Bennett	(2015)	found	that	diversity	initiatives	enhanced	the	presence	of	

international	students	but	led	to	the	creation	of	‘us’	vs.	‘them’	divides	between	U.S.	and	international	

students,	since	it	does	little	to	encourage	cross-cultural	interactions	on	a	daily	basis.	However,	these	two	

studies	lack	specific	attention	to	integration,	which	is	the	mechanism	by	which	international	students	



 
166	

contribute	to	social	justice	spaces,	and	U.S.	students	learn	from	international	student	experiences	in	a	

mutual	way.		

This	study	uses	semi-structured	interviews	(Seidman,	2013)	and	surveys	of	international	

students	from	the	Global	North	and	Global	South,	white	students,	as	well	as	students	of	color	who	are	

from	the	U.S.	to	understand	the	following	questions:	1)	To	what	extent	are	international	students	

integrated	into	diversity	courses?	What	acculturation	experiences	are	they	having	in	these	spaces	(i.e.,	

integration,	marginalization,	separation,	assimilation)?	2)	What	do	international	students	from	the	

Global	North	and	Global	South	learn	from	these	social	justice	spaces	about	U.S.	socio-cultural	

experiences?	3)	What	do	white	students	and	students	of	color	from	the	U.S.	learn	from	these	social	

justice	spaces	about	social	experiences	around	the	world?	We	aim	to	interview	ten	students	of	each	

type	(40	students	total)	and	recruit	from	diversity	courses	at	a	west	coast	university.	The	survey	will	go	

out	to	all	participants	in	diversity	courses	at	the	same	university	for	a	given	quarter	or	semester.	

Conclusion	

This	important	inquiry	will	contribute	to	the	field	of	international	higher	education,	and	equity,	

diversity,	and	inclusion	education	by	advancing	several	policy,	pedagogy,	and	practice	conversations	

around	internationalization,	social	justice	education,	and	GCE	at	institutions	of	higher	education	in	the	

U.S.	By	centering	international	students’	experiences	in	social	justice	spaces	for	the	engagement	of	all,	

this	study	1)	illustrates	how	essential	diversity	and	social	justice	education	is	to	international	education,	

GCE,	and	internationalization	of	higher	education,	2)	elicits	reflection	and	action	opportunities	for	

professors,	policy-makers,	and	practitioners	involved	in	facilitating	social	justice	education,	and	3)	

prepares	institutions	of	higher	education	to	rethink	their	internationalization	agendas	to	ensure	

meaningful	learning	experiences	for	all	students.	

Sound	practices	for	integration	of	international	students	into	social	justice	conversations	will	

emerge	from	this	study,	which	is	an	overlay	to	all	the	outcomes	mentioned	above.	Requirements	for	
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diversity	initiatives	aim	to	provide	all	college	students	with	cross-cultural	awareness,	experiences	that	

reduce	prejudice,	and	experiences	that	instill	new	perspectives	about	human	difference	(Humphreys,	

1997).	If	we	care	about	the	intersection	of	equity,	diversity,	and	inclusion	education	with	international	

education,	then	we	should	infuse	those	values	in	every	domain	of	the	university,	including	social	justice	

spaces.	Doing	so	is	the	only	way	to	ensure	that	all	students,	international	and	domestic,	gain	a	more	

comprehensive	understanding	of	human	difference	and	human	similarly	around	the	world,	which	is	

necessary	for	all	students	everywhere	in	an	increasingly	globalized	world.	
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